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The creation of scientific knowledge has transitioned from largely solitary work to collective
efforts embedded in large collaborations,  placing a new emphasis on social  networks as the
mechanism linking interdependent scientists across departments and universities. Professional
networks have proven to be a key contributor in the career success and their presence becomes
even  more  important  for  under-represented  communities.  In  this  context,  the  Women  in
Technology community at CERN (WIT) was born in the early 2016.  The main aim of the WIT
community is  to  create  a  supportive network  for  exchanging experiences  and  career  advice
among  women  working  at  CERN.  WIT  activities  span  on  different  fronts:  networking,
mentoring,  awareness  and  outreach.  The  WIT community  today  comprises  more  than  500
members, has organised three mentoring yearly programmes and is present in multiple outreach
events, both in the local area and world wide through social media. Women networks, such as
WIT, are beneficial to both the network participants and the organisation as a whole: not only do
they provide a place to connect and share common experiences but also they can interface with
CERN  internal  programs,  such  as  CERN’s  official  Diversity  &  Inclusion,  transferring  the
community’s ideas and advocating for minority’ issues. It has to be noted that even if WIT was
born in the spirit of supporting women, it actually welcomes members from all genders and all
CERN’s  departments.  This  contribution  describes  how  WIT is  structured  and  the  different
activities organised by the community; it also highlights how networks like WIT contribute to
making an impact on diversity and inclusion in a scientific research organisation like CERN.
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1. Introduction

CERN is the European Laboratory for Particle Physics in Geneva, Switzerland. It hosts
15,000 people on site, most of which are physicists and engineers. The Women in Technology
community at CERN (WIT) is a grass-roots community started in early 2016. The idea for such
community started when several new members of the IT department realized that similar women
networks from which they had benefited at university and in industry did not exist at CERN, or
even in the local area.

After  speaking  with  like-minded colleagues,  they  decided  to  found a  group at  CERN
where  colleagues  could  exchange  ideas  on  common  topics  and  share  career  advice  and
experiences. Thus the “Women in Technology at CERN” grass-roots community came on the
scene,  to complement the other professional  community networks within the diverse CERN
environment, like LGBTQ network and country networks.

The  motivation  to  create  a  Women  in  Technology  community  at  CERN needs  to  be
understood from a bi-dimensional perspective that has to do with both networking and gender.

The Networking Perspective
The production of scientific knowledge has changed from solitary work to production lab

work that places new emphasis on social networks as the mechanism for linking interdependent
scientists  across  departments  and  universities  [1].  Moreover,  professional  networks  are
considered a key contributor in the success of professional careers [2]. WIT seeks to benefit
from networking opportunities. 

The Gender Perspective
Women at  CERN are  under-represented,  like  in  many other  scientific  organisations  as

shown in the table below.
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Figure 1: CERN Personnel Statistics 2020 – MPA means “Associated 
members of personel”
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The low participation of women in science has been studied and analysed extensively.
Although worldwide women are actively pursuing bachelor’s and master’s degrees and even
outnumber men at these levels, since they represent 53% of graduates, their numbers drop off
abruptly  at  PhD level.  Suddenly,  male  graduates  (57%)  overtake  women.  The  discrepancy
widens at the researcher level, with men now representing 72% of the global pool [3]. In the
EU, the proportion of women in the information science technology (IST) and digital workforce
is 13 % [4]. WIT aims at helping those women who are in the minority at CERN and may feel
isolated,  to  connect  with  other  women  and  benefit  from  those  contacts  at  personal  and
professional level.

Moreover, women networks bring many benefits to both the network participants and the
organisation:  they  create  community,  providing  a  place  to  connect,  communicate  and share
about common experiences; they’re a great way to find a mentor; they help build confidence,
leading  women  to  take  on  challenges  and  opportunities  that  they  perhaps  wouldn’t  have
otherwise; they inspire, as often it is common that senior women share stories and lessons on
how they have navigated and overcome challenges  in their  professional  career.  In  addition,
women networking can help reducing the gender gap [5] [6]. It has to be noted that even if WIT
was born in the spirit of supporting women, it actually welcomes members from all genders and
all technical fields.

1.1 WIT Organisers and Community

WIT is an open community for people working at CERN who can subscribe to a mailing
list and receive regular news on upcoming events. The mailing list currently counts on more
than 500 members. 

This mailing list is managed by the WIT Steering Committee, who is currently composed
of  five members,  all  women  working  in  different  departments  at  CERN.  All  of  them  are
involved on a voluntary basis. Internal discussion channels are also available for members of the
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Figure 2: WIT Mailing list membership. In 
September 2021 there were 509 members
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community who would like to share useful links and information. WIT  Steering Committee
keeps regular contact with the CERN Diversity and Inclusion Office  and participates in their
regular round tables with other CERN community networks.

 

1.2 WIT Activities

WIT organises a broad range of activities. These activities are in general coordinated and
organised by the steering committee.  Outreach and mentoring are  coordinated by dedicated
teams. All the effort is based on voluntary work and we also count on the involvement and
engagement of many members of the community.  

1.2.1 WIT Talks

WIT Talks are basically interviews to exchange and debate with senior colleagues. They
used to happen at CERN but moved to an online format after the pandemic. In many cases,
recordings of  these talks  are  internally  available  for  CERN colleagues.  When happening in
person at CERN, they were followed up by a networking lunch. There are actually two types of
talks:

• WIT Talks: they are interviews with women in leading roles at CERN, in industry or in
academia  who share  about  their  careers and backgrounds,  personal  and professional
challenges. 

• WIT Diversity Talks: they are interviews with senior male colleagues who talk around
their experiences and thoughts on gender diversity and gender balance, and why this has
been important to them both professionally and personally. 

Since 2016, WIT has organised 22 interviews with senior women working at CERN, 7
interviews with women working in industry and 5 interviews with women working in academia.
WIT has also organised 6 Diversity Talks.
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Figure 3: WIT mailing list membership per 
department : Physicists (EP, TH), Engineers 
(IT, EN, SY, BE, TE, ATS, HSE, RCS) and 
Administration (FAP, DG, IPT, HR, IR)
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1.2.2 WIT Drinks and Coffees

WIT Drinks are networking events where participants have the opportunity to meet other
colleagues at CERN and listen to the experts of the different experiments and departments.  It
started as a pure networking event in the cafeteria and it quickly evolved to an opportunity to
discover CERN too. We have visited in total 14 locations including experiments, facilities and
lab visits. In most cases the visits are guided by women experts and still are followed up by a
network drink.

WIT Coffees is a new activity started in 2021 and it targets newcomers to the CERN site.
Although  WIT  is  present  in  the  official  On  Boarding  sessions  organised  by  the  Human
Resources department at CERN, we still offer interested people to meet in small groups. WIT
has organised 3 online sessions in 2021 and as soon as it  is possible,  WIT Coffees will  be
organised face to face on CERN site.

1.2.3  WIT Outreach

STEM outreach activities have become very popular in the past years [7]. Political and
social awareness on the need for more STEM graduates [8] have put the promotion of science in
the agenda of many schools,  but  also museums and scientific organisations like CERN [9].
CERN  already  has  a  wide  and  rich  program  of  outreach  and  public  engagement  events,
including on site visits, exhibitions, lectures and involvement in many events in the local area
[10].  CERN personnel  is  welcome and encouraged to  get  involved in  these  events.  Public
engagement and outreach activities are very rewarding and allow to take research out of the lab
and academic environment, and showcasing it to a public audience. 

On top of all this, a new gender lens has been given to the ongoing efforts to promote
science in order to close the gender gap in STEM. Examples of this are the International Day of

Women and Girls in Science on 11th February [11] and the International Girls in ICT Day on

25th April  [12].  There  are  also  many other  initiatives  to  promote  science  among girls  like
Django Girls [13] or Girls who Code [14] for computing, Engineer girl [15] for engineering or
STEM like a girl [16] for STEM in general. It is an opportunity for WIT to contribute to CERN
outreach activities, and in particular those ones targeting girls, by bringing the perspective of
female physicists and engineers and promoting female role models in STEM. 

Moreover, WIT decided to develop workshops for younger kids, which so far were not
available in the existing CERN outreach offer. Studies show that kids decide to pursue STEM
studies as early as high-school and college [17]. WIT has been very active in the past years
developing workshops and activities for primary school kids, high-school kids and also families.
Some examples are programming workshops for children and teenagers, and other activities to
bring  particle  physics  closer  to  young  kids  and  families.  More  information  is  available  in
https://cern.ch/wit/outreach/.

 

1.2.4 WIT Mentoring

Effective mentorship has an overall positive effect on academic achievement, retention,
and degree attainment, as well as on career success, career satisfaction, and career commitment
[18]. A mentoring  program was  put  in  place  in  2018  following  the  demands  of  the  WIT
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https://wit-hub.web.cern.ch/outreach/
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P
o
S
(
E
P
S
-
H
E
P
2
0
2
1
)
8
9
7

The Women in Technology grass roots community at CERN M.Alandes et al.

community [19]. The program is open to everyone and it is organised once per year. 25 senior
male and female colleagues are part of the pool of mentors and are matched every year to one
single  mentee.  Mentees  describe  their  mentoring  goals  in  their  application  form  and  the
mentoring committee matches the pairs based on the provided information. Some goals might
include:  improving  communication  skills,  building  confidence  and  interpersonal  skills,
receiving experience-based knowledge and advice,  guidance on professional development  or
creating a  pathway to personal  and professional  growth.  Mentees  can choose to  work with
mentors  from  the  same  department  or  from  elsewhere,  including  CERN  Alumni,  as  the
mentoring program is done in collaboration with the CERN Alumni Network.  Two individual
checkpoints are done throughout the mentoring exercise and a final survey is carried out at the
end to gather feedback from participants.

During the past editions, WIT had the chance to count on the collaboration of  mentoring
experts in the area, like University of Geneva [20], but also liaised with other experts like the
Dynament program organised by DESY [21]. In 2021, a specific training module for mentors
and mentees was organised in collaboration with CERN Learning and Development group. 

1.2.5 Lectures, Screenings and External Contacts

WIT also organises other events like lectures and movie screenings. WIT is in touch with
similar initiatives in other organisations and companies (like Rights Tech Women or Swiss Tech
Ladies), and has also organised exchanges and visits through these contacts. 

1.2.6 Social Media

WIT is present in social media via Instagram since 2019 (@wit.at.cern) and through a

new web page launched in 2019  (https://cern.ch/wit).  The goal  is  to reach out  to

younger women outside CERN, promoting and showcasing female role models at CERN and in
science  in  general.  It  also  allows  for  collaboration  with  journals,  artists  and other  research
groups.

1.2.7 WIT Newsletter

Friday  Links is  the  weekly  newsletter  containing  links  to  events,  news,  articles,  pictures,
movies,  books  and  videos  featuring  women  in  science,  feminism,  gender  equality,  equal
opportunities and any other topic relevant to the community.

1.3 Summary

Over  the  years,  WIT has  successfully  set  up  a  structured  and  consolidated  grassroots
community  that  aims  at  gathering  people  interested  in  gender  equality  within  CERN  and
beyond, with an open spirit, in an informal but engaged way. The main contributions of WIT
are: raise awareness on gender issues, connect people interested in equal opportunities, stimulate
exchange about gender equality, provide mentoring and community support, showcase female
role models and inspire the next generations. 
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