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It is well-known that in all the sciences, especially in physics, the proportion of 
women who have attained top positions is very low. The reasons for this such as the 
“leaky pipeline” and “glass ceiling” are now generally admitted, but opinions on how 
to remedy the situation, and even whether they should be remedied, varies from 
country to country. 

In 2010, taking into account the time lost due to maternity leave and childcare, the 
National Natural Science Foundation of China agreed to extend the age limit for the 
Young Investigator’s Grant from 35 to 40 for female applicants. This is an effective 
plug in the leaky pipeline that should greatly help women to continue along a 
research path. However, another major obstacle that they face is the discriminatory 
early retirement age; currently, women in almost all professions in China who have 
only reached the rank of associate professor or equivalent must retire at age 55 
compared to 60 for men. This is indeed a dead end and not just a glass ceiling limit to 
their career aspirations. Although pointed out many years ago, it will take some time 
before any changes will be effected as this involves policy decisions at the 
governmental level [1].   

On another note, we should start plugging the leaky pipeline at the other age extreme, 
i.e., before high school. It is not merely a question of “attracting girls to physics” (we 
need to attract the boys too), but of how to keep their interest in physics. From some 
initial experiences with optics demonstrations in primary schools for disadvantaged 
children [2], we have found that the interest and “hands-on” abilities of young girls 
are by no means inferior to those of the boys. Children are naturally curious, but all 
too often this curiosity is killed in girls with the stereotype concept that science is just 
for boys.  

Affirmative actions are necessary to address these issues of discrimination, from both 
bottom-up and top-down approaches. Our Women in Physics working groups should 
and can play a major role in fixing these problems.  

[1] Ling-An Wu, “Comment: Scientists of the world speak up for equality; Equalize 
the retirement age”, Nature 495, 37 (2013 Mar 7). 

[2] http://osa.braveline.com/cas/events.html 
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