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INTRODUCTION

Diversity and inclusion initiatives within organizations,
institutions, and professions have presented a way to acknowl-
edge that, historically, not everyone has had the same access or
experiences in educational or professional settings. However, a
pitfall of diversity initiatives is that they often focus on getting
people in the room, without fully acknowledging the experi-
ences that may deter individuals from staying there, such as
experiences with discrimination and biases (Puritty et al. 2017).
Efforts to promote an inclusive culture and professional envi-
ronment require an examination of areas of potential bias and
discrimination, followed by a willingness to make the appropri-
ate changes to reduce these biases (Ferdman and Deane 2013;
Puritty et al. 2017). While biases exist explicitly and implicitly,
awareness of potential biases and the willingness to address
them can reduce the chances of those biases manifesting and
influencing the experiences of others (Dasgupta 2004).

In many STEM fields, women are considered an under-
represented social group (Beede et al. 2011; National Science
Board 2020) and have been the subject of research and ini-
tiatives focused on increasing their representation (Jackson
et al. 2014; Stewart et al. 2016). While gender is often used
as a signifier of diversity (Hon et al. 1999; Banks 2009; Lee
Baker et al. 2016), focusing on a single measure of diversity,
and solely on numerical representations, often ignores the het-
erogeneity within these socially constructed groups (Tatli and
Ozbilgin 2012; Dennissen et al. 2020). Studies have found that
the experiences of women of color in STEM can go unnoticed
when grouped into the larger social categories of gender, race
or ethnicity (Malcom et al. 1976; Ong et al. 2011; Wilkins-
Yel et al. 2019). Therefore, multiple researchers have proposed
the use of an intersectionality approach to explore diversity
in organizations and STEM fields (Rodriguez et al. 2016;
Wilkins-Yel et al. 2019; Nuiiez et al. 2020). This study draws
on theoretical frameworks of social identity and intersection-
ality to explore the experiences of women and women of color
in marine, aquatic, and fisheries sciences professions.

Social identity theory suggests that individuals categorize
themselves as belonging to social groups and that knowing
that they belong to these groups holds significance and value
(Tajfel and Turner 1978; Tajfel et al. 1979). According to
social identity theory, the categorization of individuals into
socially constructed groups, paired with the recognition of
group membership, has the potential to influence group mem-
ber’s behaviors and beliefs (Tajfel and Turner 1978; Tajfel et
al. 1979). As a result, individuals mentally create in-groups
(groups an individual feels they belong to) and out-groups
(groups an individual does not feel they belong to) and are
constantly categorizing and evaluating themselves as they
relate to their in-groups and out-groups (Tajfel et al. 1979).

A consequence of social comparison is the potential for
in-group favoritism and out-group discrimination (Tajfel
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In many STEM fields, women are considered an underrepresented social group and have been the subject of research and initia-
tives focused on increasing their representation. However, research suggests that focusing solely on numerical representations
of a single measure of diversity often ignores how the combination of identities influence experiences. This study investigates
how women and women of color perceive that their social identities (gender, race, and/or ethnicity) influence their experiences
in marine, aquatic, and fisheries science-related careers. Findings revealed positive experiences connected to social identities,
including examples of feelings of belonging and positive evaluations of members of their in-groups. However, findings also high-
lighted negative experiences resulting from social identities and instances of out-group discrimination and bias. While all partici-
pants in this study identified as women, findings revealed differences in experiences across racial and ethnic groups, highlighting
the importance of exploring diversity and experiences through an intersectionality framework.

et al. 1979; Abrams and Hogg 1988). Literature suggests
that a person’s desire to see their in-group in a positive light
may result in favoritism towards their in-group and bias and
discrimination towards their out-groups (Tajfel et al. 1979;
Abrams and Hogg 1988; Dasgupta 2004). Research on
implicit in-group favoritism found that when group member-
ship is salient, members of advantaged (represented) groups
typically exhibit more implicit in-group favoritism and more
bias against out-groups compared to members of disadvan-
taged groups (underrepresented; Dasgupta 2004). As a result,
biases held by members of advantaged groups are more likely
to negatively impact the lives of disadvantaged out-groups,
whereas biases held by disadvantaged group members were
less likely to have the same impact on the advantaged group
(Dasgupta 2004).

An intersectionality framework acknowledges that looking
at an issue from a single identity lens has the potential to hide
the experiences of individuals who are discriminated against
as a result of a combination of intersecting identities, such as
race, gender, and class (Crenshaw 1989). Depending on the sit-
uation, individuals can simultaneously hold both marginalized
and privileged identities (Crenshaw 1989; Nuiiez et al. 2020).
Scientific institutions are not immune to these social processes
and social relations. Within institutions of science exist under-
lying systems built on cultural and behavioral norms that have
been characterized by white, masculine values that include
implicit and explicit biases against other group values (Carlone
and Johnson 2007;Byars-Winston and Rogers 2019; Davies et
al. 2021). These cultural norms within science fields create sys-
tems of power that allow for the perpetuation of discrimina-
tion while requiring individuals from underrepresented groups
to navigate their sense of belonging within the system (Byars-
Winston and Rogers 2019; Davies et al. 2021).

From a social identity and intersectionality lens, when
pursuing a career in a traditionally white and male-dominated
field, the social experiences of women may result from both
internal and external in-group and out-group comparison.
For example, a white woman’s experiences may result from in-
group comparison when racial identity is salient and or out-
group comparison when gender identity is salient. Whereas
a woman of color’s experience may result from out-group
comparison when racial identity and or gender identity is
salient, making their experience different even from those that
they share a social identity category. This reflects the “double
bind” that is often experienced by women of color in science
(Malcom et al. 1976; Ong et al. 2011).

The Current Study
This study contributes to the literature on diversity by
exploring the subjective experiences of women across career
levels and racial identity groups. An examination of the expe-
riences of women and women of color in marine, aquatic,
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and fisheries science professions places a focus on groups
with marginalized identities, the intersection of these iden-
tities, and how these identities affect how one navigates pro-
fessional experiences. Anthias (2013) proposed four societal
arenas of investigation for understanding intersectionality
and social relations: organizational (e.g., how groups are
organized with an institution framework), representational
(e.g., depictions of a profession or role models in the pro-
fession), intersubjective (e.g., interpersonal interactions with
others), and experiential (e.g., narratives of how individuals
make sense of their abilities). Each societal arena provides
a different scale of analysis, while also representing inter-
related aspects of social relations (Anthias 2013), therefore
providing a context through which a social identity and inter-
sectionality lens can be used to explore experiences within
fields of marine, aquatic, and fisheries science. Utilizing these
societal arenas of social relations, this study investigated the
following research question: How do women and women of
color perceive that their social identities (gender, race, and or
ethnicity) influence their experiences in marine, aquatic, and
fisheries science-related careers?

METHODS
Recruitment and Participants

Recruitment and interviewing took place from February
2019 through July 2020, at annual scientific conferences,
including meetings hosted by the American Fisheries Society,
Society for Freshwater Science, Association for the Science
of Limnology and Oceanography, Society for Advancement
of Chicanos/Hispanics and Native Americans in Science,
and Coastal and Estuarine Research Federation. Separate
from conference settings, interviews were also conducted
with students and professionals from National Oceanic
and Atmospheric Association Sea Grant and Educational
Partnership with Minority-Serving Institutions sponsored
programs.

A nonprobability snowball sampling approach, in which
research participants and key contacts are asked to assist in
identifying other potential participants, was used to ensure
recruitment included individuals across racial and ethnic
social identities (Bernard 2013). Before each meeting, indi-
viduals connected with diversity and inclusion initiatives
were identified and asked participants in the study and to
assist with identifying potential participants by sharing the
recruitment notice with others in their networks. An institu-
tional review board-approved recruitment notice provided
participants with the option to opt-in to the study via a
short online survey that collected demographic information,
including race/ethnicity, gender, and career level. Finally,
opt-in participants were contacted before or during the con-
ference to schedule in-person interviews. Additional recruit-
ment occurred via snowball sampling outside of conferences.
Two interviews were conducted online during the COVID-19
pandemic via Zoom and Google Meet, bringing the total to
34 interviews.

All participants self-identified as individuals pursu-
ing careers related to marine and or fisheries science fields.
Participants also self-identified their career level (undergradu-
ate student, graduate student, professional), gender, and race/
ethnicity. Multiple participants identified as more than one
racial/ethnic group, resulting in participants from the follow-
ing racial/ethnic categories: Black/African American, Latino/
Latina, Multi-racial, Asian/Asian American, and White.

Procedure and Measures

This study involved in-depth semi-structured interviews,
with the average interview lasting around 40min. During
each interview, participants provided responses to a series of
open-ended questions about their career decisions and expe-
riences pursuing careers related to marine, aquatic, and or
fisheries sciences. Participants were asked to describe both
positive and negative experiences and about connections
between experiences and their social identities. All inter-
views were recorded and transcribed to text files. During the
review of each interview file, all direct identifying informa-
tion was removed to comply with institutional review board
requirements.

Data Analysis

Interview data were analyzed using NVivo, a qualitative
data analysis software program. The first step of analysis
involved creating codes, which are “tags or labels for assign-
ing units of meaning to the descriptive or inferential informa-
tion compiled during a study” (Miles and Huberman 1994) to
assign to the data. Structural coding methods, in which codes
are developed based on the research question or topic (DeCuir-
Gunby et al. 2011) were used (Figure 1). An overarching code
“Experiences” was created for the research question: How do
women and women of color perceive that their social identi-
ties (race/ethnicity and gender) influence their experiences in
marine and fisheries science-related professions? Within the
experiences code, were three subcodes: gender, intersectional
identities, and race/ethnicity. Each of these codes were further
divided into positive and negative experiences subcodes.

To operationalize the codes, I created a codebook con-
taining the names, descriptions, and examples of text for each
code (DeCuir-Gunby et al. 2011; Figure 1). The codebook
was then shared with an additional reviewer who provided
feedback on the codes and coding examples. Next, I coded
each interview by applying codes to appropriate text. After
the initial rounds for coding, coded text was further analyzed
using axial coding, which is a process of organizing codes and
drawing connections, then themes were identified (DeCuir-
Gunby et al. 2011; Corbin and Strauss 2014; Figure 1). An
additional reviewer also provided feedback on the connections
and themes.

Positionality Statement

This study utilizes my experience as a social scientist with
training in qualitative research methods and data analysis.
That being said, how researchers perceive the social world
often reflects their position within it, which can impact the
way that they approach and interpret their research (Jacobson
and Mustafa 2019). I identify as a Black/African American
woman early career fisheries social scientist, who, similar
to the participants in this study, has had both positive and
negative experiences in marine, aquatic, and fisheries science
settings. I acknowledge that while my personal experiences
are not directly included in the data presented in this study,
they did have an impact on this study, in that they influenced
the research topic, questions, and interactions with the par-
ticipants. In line with social identity theory, as a woman, a
person of color, and a scientist, it is possible that some of the
participants viewed me as a part of their in-group, resulting
in a willingness to share experiences that they may have not
been willing to share with researchers presenting other social
identities.
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DATA COLLECTION

Interview 1
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Semi-structured
interviews were conducted,
and audio recorded

Audio recordings were
transcribed to text

DATA ANALYSIS

Interview 1
Qualitative data

Code Book
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based on the study’s
research question
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Interview 1 Interview 2

Codes were applied to
the appropriate text
throughout transcripts

Iterative process

Interview 1 Interview 2
Themes were identified
through an iterative
process of organizing
codes and drawing
connections

Theme X

Figure 1. lllustration of the data collections and data analysis
process.

RESULTS

The study’s 34 participants identified as the following
racial/ethnic social identity groups: Black (32%), Latina
(18%), multi-racial (24%), White (24%), Asian (2%). All par-
ticipants self-identified as women during data collection. All
participants identified as one of following three career levels:
professional (24%), graduate student (47%), or undergraduate
student (29%).

4 FisHERIES | 2022

Experiences in Marine, Aquatic, and Fisheries Sciences
The following results are organized using the four societal
arenas of social relations (organizational, representational,
intersubjective, experiential). Each societal arena is briefly
introduced followed by themes that fall within that arena.

Organizational

The organization of groups within marine, aquatic, and
fisheries science organizations, institutions or professions pos-
itively and negatively impacted the experiences of women and
women of color. Within the broader organizational arena,
diversity and inclusion initiatives were identified as a key
theme related to the experiences of participants in this study.

Diversity and Inclusion Initiatives. Many participants men-
tioned that their social identities provided them access to diver-
sity and inclusion initiatives. Participants saw diversity and
inclusion initiatives as examples of positive experiences result-
ing from their social identities that contributed to building
in-group relationships with other scientists with shared social
identities (Figure 2, quote 1). However, some participants
highlighted the effects of diversity inclusion initiatives that
negatively impacted participant’s experiences by reminding
them that they are a part of the out-group (Figure 2, quote 2).

Participants expressed concerns about tokenism, for exam-
ple being expected to represent their entire gender or race,
and feeling a heightened sense of imposter syndrome, which
resulted in them questioning their ability and belongingness.
One participant provided examples of their experiences at
a primarily white institution in which their department pro-
vided scholarships to students from underrepresented back-
grounds and how that impacted their experiences (Figure 2,
quote 3).

Finally, one participant expressed concerns about how
diversity is perceived in marine, aquatic, and fisheries sciences,
compared to STEM fields, and how it can lead to feelings of
exclusion. An Asian American participant highlighted how
she is often told that Asian Americans are overrepresented in
STEM. Yet, she rarely sees people that look like her in her
field. This resulted in an in-group-out-group comparison and
feelings of not belonging, which is sometimes supported by
diversity and inclusion narratives. She provided an example of
a colleague not considering another Asian American woman
as representing diversity when reviewing applications for a
diversity program (Figure 2, quote 4).

Representational

The ability to see oneself within an organization, institu-
tion, or profession either facilitated or deterred feelings of
belongingness and decisions to pursue a career in marine,
aquatic, and fisheries science professions. The representational
arena focuses on the depictions of a profession in general,
which presents itself in various ways, including role models in
the profession. Three themes were identified within the repre-
sentational arena: mentorship and support; marginalized, but
privileged; and possible selves.

Mentorship and Support. Participants discussed situations
in which it appeared that the salience of their identities resulted
in positive experiences in the form of establishing mentorships
and support systems with individuals with shared identities.
While positive experiences with male mentors were men-
tioned, there were many instances where participants called
out the importance of gender and their experiences with other
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I've done a lot of internships that are diversity inclusive.
So, | didn't feel like | was alone and trying to do this.
Most of the time you only see white people or men
[ doing all these jobs. But | was able to find other people
&) that looked like me that were interested in doing the
5‘\ same things and you're all really successful...So that
L] was definitely a positive.

- Black undergraduate student

The imposter syndrome is so much bigger because it's
like, "Dang. If | wasn't black would | have gotten into
this program? So | think | definitely have to push that
out of my mind for my own self but it's definitely always

there....folks are like, Oh she's there because of this."
- Black graduate student

Okay, it was hard when | went through it, because | had
really high anxiety, | was always on diversity
fellowships, which always like sets you, like you almost
feel like "Is there a star next to my name?" And even my
post-doc was the same thing. And | always felt like
you're always getting a little bit more extra attention,
and you don't know what to do with it.

- Multi-racial (Latina & White) professional

I scroll up to look at the notes, and it was something
about how Asian American females are
overrepresented in STEM, so they don't really count in
terms of diversity. Since | have been struggling with this
for a while, that felt extremely delegitimizing...maybe |
don't actually bring anything to the table, and maybe
this is how other people see me. Maybe | don't belong.
- Asian American graduate student

Figure 2. Participant quotes represent the diversity and inclusion initiative’s theme.

women. This was commonly seen when discussing how other
women in the field, as formal and informal mentors, have
helped them along their career journey (Figure 3, quote 1).

However, simply sharing a gender identity did not always
result in positive in-group experiences, especially in situations
that caused other social identities to become more salient. For
example, one participant discussed how they felt their experi-
ences with English as a second language influenced their expe-
riences with their graduate advisor, someone they previously
assumed was a part of their support system. They discussed a
negative experience involving their advisor while reviewing an
important grant application (Figure 3, quote 2).

Marginalized, but Privileged. The theme of privilege pre-
sented itself in two ways. First, some participants who identi-
fied as multi-racial or Latina discuss how being able to “pass”
as another race or ethnicity afforded them a privilege that oth-
ers did not have based on their ability to be perceived as a part
of an in-group, even if they do not identify as such (Figure 4,
quotes 1 and 2).

Similarly, privilege was also acknowledged by some white
participants when asked whether they thought their experi-
ences were different from people from other racial or ethnic
groups. In some instances, participants expressed that they
believed individuals from other racial and ethnic backgrounds
likely experienced more barriers and challenges as a result of
their racial or ethnic social identities. However, they did not
believe their own race was a barrier in their career experiences
because they were able to see themselves in others in the field
(Figure 4, quote 3).

Possible Selves. As seen in the previous example of privi-
lege, how participants viewed the importance of representa-
tion also provided insight into how they viewed factors that
influenced their career goals and aspirations. The concept of
possible selves reveals connections between cognition and
motivation and represents individuals’ ideas for the future,
including what they might become, and what they desire to
become (Markus and Nurius 1986). Participants highlighted
examples of seeing other women and people of color as

science professionals and how that had a positive influence
on their decisions to pursue a career in science. For example,
one participant discussed how all their high school science
teachers were women and how hearing about their stories as
in science related careers (a dolphin trainer and a retired neu-
rosurgeon) made an impact and allow them to see pursuing
a career in science as a possibility. However, this same partic-
ipant who reflected on positive experiences associated with
gender representation in science also discussed the negative
impact that lack of representation can have when their race

| will say in terms of deciding for marine science, |
have had a lot of mentors that just in general in terms
of gender, strong women, independent women that
have always been encouraging and never were "You
can't do this." It was always "I did this. So, can you.

- Multi-racial (White & Black) professional

She didn't give me the paper with all the red
scratches or the word document with all the
corrections. She just told me that she was not
wasting her time on it and that | should go and take
basic English writing classes. And that has been
something that has... it had a mark. My career and
my, | don't know, my person, and | still choke a little
about it because it's somebody that | thought | had
in my corner and it was completely unprofessional
how she handled that, and it was completely rude,
how she said it, how she approached it and her
attitude. It was completely wrong...She's what at the
time | thought was my support system and saying
something like that it really crushed me.

- Latina professional

Figure 3. Participant quotes representing the mentorship and
support theme.
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I think I've also been very lucky, because when
people look at me, they don't know what | am. And |
can kind of be a chameleon... | hate to use the term,
but | can pass as whatever, as a couple of different
things...I don't know if I'm, | guess getting the same
benefits as a white person would get...but | do think
I've had it much easier than other people.

-Latina graduate student

I'm very aware that I'm like half white and I'm white
passing, and I'm very cautious that that's kind of
helped me. | don't have to face the same struggles
as others because | have that privilege. But it's very
hard for me because, even though | know that | am
white passing, | just don't identify...

-Multi-racial (Asian & White) undergraduate

| think being a white person in the sciences, and
being a woman has it's challenges, but being white, |
never had to deal with issues of representation. You
learn about the great white people that have done
great white things in science. | feel like that was a

barrier that | didn't have to overcome, so maybe
getting into the sciences was a lot easier for me
because of that... | didn't have to struggle with that
extra component of who am | in this field? Where
are my people in this field? They were there.

- White professional

Figure 4. Participant quotes representing the marginalized,
but privileged initiative's theme.

or ethnic identity is salient. They revealed that they identified
as Latina and Native American and discussed the impact of
not seeing Native Americans represented in science (Figure 5,
quote 1).

For some participants, lack of representation resulted in
their decision to pursue careers in marine, aquatic, or fisheries
science coming later in life because they did not see being a
scientist as a possible career choice (Figure 5, quote 2). As a
result, many participants expressed their desire to persist in
careers in marine, aquatic, and fisheries science so that they
could be sources of representation for future generations of
scientists that look like them.

Intersubjective

Many of the themes previously highlighted in represen-
tational arena can also represent intersubjective arena, as
many of the positive and negative experiences related to
representation presented themselves as a result of interper-
sonal interactions. Below, two additional themes were iden-
tified within the intersubjective arena: microaggressions and
safety concerns.

Microaggressions. Participants discussed experiencing
microaggressions associated with their gender, racial, or eth-
nic social identities. Sue et al. (2007) defines microaggressions
as “everyday verbal, nonverbal, and environmental slights or
insults, whether intentional or unintentional, which commu-
nicate negative messages to target persons based solely upon
their marginalized group membership.” Participants discussed
instances in which they were the target of microaggressions
from members of gender, racial or ethnic out-groups. In these
instances, participants were often subjected to comments
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rooted in stereotypes associated with their social identity
groups (Figure 6, quotes 1 and 2).

Safety Concerns. Participants also discussed experi-
ences that presented threats to their physical wellbeing. This
included examples of how gender and or racial identity
resulted in concerns and experiences of sexual harassment
and racial harassment in field settings. When discussing their
gender, one participant discussed the need to create safe
spaces for people and shared safety concerns after revealing
that they had been sexually harassed in the field by someone
they had to continue working with to complete their field-
work (Figure 6, quote 3).

Another participant described their experiences as the
only Black student at a program in which they felt they was
discriminated against and put in dangerous situations due to
her racial identities. They recounted several experiences with
a divemaster, in which they were treated differently from the
other students, chastised, and ignored (Figure 6, quote 4).

Experiential

How individuals make sense of their abilities and experi-
ences reflect the experiential arenas of social relations. The
theme of stereotype threats was identified as representing an
example of the experiential arena.

Stereotype Threats. Participants also discussed examples
of dealing with stereotype threats. Stereotype threats occur
when people feel that they are at risk of conforming to stereo-
types associated with one or more of their identities (Spencer
et al. 1999). One participant discussed how they constantly
have to evaluate what they are saying in a professional setting
to ensure they are not conforming to the stereotype of being
an aggressive Black woman (Figure 6, quote 5).

DISCUSSION
The objective of this study was to explore the experiences
of women and women of color while highlighting the impor-
tance of understanding how social identities and intersection-
ality manifest during the pursuit of careers in marine, aquatic,

AN~

~— -

Any time there’s a number like the statistics, so like,
“Okay, this is how many Caucasian, and this is how
many ...” Native American is always just like at the
bottom or there’s like one. It's always just like, 1%
like, “Wow, that's a lot.” A full percent...how do you
even feel you can go along if there's nobody there

representing you?
- Multi-racial (Latina & Native American) undergraduate

| did think | could be anything, it was just that my
notion of anything was very small because no one
had ever told me scientists don't have to be the
smartest people, scientists don't have to be these

rich white men who you see as scientists. And so, |
just didn't even have the language to express that
that's something | might've wanted.

- White graduate student

Figure 5. Participant quotes representing the possible-self
theme.
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& MICROAGGRESSIONS

? There're times... I'm a SCUBA diver and every time | tell
people that, they goes, "Oh, you can swim?" And so it's
always like this automatic reaction. And then there was
one time that we were out in the field and we were
diving. I'm there, a scientific diver, researcher, supposed
to be there, and someone asked me, "Oh you're here to
carry the oxygen tanks?" What? What do you mean?

- Black graduate student

SAFETY CONCERNS

(describes being sexually harassed during fieldwork)

It's an experience that is kind of like... It was hard for me
to see what those interactions were... | did not react. |
just kind of went into shock and | just didn't know what
to do...I did not say anything. And that's something that
did affect how [ see this field...I should have spoken out
earlier in my career, but | was afraid.

- Latina graduate student

STEREOTYPE THREAT

| was a TA and in front of my students, the professor |
was working under asked me, he said why don't you... |
think it was like, why are you wearing dark colors? And |
was like, that's just what | like. And he says, in front of
my students, you should wear pink, you're a girl, girls
wear pink.

- Latina graduate student

1 would explain that | was having leaks in my oxygen
tank, and he would pick it up, throw it, throw on the
regulator and be like "Oh, you're fine, whatever ... " like,
"Quit complaining." Then, the other students would say
"Oh, my oxygen tank is leaking," he would sit, listen, get
them a new replacement ... things like that.

- Black undergraduate student

=

As an African American woman, there's always this risk of coming across as aggressive...| feel like | always have to check
myself about being aggressive with things because of perception around being an aggressive black woman...Would a
white man who says the same thing get the same "she's being angry and aggressive perception"? Or would people say
that he's being a great advocate and speaking so well about the situation? And so, | still do that check all the time and it's
ridiculous that | do, that | have to, that | have to run that mental check on myself for a lot of things | say.

- Black professional

Figure 6. Participant quotes representing the microaggressions, safety concerns, and stereotype threat themes.

and fisheries sciences. My findings suggest that women and
women of color experience both positive and negative interac-
tions that can be attributed to the salience of their social iden-
tities in the field. Despite efforts, women and women of color
remain underrepresented in STEM fields, including marine,
aquatic, and fisheries science professionals. On paper, based
on the numerical representation of diversity, organizations
and institutions may appear to be making progress towards
their diversity goals. However, examinations of the experience
of people who are socially and professionally labeled under-
represented revealed that some professional environments are
not as welcoming (inclusive) as they seem.

My findings highlighted positive experiences result-
ing from gender, racial, and or ethnic social identity being
represented and salient and revealed instances of in-group
favoritism. When identities were salient and experiences
presented the opportunity for participants to identify others
as a part of their in-group, my results suggested that partic-
ipants experienced feelings of belongingness and expressed
positive evaluation of members of their in-groups. These
experiences created spaces for participants to feel like they
were welcome as marine, aquatic, and fisheries science
professionals. This study also revealed instances where
the salience of social identities potentially informed par-
ticipants’ possible selves including experiences associated
with diversity initiatives, mentorship, and representation.
Other scholars have focused on examining the connections
between the concept of possible selves and career decisions,
including the decision to become a scientist (Wonch Hill
et al. 2017). Research suggests that while possible selves
developed on an individual level, they are often the result of
social comparisons (Markus and Nurius 1986).

As highlighted in intersectionality frameworks, individu-
als possess both marginalized and privileged identities, which
were reflected in findings that revealed differences in experi-
ences across race and ethnicity. While overall, women are
viewed as underrepresented in marine, aquatic, and fisheries
science, for some individuals, their privilege identity (e.g., race
or perceived race) afforded them the ability to see themselves
in others in the field. One participant pointed out feeling like a
tolerable minority, which reflects a view of partial acceptance
and reflects the fluidity of the intersection of marginalization
and privilege, even within a single social category such as race/
ethnicity. Research on toleration suggests that it exists some-
where between acceptance and discrimination, where tolera-
tion presents the possibility that a person can be included in
a shared community or in-group, and discrimination sends
a clear sign of difference and out-group status (Cvetkovska
et al. 2020).

While positive experiences exist throughout social relations,
often associated with in-group identification, findings also
highlighted negative experiences resulting from gender, racial,
and or ethnic social identities being salience and revealed
instances of out-group discrimination and biases. Negative
experiences presented themselves in many forms, including
tokenism, microaggressions, stereotype threats, and safety con-
cerns. In these instances, participants provided examples of
how their gender, racial, and ethnic social identities reminded
them that even though they were establishing themselves as
marine, aquatic, and fisheries science, they were still a part of
a marginalized out-group. These experiences often result from
systems of power based on cultural norms in science which have
traditionally minimized the experiences of individuals that do
not clearly fit within the system. (Carlone and Johnson 2007;

FisHERIES | www.fisheries.org 7

5US017 SUOWILLOD AAIERID 3ol (dde au Aq pausenoh afe sajole YO ‘9sn JO S3|nJ Joj Ariq1TauluO A3|IAA UO (SUOIIPLOD-PUR-SLLLIBY WD A3 | 1M ARelq 1Bl UO//SdNY) SUORIPUOD pUe SWd | 8Y)33S [2202/0T/Sg] uo ARelqi aulju A3|1 ‘9a,ewwiod JO juswiledaq ¥eoN AQ 8E80T USH/Z00T OT/I0p/w0d A8 |1m Afeld 1 puljuo'sgnds je//sdny wouy papeojumod ‘0 ‘ov88YST



Byars-Winston and Rogers 2019; Davies et al. 2021). Previous
research has explored the experience of individuals who are
considered nonprototypical representations of categories and
how that results in marginalization (Carlone and Johnson 2007;
Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach 2008). Research suggests that
non-prototypical representations can result in both invisibility
(e.g., feeling excluded, ignored, or that you do not belong), and
hypervisibility (e.g., tokenism, extra scrutiny, microaggression)
both resulting in negative impacts on experiences as seen in the
result (Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach 2008). This is especially
true for women of color, who are required to navigate gendered
and racialized experiences (Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach 2008;
Wilkins-Yel et al. 2019).

Throughout all of the themes presented in the results,
there were instances where participants expressed the mental
toll that being underrepresented in marine, aquatic, and fish-
eries sciences had on their psychological wellbeing. Research
on social identities and psychological wellbeing suggest that
characteristics of social identities, including group identi-
fication and belongingness, can have a positive impact on
wellbeing (Cameron 1999). Conversely, out-group biases
and discrimination can negatively affect psychological well-
being (Forrest-Bank and Cuellar 2018). However, research
focusing on ethnic identities suggests that a strong in-group
identification plays an important role in psychological well-
being and may help mediate some of the negative effects of
out-group biases such as microaggressions (Forrest-Bank and
Cuellar 2018).

Experiences often resulted in feelings of anxiety, stress,
imposter syndrome, and caused participants to question their
decisions to continue pursuing careers in marine, aquatic, and
fisheries. This is supported by previous literature describing the
impact that discrimination, microaggressions, and stereotype
threats have on the wellbeing of individuals from marginalized
communities (Sue et al. 2007; Forrest-Bank and Cuellar 2018;
Wilkins-Yel et al. 2019). Focusing specifically on STEM fields,
Beasley and Fischer (2012) found that stereotype threats had
a significant positive effect on the likelihood of women and
minorities leaving STEM majors. While sometimes minor in
a given situation, the combined effects of out-group discrim-
ination and biases that occur throughout the career journey
of women and women of color have a lasting effect, which is
exemplified by the following quote:

It’s unfortunate that I have to navigate my entire ca-
reer...having to teach people how to talk to me and
teach people what they can and cannot say in profes-
sional settings or even in casual settings. That there’s
lots of things that people think is okay and it’s not.
And that’s exhausting.

—Black graduate student

CONCLUSION

This study set out to explore the experiences of women
and women of color within marine, aquatic, and fisheries sci-
ences professions across career levels and contributes to the
literature by exploring diversity beyond numerical surface
levels. My findings revealed that in addition to navigating
what it means to be scientists, women, and women of color,
also navigated experiences associated with their social iden-
tities within marine, aquatic, and fisheries sciences. While all
of the participants navigated gendered experiences, women
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of color had to navigate gendered and racialized experiences.
This emphasizes the importance of taking an intersectional
approach to explore diversity and inclusion while highlight-
ing a potential danger that exists when only focusing on the
broad social categories (e.g., race or gender) and assuming
homogeneity of experiences within these categories. Not only
should the focus be placed on the experiences of underrepre-
sented social identity groups as a whole, but also on under-
standing how multiple identities interact with social relations
and cultural norms of science to encourage or dissuade
women and women of color from marine, aquatic, and fish-
eries sciences professions.

The findings of this study highlight the experiences of a
small subset of women pursuing careers in marine, aquatic,
and fisheries sciences. This study utilized qualitative research
methods that reveal examples of experiences of individuals
that may have been missed in a generalizable quantitative
study. The dichotomy of quantitative vs. qualitative research
presents a parallel track to how we often view diversity and
inclusion in science. Marine, aquatic, and fisheries sciences
often focus on quantitative data and generalizability, and
we often rely on numerical representations as a measure of
diversity. However, to be inclusive and provide a sense of
belonging to our colleagues, we must move away from solely
seeking to generalize or quantify individuals from underrep-
resented backgrounds. Becoming a more inclusive profes-
sion requires that we also take a qualitative approach that
allows for a deep dive into an understanding of not only
what makes us different but also what makes us similar, for
example, a shared passion for marine, aquatic, and fisheries
science.
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