
February 2024  87

Iam a researcher at the 
LINKS Foundation within 
the Politecnico Di Torino, 

providing a detailed account 
of a unique joint Women in 
Microwaves (WIM) and Young 
Professionals (YP) panel dis-
cussion that was held in the 
first International Conference 
on Microwave, Antennas and 
Circuits (ICMAC) in 2021 (Fig-
ure 1). Key points in the article are sum-
marized below.

As many challenges as COVID gave 
us, it also taught us ways to be con-
nected despite the distances between 
us. WIM is a community that connects 
women across the world and one can 
visualize the diversity scrolling down 
to the WIM subcommittee members 
on the IEEE Microwave Theory and  
Technology Society (MTT-S) webpage.  
To further unite the WIM and YP 
subcommittee members’ mission for 
women’s success, a unique virtual 
panel discussion was held at the first 
ICMAC in 2022. This session, titled 

“Challenges and Opportunities for 
Women in Microwave Engineering 
and the Role of Young Professionals 
for the Betterment of the Community,” 
held in Islamabad, Pakistan at the 
Research Institute for Microwave and 
Millimeter-Wave Studies at the National 

University of Sciences and 
Technology, connected wom-
en from three different time 
zones and discussed ways to 
help women working in the 
microwave field. The session 
was moderated by Dr. Wala 
Saleem Mustafa Saadeh of 
Lahore University of Man-
agement Sciences in Pakistan, 
who with her well-structured 

questions managed to bring back 
memories and struggles of panel 
members Prof. Dominique Schreurs, 
Sherry Hess, Inês Inácio, and Sara 
Barros (Figure 2).

Wala, after giving a quick intro-
duction, asked the panelists questions 
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about their careers in the RF and mi-
crowave field, which helped disclose 
some of the more personal thoughts of 
the panelists. Questions included: 

 • What motivated 
you to join the RF 
and microwaves 
field? 

 • Working in indus-
try vs academia: 
How did you know  
which was right 
for you?

 • What are the main 
challenges of be-
ing a woman work-
ing in this field?

 • How do you main-
tain a work/life 
balance?

 • What key advice 
would you give to young women 
starting off in the field?

 • How to motivate females toward 
microwaves?

A quick summary of some of the 
answers follows. 

What Motivated You to Join the 
Field of RF and Microwaves?
Sherry explained how the math puz-
zles in her childhood pulled her; she 
was attracted to the challenges of 
the mathematical equations and was 
nurtured in an environment of an 
engineer father that aligned her 
with engineering.

Dominique expressed the struggles 
that she had to endure going through 
the entrance exam for engineering, as 
the quota for boys taking the exam 

was high and boys ac-
tually had extra prepa-
ration classes just for 
this exam. Dominique, 
however, was not al-
lowed to attend these 
classes but still man-
aged to clear the en-
trance exam.

Inês had a similar 
story to that of Sherry. 
However, she was in-
troduced in this field 
by her grandfather, who 
was taking some engi-
neering courses at that 
time and would take 

her along, from the time she started 
to walk. Inspired by the engineering 
field, she also fixed home items.

Working in Industry Versus 
Academia: How Did You Know 
Which Was Right for You?
Sara replied that she liked both indus-
try and academia, so when she chose 
industry she did not go to the produc-
tion side, she went with the research 
sector of the industry. She was not 
only doing research for new products 
but also could see the products come 
to life. In radar development for the 
navy sector, which is her field, that 

could take as much as 10 years, but it is 
very special to see it on the ship.

Wala asked the same question of 
Dominique. She replied that she was in-
terested in undertaking a Ph.D. degree, 
but after the Ph.D. it was difficult to 
choose between industry or academia. 
She went to work for four months in 
an R&D sector of a multinational com-
pany, where she realized that academia  
was the best approach for her because 
she was used to defining her own re-
search. Sherry commented that doing a 
summer internship in business attract-
ed her toward the business prospective 
as to how we learn and how we apply, 
so industry became really attractive to 
her. She commented that she has tre-
mendous respect for people who go 
deep in the topic.

What Are the Main Challenges 
That You Faced, Particularly as a 
Woman Working in This Field?
Sherry recounted that her first job 
was at Intel and, despite having other 
job offers, she chose Intel partially 
because it was the one place where 
other females interviewed her. She 
also commented that as her career 
progressed, she realized that the IEEE 
can also help to connect her to other 
women in technology.

How Do You Maintain a Balance 
Between Your Family and Work?
Sara advised that one should from 
the start make sure to have defined 
boundaries, keeping in mind that it is 
one’s responsibility to have a balance 
between personal life and work. If the 
boundaries are set from the start, one 
does not have to redefine them in case 
of a life-changing event or responsibili-
ties to sick children, and one can have a 
life at home with family and kids.

Wala asked Sherry the same ques-
tion, who commented that it never 
gets easier. After becoming a parent, 
you can expect to always have new 
lessons in time management. Dele-
gate tasks to other people to help out, 
and realize that it is okay to ask oth-
er people for help both at work and  
at home.Figure 2. The panelists and moderator for the discussion.

Sherry recounted 
that her first job 
was at Intel and, 
despite having 
other job offers, 
she chose Intel 
partially because 
it was the one 
place where 
other females 
interviewed her.
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What Is the Key Advice That You 
Have for Young Women Starting 
a Career in the RF Field?
Dominique suggested to not to be shy 
in a male-dominated place. Speak up 
and contribute. Often, we tend to be 
withdrawn when we are in an envi-
ronment that is new to us, where we 
don’t feel comfortable, but we need 
take a step forward and go beyond 
what makes you comfortable.

Inês advised that the first thing in 
her opinion is being curious and stay-
ing curious. Keep asking “why?”. Don’t 
let down until you find the answer. 
Wala agreed that it is very motivat-
ing for young engineers that they will 
learn step by step and not to be afraid 
of asking questions, because no one 
knows everything right from the be-
ginning: it is a lifelong process that’s 
keeps on adding to your knowledge.

How to Motivate Females 
Toward Microwaves?
Sherry said that, as Inês pointed out, 
it is a good thing to remain curious 
and inquisitive and don’t be afraid to 
ask questions. Her advice is to remain 
curious as well as consciously build-
ing a network, a connection of people, 
like the WIM group within the IEEE. 
Wala agreed that building these con-
nections really helps one to grow 
both personally and professionally. 
Dominique commented that we are 
half of society, and without female 
involvement we will be missing that 
half of the progress that could be made 
and added to scientific growth.

Inês replied that considering that we 
are 50% of the population, and that men 
and women are different, that is where 
the diversity comes. It is already proven 
that diversity can improve: it has effects 
in many ways, like talent, performance, 
and innovation. It is true that we can-
not change the past, but we can learn 
from it and improve the future.

Audience Questions
The discussion was then open to ques-
tions from the audience (Figure 3), 
and one student commented that re -
search shows that women in tech often 

underestimate their skills as com-
pared to their male colleagues, and 
asked how a woman in tech can suc-
ceed. Sherry said that as you are look-
ing for your future employer, whether 
in industry or academia, making sure 
they are very supportive of women in 
technology is key. Inês commented 
that her company has a number of pro-
grams to ensure that it attracts women 
engineers, and we mentor them, we 
partner them, we give them resources 
so that they are not left behind. We 
cannot overlook that they are a critical 
fabric of the company. So, she advised 
that when you are seeking your job 
outside of academia to be mindful of 
that, and build that network so you can 
have role models who you can look up 
to and you can have mentors who can 
guide you in the right direction.

Dominique added that she has no-
ticed in academia that to become a 
professor is usually in stages and fe-
males especially are reluctant to apply 
for promotion, because they think that 
they do not qualify because they may 
have performed well in one criterion 
and less well in other. Her recommen-
dation is not to be shy but to try, and 
maybe you will get the next promo-
tion. She said that she has had to en-

courage and convince her coworkers to 
apply. Just try to get to the next stage.

Conclusion
This unique opportunity to support 
and encourage women engineers in 
the field of RF and microwaves was a 
huge success, despite the challenges 
of COVID. Women from around the 
world were able to connect, despite 
the distances and time differences, 
and learned from the valuable insight 
shared by four prominent and amaz-
ing women in industry and academia.

Continue to explore this article and 
learn more about WIM at mtt.org/wim.
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Figure 3. A group picture with the audience (top right corner of the screen).
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