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BROADENING
PARTICIPATION IN TOS

THROUGH HONORS NOMINATIONS AND AWARDS

By Frank Muller-Karger, EeShan Bhatt, and Erin Meyer-Gutbrod

The Oceanography Society (TOS) Honors
Program provides opportunities for its
members to amplify the Society’s val-
ues (https://tos.org/about) and to recog-

nize and celebrate the accomplishments
of colleagues. However, individual and
systemic biases can affect the nomina-
tion and selection process. In fall 2021,
the TOS Council postponed a cycle of the
Honors Program due to lack of diversity
in nominees (https://tos.org/tos-news-
june-2022). The TOS JEDI Committee
(https://tos.org/diversity) is considering

ways to generate a large and diverse pool
of nominees by embedding TOS’s justice,
equity, diversity, and inclusion goals into
the honors and awards process. This arti-
cle highlights some of those suggestions
and invites TOS members to weigh in.
As 0f 2022, TOS has three honors cate-
gories: Fellows, Medals, and Awards. The
oldest honors offered by the Society are
the Munk Award (established in 1993),
the Jerlov Award (established in 2000),
and The Oceanography Society Fellows
(established in 2004). The other medals
(Wallace S. Broecker, Mary Sears) and
awards (Mentoring, Early Career, and
Ocean Observing) are relatively new.
The nomination criteria for all awards

(https://tos.org/honors) at present focus
on a nominees impactful, innovative,
and/or transformative contributions to
original research; impact in educating
and mentoring students and early career
scientists; and their significant interdisci-
plinary and/or collaborative research. It is
sobering that to date, the lists of awardees
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remain predominantly from a particular
demographic—White men from North
America or Europe. For example, of the
13 Munk Awardees, 12 are White men.
Of the 11 Jerlov Awardees, 10 are White
men. Of the 45 TOS Fellows, 31 are White
men. While other societies in oceanogra-
phy also predominantly honor men, the
gender statistics for TOS honors are the
least diverse (Legg et al., 2022).

Part of the reason for the lack of diver-
sity in nominations may be how TOS
members and nomination supporters
interpret merit. For example, when one
of us (FM-K) attempted to nominate a
female scientist from a developing nation
for a specific TOS medal, he was not able
to obtain letters of support. Scientists
from renowned institutions in developed
nations agreed that her contributions
were multiple and commendable, but also
felt that this nominee would likely not be
considered by TOS because she could
not be equated to one of the people rep-
resented by a named medal. This experi-
ence suggests that there may be unwrit-
ten rules preventing many of our peers
from being nominated, let alone selected,
for these awards. We suggest that TOS
can more clearly articulate its values in
a redesigned process that is sensitive at a
number of different levels, such as indi-
vidual identity, socioeconomic status,
culture, and geography.

We offer six initial suggestions that
may help open the TOS nomination
and awards process to broader sets of

contributions and contributors. These

suggestions are consistent with efforts to
reconsider awards processes in other geo-
science societies (e.g., Holmes et al., 2020;
Ali et al, 2021).

1. Focus the award guidelines on the
holistic essence of a career. Criteria
could introduce a more comprehen-
sive definition of achievement beyond
the publication record alongside the
overarching value of a person’s efforts
to improve community well-being
at local, regional, national, and/or
international levels.

2. Change the nomination guidelines
to better support individuals at each
stage in the honors and awards pro-
cess. Simplify the package that nom-
inators provide and allow supporters
to sign on and/or add a short con-
curring letter. Guarantee need-based
support for awardees, such as travel
and lodging to attend the award cer-
emony, meeting registration fees, and
interpretation services.

3. Allow nominations of non-TOS mem-
bers for all TOS honors. Clearly, there
are many TOS members who deserve
honors and awards, but TOS mem-
bers should not be restricted to look-
ing only inside the Society to cele-
brate excellent role models. This is an
important mechanism to highlight the
fact that our Society has broader val-
ues and real-world commitments. It
may also serve as a new avenue for
membership recruitment for nomi-
nees and their networks.
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4. Implement a waiting period (three
years or more) before awarding TOS
honors to people who have received
similar awards from TOS or other
societies. This action would increase
the chances of diversifying the pool of
people who are selected for honors.

5. Expand the number of named med-
als to reflect the diversity of those who
have made life-long contributions to
ocean science, conservation, educa-
tion, and access. These medals may
be named after individuals from com-
munities that have been historically or
currently targeted by or excluded from
academic circles in developed coun-
tries. If so, TOS must first build rela-
tionships with these communities and
bestow awards jointly. It is of utmost
importance that new awards have sim-
ilar prestige as existing ones.

6. To mitigate implicit bias, commit to an
ongoing review of the Honors process
every three to five years. TOS should
regularly reevaluate procedures, such
as award publicity, nomination pack-
age guidelines, award criteria, and
nomination and selection commit-
tee procedures, against evolving
best practices. TOS should also pro-
mote implicit bias training for mem-
bers of the Nomination and Selection
Committees and make these types of
training programs a benefit of TOS
membership. TOS may consider offer-
ing this training openly and for broad
community participation, for even
greater impact on advancing diversity
and inclusion in ocean science.

Implementing solutions that will
enable TOS to recognize the many people
who help advance science, education, and
society is not easy. For example, those
from less-resourced countries encoun-
ter many barriers in developing a career
in marine science (Osborne et al., 2022).
The broader TOS community can help
identify and participate in a process to
achieve changes in the honors nominat-
ing and selection process that will result

in positive outcomes for the Society, its
membership, and our individual net-
works. We encourage everyone to nom-
inate role models in our networks and to
volunteer for TOS committees. We invite
you to work with The Oceanography
Society’s JEDI Committee to improve the
awards process to recognize individuals,
groups, and activities anywhere and at all
scales. Please send any ideas or feedback

to JEDIcochair@tos.org. In doing S0, you
will help move us closer to the ideals we
hold as a Society.
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This is an open access article made available under
the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
International License (https://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing, adapta-
tion, distribution, and reproduction in any medium or
format as long as users cite the materials appropri-
ately, provide a link to the Creative Commons license,
and indicate the changes that were made to the
original content.
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OCEANOGRAPHY

In this Oceanography section, contributing
authors share all of the relevant information
on a homemade sensor or instrument so that
others can build, or build upon, it. The short
articles also showcase how this technology
was used successfully in the field.

Call for Contributions

Oceanography guest editors Melissa Omand
and Emmanuel Boss are seeking contribu-
tions to DIY Oceanography. Contributions
should include a list of the materials and
costs, instructions on how to build, and
any blueprints and codes (those could be
deposited elsewhere). See Oceanography’s
Author Guidelines page for detailed informa-
tion on submission requirements.

https://tos.org/oceanography/guidelines

See the Collection

Go to the DIY Oceanography web page to
view the complete collection of articles.

= pySAS: Autonomous Solar Tracking
System for Surface Water Radiometric
Measurements

An Optical Imaging System for Capturing
Images in Low-Light Aquatic Habitats
Using Only Ambient Light

A Simple and Inexpensive Method
for Manipulating Dissolved Oxygen in
the Lab

The Pressure of In Situ Gases Instrument
(PIGI) for Autonomous Shipboard
Measurement of Dissolved O, and N, in
Surface Ocean Waters

Inlinino: A Modular Software Data Logger
for Oceanography

https://tos.org/diy-oceanography
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