What's the Hesitation?
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obert Goodwin said, “One

reason people resist change is

because they focus on what they
have to give up instead of what they have
to gain.” This article brings together
some of the many accomplished women
from Pakistan. These ladies are working
across the globe (indicated on the map
in Figure 1). They share their efforts and
one of their points in life where they
faced hesitation and how they managed
to overcome that hesitation. Such stories
are a means of motivation for women
facing different challenges across the

Aqeela Saghir (aqeela.saghir@linksfoundation.
com) is with Advanced Computing, Photonics,
and Electromagnetics, Fondazione Links,
10138 Torino, Italy. Mohaira Ahmad (mohaira.
ahmad@seecs.edu.pk) is with the School of
Electrical Engineering and Computer Science,
National University of Science and Technology,
Islamabad 44000, Pakistan. Maira I. Nabeel
(maira.inabeel@student.uts.edu.au) is with
the School of Electrical and Data Engineering,
University of Technology Sydney, Sydney,
NSW 2007, Australia. Hira Hameed
(hira.hameed@glasgow.ac.uk) is with the
James Watt School of Engineering, University
of Glasgow, G12 8QQ Glasgow, U.K. Mahrukh
Khan (khanm@tcnj.edu) is with the Department
of Electrical and Computer Engineering, College
of New Jersey, Ewing, NJ 08618 USA.

Digital Object Identifier 10.1109/MMM.2024.3444531
Date of current version: 11 October 2024

November 2024

, Maira I. Nabeel

, Hira Hameed

- a

©SHUTTERSTOCK.COM/MENTALMIND

world. These stories give us a lesson
that, once given a chance, these hurdles
can be reduced in a woman’s life, and
anything can be accomplished.

Assistant Professor and
Director of the Microwave and
Wireless Communication Lab,
Department of Electrical and
Computer Engineering, College
of New lersey, Ewing, NJ, USA
Life is about choices
or decisions that
- eventually shape
= our lives. All of us
. make choices, but
some choices or
decisions are more
critical than others.
In 2008, while working at Suparco,

, and Mahrukh Khan

I desired to do a Ph.D.
waves abroad.

While I had this wish in my mind,
there were many obstacles in my way;
I was not sure which country I should
go to or which country was the best for
me, and I was not sure what my pros-
pects would be if I made such a bold
choice in my life. My family was not
supportive of my wish to study alone
and on my own. With these doubts
and hesitations, I kept taking the Na-
tional Testing Service test and submit-
ting applications, and I was selected
for several Higher Education Com-
mission scholarships. Over six years, I
was chosen for the German Academic
Exchange Service (DAAD) (Germany),
the Universities of Engineering, Sci-
ence, and Technology, Pakistan, and a
South Korea Scholarship. I was on the
waiting list for the Fullbright scholar-
ship, too. In all those scholarships, I
applied with the wish to be selected
but left them with a heavy heart be-
cause I was not sure or brave enough
to pursue them.

I needed assurance or support.
Then, one day, I put this wish in front
of God and surrendered myself in
front of Him for all those years that
I kept running and got tired of ap-
plying, receiving, and leaving. It was

in micro-
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during the time that I was getting
married, which my family arranged.
Then, after marriage, I got the cour-
age and took the most challenging and
unknown path for a Ph.D, taking the
Graduate Record Examinations test
and applying blindly to many univer-
sities in the United States. How many
offers I got, how would
I choose one, and how
I got to this point is
a separate story, but
I flew to the United
States in 2013 with my
five-month-old daugh-
ter and husband; the
rest is history.

life.

Assistant

Professor, School

of Electrical and Computer
Sciences, National University

of Science and Technology,
Islamabad, Pakistan

Progression in anything is uncomfort-
able. Whenitisintheprofessions,youhave
to improve your qualifications; when it
is in relationships, you have to work on
the dynamics of your relationship. You

You have to
bring out your
darkest fears
and traumas and
unlearn what
you learned
throughout your

have to bring out
your darkest fears
and traumas and
unlearn what you
learned throughout
your life.

When I complet-
ed my M.S. degree
from the National
University of Science
and Technology, one
of the prestigious uni-
versities of Pakistan,
I started working in
a private university
and was really enjoy-
ing the teaching until
one day it was appar-
ent that in order to
stay in academia and
progress, I had to en-
roll in a Ph.D. pro-
gram somewhere. Luckily, I received
admission and a scholarship for my
pursuit of a Ph.D. Any other person
would have been very happy with
this news, but somehow, I was reluc-
tant. I was not ready to move on this
journey. It was difficult, way out of
my comfort zone. I had to move to
another country, go back into student

The locations of these Pakistani women working across the globe.
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mode, run my home, and raise a child.
I was hesitating!

I needed the courage to choose a
path, and with the support of my fam-
ily, I made this choice and went to
China along with my husband and a
two-year-old son. During my Ph.D.,,
my husband had to return to Pakistan,
and another choice was waiting for
me, the most difficult one, which was
to let my son go with my husband. We
women sometimes astonish ourselves,
too, by making difficult decisions. I
made my decision and hence followed
the path of progress.

Doctoral Student and Casual
Research Engineer, University
of Technology Sydney, Sydney,
Australia

I come from a coun-
try where almost
| 50% of the popu-
lation is female.
According toa United
& Nations survey con-
ducted in 2023, the
labor force partici-
pation rate among women is 21%,
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which is well below the global average
of 39%. Among these working women,
only 2.5% work in the science, technol-
ogy, engineering, and mathematics
fields. It is challenging for married
women to continue their professional
careers, due to various factors, such as
societal pressure, unsupportive fam-
ily dynamics, and limited childcare
facilities. However, I have been fortu-
nate to have a very supportive family,
particularly my spouse and my father,
which has allowed me to be among
the 3%-4% of female engineers in
Pakistan who have had the opportu-
nity to work at a top national univer-
sity at a level equivalent to their male
counterparts with similar educational
qualifications.

Throughout my career, I have faced
challenging decisions. I was teaching
at one of the most prestigious univer-
sities in Pakistan, but my position was
stagnant, and I needed a Ph.D. degree
for my career progression. During
that time, I received a fully funded
opportunity for a Ph.D., but it was
postponed due to COVID-19. Later,
the opportunity arose again, but I
hesitated to pursue it since I have two
daughters, and managing in a foreign
country seemed challenging under my
circumstances. However, I decided to
move forward, realizing that I couldn’t
let the opportunity pass by a second
time and recognizing that progress of-
ten comes with challenges. Embracing
change is essential for growth. Once
you choose and commit to something,
things become more manageable, es-
pecially when youre determined to
reach your goals. Remember, the first
step is always the hardest, but you can
achieve anything with commitment
and a strong support system.

Researcher, Fondazione LINKS,
Turin, Italy, and Part-Time
Doctoral Student, Frederick
University, Nicosia, Cyprus

In [1], I share my story of my engineer-
ing career, where I experienced some
great highs and lows in life. In 2017,
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my Ph.D. funding
ended, and since
I was very patri-
otic and home-
sick, I did not look
for extensions or
other opportunities
abroad and moved
back to my country. I immediately was
employed in a well-regarded govern-
ment organization. However, due to
unforeseen circumstances, I had to
quit the job in April 2019, and due to
my financial constraints, I immedi-
ately had to take another short con-
tract job.

The very same year, I was consid-
ering a marriage proposal, in which
the conditions were to
quit both my job and
Ph.D. Unfortunately, it
is very normal in some
families in our society
that women are meant
only for the home.
Luckily, things didn’t
work out, but the over-
all experience was
emotionally draining
for me. With very little
hope and a lot of self-
doubt, I summoned up
the courage to apply
again for a job abroad.
I decided to overcome
the hesitation that I
had, to go abroad, and
to fight with all my emotions.

Finaly, I received an interview call
from the LINKS Foundation. I put in
my maximum effort for the interview.
The effort paid off, and I was selected
for a second interview. Meanwhile, un-
expectedly, my funding for the project
I was working on in Pakistan stopped,
and the project was closing down. At
that time, nothing was working out
on a personal or professional level. I
started questioning my abilities until
the opportunity at the LINKS Foun-
dation appeared. This is my fifth year
working here, and I have experienced
and learned a lot in the field of RF and
microwaves by overcoming the hesita-
tion to move abroad.

During my Ph.D.,
my husband

had to return to
Pakistan, and
another choice
was waiting for
me, the most
difficult one,
which was to let
my son go with
my husband.

Electronic and Nanoscale
Engineering Research

Assistant, James Watt School

of Engineering, University of
Glasgow, Glasgow, U.K.

During my first year
of Ph.D. studies, I
encountered a major
challenge while pre-
paring for an inter-
national conference.
| Despite my initial
confidence, I experi-
enced self-doubt after receiving critical
feedback from senior colleagues. The
pressure of presenting my research on
artificial intelligence to
renowned experts made
me consider withdraw-
ing from the event.

Feeling overwhelmed,
I sought advice from
my mentor, my profes-
sor. He reminded me
of my achievements
and reassured me that
self-doubt is a normal
part of the academic
journey.

Encouraged by his
support, I refined my
presentation, practiced
diligently, and sought
feedback from trusted
colleagues.

On the day of the conference, I was
nervous but prepared. As I presented,
my confidence grew. I effectively com-
municated my findings, addressed ques-
tions, and received valuable feedback.
This experience boosted my confidence,
provided me with insights and connec-
tions, and taught me that overcoming
hesitation is essential for growth. This
pivotal moment reinforced my belief in
my abilities and my determination to
continue my research.

[1] A. Saghir, “A journey of continuous learning
[Women in Microwaves],” IEEE Microw. Mag.,
vol. 22, no. 1, pp. 86-88, Jan. 2021, doi: 10.1109/
MMM.2020.3027942.
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