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Female OR Pioneers
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Ailsa Land and Alison Doig Harcourt

Ailsa Land and Alison Doig Harcourt are known, first, for a
breakthrough paper, “An Automatic Method of Solving
Discrete Programming Problems,” published in 1960 in the
journal Econometrica on branch and bound.
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Ailsa Land

Ailsa Land spent her student years and entire career at the
London School of Economics (LSE). In 1980 she became the
first woman to become a chaired professor in Operational
Research in the UK.

She continued her association with LSE as an Emeritus
Professor and pursued active research work after her
retirement in 1987.
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Ailsa Land

• Ailsa was the first female to receive the Harold Larnder
Prize of the Canadian Operational Research Society (CORS)
in 1994 for achieving international distinction in operational
research and the Beale Medal of The Operational Research
Society in 2019.

• The annual Ailsa Land Prize, established in her honor in
2017, for the best MSc student in operational research and
analytics in the LSE Department of Mathematics.

• Ailsa received the EURO Gold Medal, and was the first
female thus recognized, at the EURO Conference in Athens,
Greece in 2021 (posthumously).

• Ailsa was the first female inducted into the IFORS Hall of
Fame in 2023 (posthumously). And, at this IFORS
Conference, Judith Liebman will be the second female
inducted (posthumously).
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A Panel in 2021 to Honor Ailsa’s Receipt of the Beale
Medal

In 2021, a virtual panel discussion was held to honor Ailsa’s
Beale Medal which highlighted the significance of
optimization models in addressing important problems of
society and the lasting legacy of the work on
branch-and-bound.

Ailsa and her husband, Frank Land, enjoyed the panel very
much!
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Ailsa’s Biography and Interview

A nice biography of her can be found on the INFORMS
website. An outstanding interview by Professor László Végh
of LSE, along with the transcript, can be found on the
INFORMS oral history page.

Many thanks to the INFORMS History and Traditions
Committee (I served on this committee for many years and
regularly argued for the importance of having interviews done
and posted of female luminaries) for making this possible.
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Alison Doig Hartcourt - a “Hidden Figure”

Alison Doig Hartcourt (now 96 years old), after a Master’s
from the University of Melbourne, went to LSE and wrote
the paper with Land while working as a research assistant
there, where she also taught Mick Jagger in one of her
classes.

Thanks to colleagues at the University of Melbourne, where
she was a long-time tutor and loved teaching, she was
(re)discovered!

A wonderful article, “Celebrating the “grandmother” of
optimisation on International Women in Maths Day,” by
Kate Smith-Miles, Alysson M. Costa and, Robert Maillardet,
University of Melbourne, spoke about her journey.
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Alison Doig Hartcourt - a “Hidden Figure”

As a statistician, while at Melbourne, Alison worked with
social scientist Ronald Henderson and economist R. J.
Harper on what became known on the “Melbourne Poverty
Survey,” Australia’s first systematic, quantitative measure of
poverty. Their work served as the basis of the 1972 Royal
Commission into poverty.

She is the co-author of 3 books and other papers.
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Alison Doig Hartcourt - a “Hidden Figure”

• Accolades came to Alison quite late. She never received a
PhD but was honored by the University of Melbourne with
an honorary DSc in 2018.

• Alison Harcourt, STEM pioneer, was the 2019 VIC Senior
Australian of the Year.

• Alison was also made an Officer of the Order of Australia
(AO) in 2019.
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A Wonderful Webinar with Alison Doig Harcourt

Alysson Costa was a PhD student of Gilbert Laporte’s, who
was a PhD student of Ailsa Land’s.
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Marguerite Frank

Marguerite Frank was the co-author with Philip Wolfe of the
paper, “An Algorithm for Quadratic Programming,”
published in Naval Research Logistics Quarterly in 1956. The
algorithm is now known as the Frank-Wolfe algorithm and
has been widely used in convex optimization and traffic
assignment problems.

Marguerite’s contributions to optimization and OR also lie in
her papers on the Braess Paradox, one published in
Mathematical Programming and two in Transportation Science.

The title of her 1956 doctoral dissertation at Radcliffe
College was, “New Simple Lie Algebras.”
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Marguerite Frank

In a reflective essay, published in 2014, Marguerite remarked
based on the workshop on “Greedy Algorithms, Frank-Wolfe
and Friends – A Modern Perspective” at the annual
conference NIPS 2013 at Lake Tahoe, Nevada, at which she
was recognized, that:

For me this brief foray in optimization made it easier later to
obtain – after various research and part time jobs – a tenured
position in the nearby Rider University Business School, and a later
one as Fellow in Stanford’s Engineering School O.R. department,
where I finally met George Dantzig. I never received any special
acknowledgment or a single bitcoin for the article – only the usual
professional interest from Anna Nagourney [sic], and Stella
Dafermos, who befriended me in my new guise.
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Marguerite Frank

Marguerite’s work on the Frank-Wolfe algorithm was
celebrated at NIPS 2013 with a special panel, “Marguerite
Frank – Inventor of the Frank-Wolfe Algorithm – Honorary
Discussion Panel,” on which she spoke and which can be
found on YouTube.
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Marguerite Frank

While she was still alive, under the leadership of Professor
Immanuel Bomze, the Editor-in-Chief of the EURO Journal on
Computational Optimization (EJCO), in 2021, the annual
Marguerite Frank Award for the best EJCO paper was
established.

In a message to Marguerite, Professor Bomze wrote that:
This prize would honor you and the impact of your oeuvre to the
scientific community, which particularly now receives an impressive
boost of interest. The award is primarily targeted at papers
with female authorship (at least one of the authors female).
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Marguerite Frank

Marguerite was deeply touched and honored by this
recognition.

The first award, based on papers published in 2021, was
given in 2022 and Marguerite served as the Honorary Chair
of the jury.

The authors of the first paper thus recognized: Thomas
Kleinert, Martine Labbé, Ivana Ljubić and Martin Schmidt.
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Marguerite Frank - In Memoriam by Immanuel Bomze and
Anna Nagurney
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Stella Dafermos

Stella was born on April 14, 1940 in Athens, Greece, and passed

away in Providence, Rhode Island on April 5, 1990.

Her PhD dissertation, “Traffic Assignment and Resource

Allocation in Transportation Networks,” supervised by F.T.

Sparrow, focused on the formulation, analysis, and solution of

system-optimized and user-optimized transportation networks.
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Professor Stella Dafermos

Stella Dafermos was the 2nd female PhD in OR in the US and the

1st female Full Professor at Brown University in Engineering and in

Applied Mathematics, appointed in 1982. My academic geneaology

because of Stella goes back to Maxwell, Newton, and Galileo!
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Her Publications

Two of the working papers, with Lan Zhao and with Steve

McKelvey, respectively, were published posthumously, in Operations

Research Letters in 1991 and in Journal of Optimization Theory and

Applications in 1992.
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Impactful Research

Stella’s 1980 paper, “Traffic Equilibrium and Variational

Inequalities,” was one of the 12 Most Impactful Papers in the 50

year history of Transportation Science.

Stella’s 1980 paper, “ Traffic Equilibrium and Variational
Inequalities,” Transportation Science 14(1), pp. 42-54.
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Stella as a Trailblazer

Stella’s intellect, scholarship, attention to detail, scientific
rigor, and creativity were remarkable and her legacy
significant and sustained.

Her contributions to network equilibria and variational
inequalities have influenced Operations Research,
Engineering, Economics, and Regional Science and have
helped to unveil numerous applications.

One wonders how much the world has missed because of her
untimely passing.
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Awards Named After Stella Dafermos (Posthumously)

• The Stella Dafermos Award established by the Division of
Applied Mathematics of Brown University to honor the
memory of Professor Stella Dafermos. The prize goes to one
or more outstanding graduate students who share her goals.

• The Stella Dafermos best paper award by the Standing
Committee on Transportation Network Modeling awarded at
the TRB Annual Meeting in DC.

• The Stella Dafermos Mid-Career Award of the
Transportation Science and Logistics (TSL) Society of
INFORMS, awarded first in 2022 (to Neils Agatz of the
Rotterdam School of Management).
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Judith Liebman

There is a excellent interview with Judith Liebman posted by
the University of Illinois on YouTube.

Her granddaughter, Lauren, did a wonderful blogpost about
Judith on the Grandma Got STEM blog.

In her OR research, Judith was mainly a modeler. In addition
to her work in health systems, she had several publications
describing OR applications in transportation, building design,
pavement design, and bridge replacement.
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Judith Liebman

I had the great pleasure of knowing also Judith Liebman,
who was a contemporary of Stella Dafermos’s going back to
their Johns Hopkins University days.

When she passed away in 2023, Leon Lasdon wrote a
wonderful In Memoriam for Judith, which was published in
ORMS Today. In it, he highlighted her many
accomplishments, including:

• The first tenure-track female engineer in the College of
Engineering at the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign
(UIUC), 1972,

• The first female councilmember of the Operations Research
Society of America (ORSA), which predated INFORMS,

• The first female President of ORSA, 1987.
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Judith Liebman

• Vice Chancellor for Research and Dean of the Graduate College
at UIUC,

• Member of the Committee for Engineering Education of the
National Academy of Engineering,

• Chair of the Advisory Committee for the National Science
Foundation Engineering Directorate,

• Honored by INFORMS, which established the Judith Liebman
Award for student leaders in operations research (OR) programs,

• Recipient of the George E. Kimball Medal, for distinguished
service to INFORMS and to the profession of OR, 1996,

• Elected an INFORMS Fellow, 2002.
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Judith Liebman Award

According to the INFORMS website: The Judith Liebman Award has

been established to recognize outstanding student volunteers who have

been “moving spirits” in their universities, their student chapters, and the

Institute. The award was established in 2002.

3 of my former PhD students: Tina Wakolbinger, Patrick Qiang,

and Amir H. Masoumi received the Judith Liebman Award for their

leadership of the UMass Amherst INFORMS Student Chapter,

that I have served as a Faculty Advisor of since 2004.
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IFORS Hall of Fame

Ailsa Land was inducted into the IFORS Hall of Fame in
2023 and Judith Liebman in 2026 at this IFORS Conference
in Vienna.
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The INFORMS History & Traditions Website

This website, a continuing work in process, includes profiles
of more than 230 historic individuals as well as the historic
institutions, methodologies and application areas with which
they are associated. It will continue to grow as new material
becomes available.

• 3 of the 47 oral interviews are with females: Land,
Shoemaker, and Wright; their bios plus Liebman’s bio are
included. My bio was included in 2024. About 2% of the
bios on the website are of females.
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INFORMS Fellows

INFORMS Fellows are examples of outstanding lifetime
achievement in operations research and the management
sciences. They have demonstrated exceptional
accomplishments and made significant contributions to the
advancement of OR/MS over a period of time.

• 4 out of the 125 INFORMS Fellows in the inaugural class
of 2002 were females (3.2%): Karla Hoffman, Judith
Liebman, Elisabeth Pate’-Cornell, and Margaret Wright.

• In 2006, about 5% of the INFORMS Fellows were female
and, as of 2024, about 10%. Approximately 27% of the
INFORMS members identify as female.
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IFORS Fellows

Through 2025, 5 out of 43 of the IFORS Fellows are female -
about 11%.

They are: Elise del Rosario, M. Grazia Speranza, Karla
Hoffman, Sue Merchant, and Janny Leung.
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Subjectto Video Interviews by Anand Subramanian

Anand Subramanian has (as of late 2024) conducted 100 video

podcast interviews, with videos posted on the Subjectto Youtube

channel. He began this podcast in 2021 and those interviewed

represent 24 different nationalities. Residents of 82 countries have

accessed his podcast with about 10,000 hours watched. Number

of female guests was about 33%.
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Female Leadership

Some data on female leadership of our professional societies:
In the 20th century there were two female Presidents:
Judith Liebman (ORSA, 1987) and Karla Hoffman
(INFORMS, 1998).

The below Tables of data are thanks to Graham Rand, and
his Commentary on Carroll & Esposito Amideo, “Gender
Equality: Opportunities and Challenges for the OR
Community,” published in JORS in 2024.
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Editors-in-Chief

There have been no female Editors-in-Chief of the journal
Management Science (11 males), the European Journal of
Operational Research (15 males), and the Journal of the
Operational Research Society (17 males).

About 2 years ago, after 13 male editors, the Editor-in-Chief
of Operations Research became Amy Ward.

Several other INFORMS journals now have a female as
Editor-in-Chief.
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First Discussion Paper in JORS Published in 2024
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The Future is Bright But Investment is Needed

It is very important that we codify the history / herstory of
OR for different age groups.
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The Future is Bright But Investment is Needed

• The skillsets of our students are highly sought after.

• Our discipline continues to advance methodologies as well
as applications. Many of our tools are used by those in
different disciplines.

• Our members are regularly contacted by the media to
inform and comment on current events and issues.

• INFORMS has done a great job in terms of advocacy and
outreach.

• Quite a few in OR are engaged in writing OpEds, etc.

• More are being called to advise the government (harkens
to the origins of OR).
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The Future is Bright But Investment is Needed

• We need better name recognition by the public,
corporations, future students, practitioners, government
officials, decision-makers, etc.

• The OR discipline arose from applications in practice,
including military applications and logistics. Tighter
interfaces between academics and practitioners are needed.

• There are various initiatives in Europe regarding OR
outreach that might be useful to expand.

• Grateful that we have begun serious discussions about
gender and OR and are celebrating the discipline’s greatness!

Professor Anna Nagurney Women in OR



GLOW

It is very exciting that the official launch of GLOW (Global
Leadership in OR for Women) will happen at IFORS 2026!

GLOW’s visionaries include: Grazia Speranza, Janny Leung,
Paula Carroll, and Rina Schneur.
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