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Thank you for the invitation to speak at this important celebration. We need more women in 
STEM careers but above all we need more women in leadership positions in STEM. I hope 
this camp has inspired you to start on that exciting journey. It is all possible. 

This is not just a question of opportunity but of making a difference. The evidence shows that 
companies with more women on their boards perform better, and that more women in public 
life raise standards in public life.  

Research from the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development shows that 
countries with a larger number of women as ministers or in parliament tend to have lower 
levels of inequality, more confidence in government and higher spending on health care. 

More women in science will I am sure mean better science, certainly more science that 
cares for people and our planet. 

Not just women in science but different science 

At Middlesex University it’s still the case that more men than women study STEM subjects 
and more women than men study courses like nursing and social work. This is sometimes 
explained as reflecting how women tend to want careers in caring professions while men 
want to make things. But a career in science is a career in caring; science and technology 
are about meeting people’s needs and caring for the world. 

Diversity in general is a good thing, not just as a target but as a resource for better decisions 
and better problem solving. Diversity brings different perspectives, different ways of seeing 
creative and scientific solutions. It also brings different ways of constructing solutions from 
the space of possibilities. It means less group think and more innovation. That’s why we 
need more women in STEM. 



Point of view affects how science is done and what science is done. Women are often 
engaged in activities given little status, such as agriculture, or jobs given little value, such as 
water carrying, despite their vital importance. This in turn affects how much scientific effort 
goes into innovations that would improve conditions for women and by doing that improve 
conditions for everyone.   

One of the biggest influences on me was a book I read when I was a school boy. It was 
Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring, published in 1962. The book documented the detrimental 
effects on wildlife of indiscriminate use of pesticides. It was met with fierce opposition, 
especially by chemical companies.  

Rachel Carson was accused of being unscientific and hysterical. One letter to the New 
Yorker said: ‘As for insects, isn’t it just like a woman to be scared to death of a few little bugs! 
As long as we have the H-bomb everything will be OK.’  But Silent Spring spurred a reversal 
in US pesticide policy, led to a nationwide ban on DDT for agricultural uses, and inspired an 
environmental movement that led to the establishing of the US Environmental Protection 
Agency. Quite a legacy but of course the exception that proved the rule: science remained 
male dominated. 

Just as Africa can leapfrog the developed world by developing sustainable science and 
technology from scratch, it can leapfrog the developed world by developing diverse scientific 
communities. 

Celebrating women’s achievements is essential to keeping this high on the agenda. We’ve 
many examples in Middlesex. On 8 March every year we celebrate International Women’s 
Day, recognising women’s achievements across the world, and committing to gender 
equality.  

Another example is Nela Brown, a BA Sonic Arts graduate from Middlesex, who was 
recognised with a coveted WISE Award – the UK’s campaign for women in STEM - for her 
work inspiring young women to engage with computer science: a reminder that the arts can 
be as technological as science, and indeed in London creative technologies are driving 
economic growth. Nela also did something else crucial to this agenda. She set up a 
mentoring group. 

At Middlesex we use our women staff and students as ‘people like me’ mentors and as 
ambassadors in schools, raising awareness among girls and parents about what STEM 
subjects and careers have to offer.  

WISE has had a big impact. One thing that drives this impact is a target. WISE has a 
mission to raise the number of women in the STEM sector from 13 per cent to 30 per cent by 
2020. 

University is of course too late to start influencing young women’s career choices. Back in 
April, Middlesex celebrated British Science week by inviting pupils from schools across North 



London to take part in our Young Scientist’s Competition. Groups from 16 participating 
primary schools were invited on campus, taking part in a range of workshops. This included 
learning to extract DNA from peas, programming robots and using motion capture 
technology.  

The winning experiment aimed to discover if time goes quicker in space using the novel 
method of finger nail growth! It was presented by two girls, Kiani Patel and Vritika 
Ravisangam. They beat the boys. Aisha Choksy, teacher and science coordinator at Islamia 
Girls School said: "The Young Scientist competition was an awe inspiring experience for our 
year 6 pupils. They and their parents thoroughly enjoyed the experience and were inspired 
by the event.’ 

The leaking pipeline 

There is also a crucial need to support women early career scientists, engineers, 
technologists and mathematicians. Many UK universities for example now have research 
sabbatical schemes designed to give women returning from maternity leave time to get their 
research back on track.  

An alarming global phenomenon is the leaking pipeline: women often drop out instead of 
moving up the career ladder.  

The UK’s last national Research Assessment Exercise had strong elements built in to 
recognise circumstances disproportionately faced by women so their work could be fairly 
judged compared with men’s.  The Exercise assesses the quality of publications, using this 
to rank the research standing of universities. Standardised allowances were applied to take 
account of maternity leave, part-time working and career breaks, reducing the number of 
publications that had to be presented for assessment and keeping women very much in the 
game by levelling the playing field.    

Some research funders have gone further. The National Institute for Health Research 
requires recipients of its funding to have an Athena SWAN silver award, demonstrating not 
just a commitment to reducing gender inequality but evidence of this having an effect. 

Women, as well as facing particular circumstances less encountered by men, can be harder 
to reach. This can especially be the case in some Islamic countries or remote areas where 
on-line learning can be particularly important in reaching women. Innovations by the UK’s 
Open University show how practical science can be taught on-line using digital technology. 
The expansion of free Massive Open On-line Courses can potentially reach millions of 
women around the world and inspire them to think about careers in science. 

Targets, in-reach and out-reach, recognition and prizes, diversity training, mentoring and 
sponsoring are all important but we know that what really works is designing in equality.  



Take the example of an interview panel. We know that even with training interview panels 
are often more likely to appoint men than women; a kind of groupthink influences their 
decision-making. But if candidates are interviewed not by a panel but sequentially by 
individual members of the selection committee, then scored and ranked, not only are women 
more likely to be appointed but the appointments are more likely to be successful. This is 
equality by design. 

Gender equality is about social justice but it is also about better science and technology, and 
better decisions. Africa has an opportunity to take the lead. We know what works; what we 
need is the will to do it. 

 


