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Alice Roberts
The academic, writer, broadcaster and ‘science storyteller’ Professor Alice 

Roberts shares what’s important to her – and humanity as a whole

Sexism makes me angry; it’s hard to get perspective when 
you’re in the middle of it, so you tend to assume, ‘I must be 
rubbish.’ I was once told I didn’t get a promotion because I didn’t 
have ‘gravitas’, but I was already working at that level. Did it mean 
that I didn’t have a beard or some other male appendage? We all 
need to tackle gender bias, as it’s unconscious and so pervasive, 
with women as well as men. Studies have shown that when people 
have seen CVs with names that suggest males and females, that the 
males will be scored more highly – and it’s not just men doing that. 

It’s so important to give people access to science, making sure 
they’re informed so they can make decisions about themselves and 
society. Science enriches our culture, and the storytelling element 
of it is wonderful. There’s a false distinction between the humanities 
and the sciences; it’s as if the sciences aren’t anything to do with the 
experiences of being human but, to me, they are. Studying science 
develops critical thinking skills, and that’s present in other subjects 
too – we denigrate subjects, like history, to ‘just an arts subject’, but 
how can you divide the subjects in the world into arts and sciences?

We need to break down barriers between disciplines to 
enhance research and communication. There are ways of 
connecting people through subjects. I’m on the judging panel  
of the Wellcome Image Awards, which is all about stunning 
images, like microscopy from research or an image that conveys  
a scientific concept. They are always so beautiful to look at. 

It’s time to tackle our attitudes towards gender and science; 
people think they cannot follow a particular career path because it’s 
not right for them, but that’s wrong. Many women have careers in 
biology and medicine, but we need to look at perceptions of physics, 
maths and engineering at school, and why girls aren’t studying 
those subjects. Economically, we’re missing out on the best talent. 

We have a responsibility and power as consumers; we can 
change the way things operate by choosing to buy ethical products 
and make companies listen. I’m working with Green People on 

their Change the World in 20 Ways campaign (to encourage 
people to make a positive difference in their community).  There 
are companies that use science to sell their products and others 
that avoid using words like ‘chemicals’, but even ‘natural’ 
ingredients are chemicals. It’s about balancing science and nature.

There are low levels of women in senior positions in science 
and academia; only 17 per cent of science professors are women. 
The men aren’t keeping the women out; it’s because we have still got 
careers that are designed for men with stay-at-home wives! Which is 
fine for a woman if you’re lucky enough to have a partner who’ll stay 
at home to look after the family, like I do, but we need to create more 
flexible careers. Employers should recognise that looking after 
children is a valuable thing, both personally and to society as a whole. 

The subject matter of my first science book, The Incredible 
Unlikeliness Of Being: Evolution And The Making Of Us (Heron 
Books, £9.99) meant a lot to me; it was such a personal project.  
It was shortlisted for the Wellcome Book Prize. I also feel proud  
of The Incredible Human Journey (Bloomsbury, £14.99), which 
brought together archaeology, genetics and fossil evidence, looking 
at humans around the world, giving a positive, anti-racist message 
about how we are such a young species and how everyone is related.

Honesty is vital in all spheres of our lives, from personal 
relationships in families through to the wider social and political 
world. We don’t seem to be able to be empathetic on a personal  
level, as well as on an international scale. We all share a common 
humanity, yet somehow it’s acceptable for there to be huge 
divisions in wealth, access to education and healthcare.

I find it hard to be away from my family; I love being with 
my kids. If I’m filming on location, I can manage about 10 days, 
then I start to resent being away. I’m happiest at home; I usually 
get back in time from work to put them to bed. It’s important to me.
‘Tamed: Ten Species That Changed Our World’ by Alice Roberts  
(Hutchinson, £20), is out now. See Alice on tour until 22 November.  
alice-roberts.co.uk; wellcomeimageawards.org; greenpeople.co.uk
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