
“Thank you very much, and it’s a real pleasure to come back to Clare and to be here with 
you all tonight. I’d love to think it was just the other day that I was sitting here in hall at my 
own halfway dinner but it’s been a bit longer than that and, all of a sudden, I’ve been invited 
to come back and talk to you all about my work and my career. So I’m hoping to share a few 
things that will perhaps help you with your own thinking and your own choices and next 
steps. 
 
I probably shouldn’t start by saying that when I was a student here I didn’t really know what 
I wanted to do afterwards, but that is how it was. I had a vague idea at the time that it might 
be something to do with urban planning – I was studying Geography – but very vague. One 
thing leads to another, and now I’ve worked in International Development for most of my 
career and I’ve been focussed on women’s health and women’s rights for several years now. 
As the master said, I work for the Department for International Development, also known as 
DFID, as a Senior Advisor. For those who don’t know, that’s a part of the British 
Government: it’s one of the ministries, with a Secretary of State in the Cabinet. And we 
work to end extreme poverty in the poorest countries in the world. We work in about 30 
countries in Africa, Asia and the Middle East, often in countries affected by conflict. 
 
So how did I get from sitting where you all are today to what I do now? First I really want to 
say that I enjoyed my time at Clare. Alongside making a reasonably regular appearance at 
the Geography department, I did a few other things, as I’m sure most of you do. I was green 
officer here – I think I was the first green officer, I’m kind of proud of that. At the time, Clare 
Green Group used to spend all its time trying to persuade students to recycle. I’m pleased 
you’ve all got a recycling bin in your rooms now: incredible! We used to put cardboard 
boxes on the staircases and persuade people to put their paper in there, and they found this 
really annoying. And then we’d put it all in a big wheelie bin and wheeled this great big 
wheelie bin down to the recycling site at Newnham and empty all the paper out, and that’s 
one of the things I used to do in my spare time. I was also in the Clare Rats, which I’ve heard 
still exists, which is fantastic. I’ve got many happy memories of very wet weekends in tents 
and climbing up mountains in the fog, which was a lot of fun. I still have a lot of good friends 
from Clare. And I also do remember that there were a lot of pressures. It’s easy to look back 
and think ‘oh, that was all wonderful’, but it was pretty tough at times as well, and I do 
remember that. 
 
Most of all, I think my time here did two things for me. I was taught to think, to really think, 
to analyse, to make sense of complex information, to ask questions and figure things out. 
And these are really some of the most important skills of all, and you can apply them to 
anything. And secondly, I set out from here really determined and, I think, well-equipped, to 
do things in life that I found both interesting and worthwhile. 
 
In the first few years after leaving Clare, I did a bunch of different things and it wasn’t 
always obvious where they were taking me. I did a lot of temporary work in London. Lots of 
admin, answering phones, market research, stuffing envelopes. In one job, I really put my 
critical skills to the test: I had to call up Sunglass Hut and ask them what they sold. I did 
some teaching. I taught English in Taiwan. I used to sing ‘Head, shoulders, knees and toes’ 
and ‘If you’re happy and you know it’ rather awkwardly with lots of small children. If you 



don’t believe that it was awkward, just…I wasn’t in the choir here. Let’s leave it at that. 
 
And as you do, I did a lot of backpacking. One highlight was six weeks going through China, 
which in 1996 was a very different place from what it is today. And as some of you I’m sure 
already know, backpacking is a really fantastic way to see the world. And you learn to be 
resourceful, to adapt, to deal with unexpected situations. And you get used to peeing in the 
worst toilets imaginable, and that is a life skill I cannot recommend too highly. It’s come in 
very handy for me just recently on a work trip on a long road journey in Sudan so don’t 
underestimate that one. 
 
The experience that really shaped me was, as the master mentioned, I went to a city called 
Pune in India and I spent time working with slum dwellers there with a very small local 
organisation. Most of the time I was there, there were about ten of us, and I was the only 
foreigner. It was an amazing experience. We worked with women’s groups in the slums on 
low cost housing, toilets, drainage, and so on. And the whole approach to the organisation 
was really about working closely with communities to support them to improve their own 
lives. And it was an incredible learning curve for me. It was very humbling, very inspiring. I 
was inexperienced, it was a very different world, and I think the important thing was that I 
really learnt to listen while I was there. Nobody cared that I’d graduated from Cambridge, 
and I learnt that I didn’t have all the answers, I didn’t actually have very many answers at 
all! And I listened and I learned and I did my best to make myself useful, and that temping 
experience came in quite useful and I took it upon myself to make them a filing system 
because they didn’t have one. So, not very glamorous but very, very exciting to be there. 
 
As the master said, I went for four months with a view to coming home and then following 
up on that urban planning idea. But I stayed on, I ended up spending -  it was actually about 
3 years altogether I stayed in India working with that organisation on several different 
projects. In the middle I came home and I did a master’s degree in London. Still sticking with 
urban planning at that point, but I changed direction and I focused on towns and cities in 
the developing world. 
 
So from this very small local organisation in India I became one of two and a half thousand 
staff at DFID, landing in what felt like a really gigantic organisation. It was really 
overwhelming when I first got there. I was so quiet and so timid that they actually used to 
send me on training courses to help me to speak up, which is not something people really 
believe now, but it’s true. DFID had a training scheme for young professionals and they 
hired me as an urban specialist, and my first position was a policy role: I worked on 
urbanisation and urban poverty. 
 
Then I changed direction again and moved into some other fascinating and really varied 
roles, and I finally left that urban planning idea behind at that point. I’ve worked on social 
exclusion, I’ve worked on fragile states, and spent two years in Sierra Leone working on our 
programme there based in Freetown. I have to say, working in Sierra Leone was one of the 
most amazing things I’ve ever done. I could go on for hours about that – I won’t – but one of 
the highlights was working on the elections in 2007: there were parliamentary and 
presidential  elections. I don’t know how much you’ll know about it, but at that time Sierra 
Leone had just come out of a really brutal civil war. It was a conflict that lasted nearly ten 



years. At times like that, elections can become very tense and very violent. The Sierra Leone 
people were really determined to keep the peace and I worked on several interesting 
projects: we supported BBC journalists to come out and train local radio stations on how to 
do election reporting; we supported training for women, so they’d have the confidence and 
the skills to stand (the parliament was mainly men at that point). On election day, we were 
all out, we were helping with the election observing, and it was really, really moving – I think 
we forget sometimes here what elections can mean – but to see people queuing up to vote, 
all of them knowing they were participating in their country’s future.  
 
It was in Sierra Leone that I first worked on women’s health. Sierra Leone was – and it still is 
– one of the most dangerous places in the world to have a baby. Many, many women die in 
childbirth. So I was able to work with the government of Sierra Leone and other partners to 
set up a new programme there to provide health services for women while they’re pregnant 
while they’re giving birth. I came back from Sierra Leone in 2008, which is quite a long time 
ago now, but I still miss the place and I always like to say this when I talk about Sierra Leone 
because it’s a country  we normally hear about when things go wrong – there’ s a conflict, 
there’s blood diamonds, more recently Ebola – but it’s a really, really beautiful country. So if 
you ever get the chance to go there, please do. It’s a special place. 
  
So now I work on sexual and reproductive health and rights, mainly family planning and 
FGM. My specialism is social development, so I bring a social science perspective to the 
work. I work alongside health experts, and as I always say – after all in any society – 
anything to do with sex, pregnancy and having children, is social and political as well as 
about health. 
 
A few years ago, most people in DFID – probably most people in the UK – didn’t really know 
about FGM. I’d learnt a little about the practice when I was working in Sierra Leone: one day 
I’d met a very, very inspiring lady, a very courageous lady, who singlehandedly was walking 
from village to village, trying to persuade people to give up the practice. She herself had 
undergone FGM and she talked to me about what had been done to her. And that was a 
conversation that really stayed with me. It’s not something you forget very easily.  
 
So in DFID we looked further into the issue and we learnt more about it. We talked to a lot 
of people, we talked to activists, survivors of FGM. We learnt that it is a very harmful 
practice. We learnt about the scale of it: it’s now estimated that 200 million women 
worldwide are living with the consequences of FGM. The numbers are staggering. It’s 
something that has been practised for thousands of years by people of different religions. 
And what is often hard for us to understand here, is that in practicing communities, FGM is 
an ordinary part of life. It is considered essential for a girl to become a woman. Even if a 
mother or a father actually wants not to do FGM, not to cut their daughter, it is very difficult 
if not impossible for them to take that decision because if they do, their daughter will be 
ostracised from her community, and she won’t be able to get married.  
 
We also learnt that, and this is really important, that the efforts to end FGM are being led by 
people from the affected communities and countries. Many survivors, networks of African 
women, political leaders, were already trying to end the practice, and they were asking for 
help. But it’s a very sensitive and very taboo issue, and people didn’t know much about it so 



it was very, very neglected. So we decided that it was time to do more. We set up a new 
programme, which was the largest programme ever on ending FGM and is working in 17 
countries now. And the main thing it does is to work with whole communities to raise 
awareness and to support them to decide collectively whether they want to abandon the 
practice. It also works with governments to change laws and policies to support that.  
 
The issue, kind of to our surprise, really shot up the agenda in the UK and caught the public 
imagination, and there was a lot of media coverage. Then in 2014 I worked on the Girl 
Summit, which was a major international summit co-hosted by prime minister Cameron 
with UNICEF, and this was an international summit on ending FGM and also on ending child  
and forced marriage. It brought together political leaders, celebrities, young people, 
grassroots activists, survivors, from all over the world – and from the UK, because FGM  and 
forced marriage are issues here as well. As well as concrete commitments, the summit really 
broke the silence – they’re very taboo issues – and it got them on the international agenda. 
And since then many countries have taken action, there have been new laws passed, new 
action plans put in place to keep the momentum going.  
 
So FGM is ending, thanks to the amazing efforts of activists and leaders in all these countries 
and our role is really to help that happen more quickly. As part of my work, I’ve met girls in 
Senegal, who won’t be cut because their communities have decided they don’t need to do 
this anymore. I’ve met some young men, traditional warriors in rural Kenya, who learnt 
about FGM and decided themselves to campaign against it. I’ve visited some really very 
remote communities in Sudan, where people have started to talk amongst themselves 
about the harm FGM causes and talking about the possibility of ending it. Something like 
this takes a really, really long time to change, but it is moving in a positive direction.  
 
At the moment my work is focussed on family planning, enabling millions more women to 
use modern contraception. And sometime back, I was in central Ethiopia and I talked to a 
group of women in a village and they told me about the difference it had made to their own 
communities when they learnt about contraception and could use it. Before that, people 
didn’t know they could prevent or delay pregnancy and it was usual for women to have six, 
seven, eight, or more children, often quite close together and even when they knew that 
they couldn’t really afford to look after them all. That was just life. In many of the countries 
where we work, it is common for girls to start having babies when they’re teenagers and 
they are often married at very young ages as well.  
 
When women and girls can decide when they have children, whether they have children, 
how many children they have, they are at less risk of dying in childbirth, they can finish 
school, finish their education, and take up other opportunities, get better jobs. And then in 
turn, their own kids are healthier and better educated, and overall they have much more 
control over their lives. For women in the UK, the option to use contraception is a basic part 
of life, I think so much so that we tend to forget that it enables us to do so much. I might not 
be standing here talking about my career if I hadn’t been able to get the contraception I’ve 
needed over the years.  
 
DFID is part of an international partnership. We work together with the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation, we work with the UN Population Fund in the world’s poorest countries to 



enable millions more women to be able to make these decisions for themselves. I work on 
challenging, taboo, sensitive, often very political areas, and they are very fundamental and 
they are issues I feel very passionately about, particularly women and girls’ ability to have 
control over their own lives when traditionally, for centuries, they haven’t been able to 
make those decisions themselves.  
 
I’m not here to persuade you all to work in any particular field. It’s partly to show you 
there’s a lot you can’t predict when you start out. I don’t think I’d ever thought about 
working in International Development when I was here at Clare, and I think all I’d ever 
thought about sexual and reproductive health was my own occasional trip to the family 
planning clinic for my own supplies. 
 
I’m lucky to have a really interesting, challenging and fulfilling career. My work has great 
variety. I never stop learning. I work with a huge range of people from government 
ministers to women and men living in very hard circumstances, often in very remote places. 
I’ve talked about our work on FGM with bishops, with celebrities…I was sitting in a meeting 
on contraception one morning when Bill Gates walked in to talk to us about our work. You 
never quite know what’s going to happen. But, most importantly, I’m working on issues that 
I really care about. So I’ll finish with just a few thoughts, a few things I’ve learnt along the 
way about careers. 
 
Firstly, be ready to grab interesting opportunities. Don’t over plan things. Some of the best 
things that are out there are things you don’t know about beforehand. I went to India for 
four months, ended up spending three years there. Whoever imagined I would go work in 
Sierra Leone, I certainly wouldn’t have done when I was at Clare – or working on something 
as exciting as the Girl Summit. I thought I was going to be an urban planner, but I’ve found 
my passion working on women’s health and rights. Seek out exciting opportunities and be 
ready to grab good ones that you didn’t see coming.  That often means taking a step into 
the unknown, but you’re more like to regret the things you don’t do than the things you do. 
 
Secondly, life’s not a race. It sometimes feels like that when you’re in your second or third 
year of your undergraduate, but life’s more an adventure. There’s plenty of time to get lots 
of experiences out there and to learn different things, and it’s really unlikely that the first 
thing you do is going to be what you end up doing, but you’ll probably learn some useful 
stuff along the way. 
 
And finally, you’re probably all a lot smarter and harder working than we were when we 
were here twenty years ago – you never know! – but there are many people out there who 
are at least as smart as you are and who work at least as hard as you do who don’t have a 
hope of studying in a place like this. And what you’ve gained from your hard work to get to 
Cambridge, and your hard work to get your degree (next year at least, you’ll be working 
hard!)…what you’ve gained is the freedom to make choices in life. And that’s big: that’s 
really big. So my advice to you is to use those choices, to put your time, and your effort, and 
your energy into work that you personally find interesting and exciting and meaningful.  
 
Good luck with it all and thank you very much.” 


