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What are the Geosciences?

• Geosciences: disciplines that 

apply science to the study of the 

Earth (and other planets); past, 

present and future, from 

atmosphere to core.

• Geoscientists “often work in the 

field – perhaps climbing 

mountains, exploring the seabed, 

crawling through caves, or 

wading in swamps. They measure 

and collect samples (such as 

rocks or river water), then record 

their findings 

on charts and maps.”  Wikipedia.
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Headlines

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41561-021-00737-w



Figures

Geography, Earth and 

Environmental Sciences 

are amongst the worst 

Physical Sciences for 

BAME student 

participation, and for 

retention of BAME 

students into 

postgraduate research.

Data from HESA UK “Subject by Ethnicity” for ‘Geology’, ‘Physical Geography’ and ‘Science of Aquatic and Terrestrial Environments’. 
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Data from HESA UK “Subject by Ethnicity” for ‘Geology’, ‘Physical Geography’ and ‘Science of Aquatic and Terrestrial Environments’. 

Figures

• In 2018/2019 retention 

of Physical Geography 

and Environmental 

Science BAME students 

into PGR worse than 

2014 to 2019

• In two of the past five 

years, Geology and 

Physical Geography 

have seen NO Black 

Women starting 

Postgraduate degrees.



Geoscience specific issues

• Rural environments less accessible to children who grow up in urban 

settings or low-income households. 

• Stereotypical image of white man in challenging outdoor environment.

• Poor career perceptions relative to other scientific /medical subjects.

• Fieldwork barriers: cultural sensitivity, costs including outdoor clothing, 

inclusivity, racial harassment, alcohol and the macho culture. 

• Lack of recognition of colonial links and lack of 

representation at faculty level. 

• Hostile environments deter BAME students from

applying to, and continuing in the geosciences.
https://scc.spokane.edu/What-to-Study/The-Natural-
World/Geology



Colonial links

• Many of the roots of modern geoscience 

lay in the surveying of the expanding 

British Empire. 

• Production of geoscience knowledge has 

been historically tied to a desire to explain 

the distribution and extractability of 

resources.

• Field-based disciplines can take a colonial 

approach: white, western field scientists 

visit a location, remove samples (often 

with the help of local people), extract 

knowledge and publish in paywalled, 

western journals (often without local co-

Imper ia l  Inst i tute Geolog ists  in  Mozambique in  1911

©BGS



What can we do?  

Adapt 
fieldwork to 

be more 
inclusive

Paid summer 
schools and 
internships

BROADEN PARTICIPATION

Increase faculty 
diversity

Ringfenced 
funding for 
research 

Tackle exclusionary 
colonial foundations 

of institutions

Push professional 
bodies for 

accreditation 
reform

Pressure funders 
for greater 

transparency in 
recruitment

Make application 
processes more 

transparent

Teach sustainability, 
decolonisation, 

urban geoscience

Industry links 
and improve 

career 
perceptions

Work along 
pipeline (incl. 
pre-university)

Encourage our CDTs 
to remove 

discriminatory 
practises

REMOVE STRUCTURAL INEQUITY



What can we do?  

Make 
application 
process more 
transparent

Remove 
discriminatory 
practises

Ringfence 
funding

Summer schools 
and paid 

internships

Adapt fieldwork 
experiences and 

reform 
accreditation

Modernise 
teaching

Broaden participation 

and improve inclusivity
Remove structural 

inequity



Summary 

• As geoscientists we need to acknowledge the historic systemic racism 

and discipline-specific issues (particularly around fieldwork) that have 

led to the hostile environments for BAME students. 

• We need to have difficult conversations about personal and structural 

biases if we are to remove structural inequities and broaden 

participation in our disciplines. 

• We need to be actively anti-racist. 

• We need to act now to create a modern geoscience research culture 

that can meet the challenges of building a more sustainable future and 

reflects the diverse nature of the planet we study.



For more information…

www.nature.com/articles/s41561-021-00737-w

Jacqueline Houghton: 
j.houghton@leeds.ac.uk
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