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I do feel a bit like 
Alice in Wonderland 

stumbling through 
the looking glass 

when I think about  
my entry to the 

nuclear industry. 

A Medicinal Chemist  
turned Nuclear Scientist.  
The intriguing early career 
story of a Young Professional 
that claims she came into the 
nuclear sector by fluke. 

An interview with Hannah Paterson, 
Chair of the Nuclear Institute  
Young Generation Network 

When you were a child, what did  
you want to do when you grew up?
I thought I wanted to be a primary 
school teacher – my mum had her 
heart set on this as her sister was a 
teacher and in her eyes this would get 
me ‘lots of holidays’. I did a week’s 
placement in a primary school and I 
realised that it just wasn’t for me. 
Looking back, I’m very fortunate  
I got to try it out.  

Any influential books or toys  
during your early years?

I loved Harry Potter, I think all 
millennials do. I was a bit like 
Hermione Granger in school and had 
an obsession with reading books 
when I was younger. Hermione taught 
us millenials it was cool to be smart. 
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And like cats. I also loved Alice in 
Wonderland, it was so unusual 
and just fun, it still makes me 
smile and reminds me that the 
best ideas come when you think 
outside the box.     

What subjects interested you 
most at school and did you have 
a favourite teacher? 

In school my favourites were 
Biology, German and Chemistry  
as I found them really fascinating.  
I had some amazing teachers that 
really encouraged me some even 
had PhDs and industry experience, 
which for a regular run of the mill 
school is quite rare I think. My 
favourite was probably my biology 
teacher, she even let me cook 
cabbage in her office as part of  
my final year experiments (I was 
measuring its vitamin C 
concentration). The school 

corridors stunk for weeks after 
that. My hero. 

Why did you choose your  
career path? And what were  
your motivators for making  
the choices you have?
Working in the nuclear industry 
wasn’t something I planned – I’d 
studied Medicinal Chemistry and 
actually really wanted to work in 
the pharmaceutical industry,  
but I’d experienced the hard way 
what a volatile job market this was 
before I even graduated, when  
the industrial placement I had 
lined up synthesising anti-cancer 
drugs was lost when the company 
went bankrupt.   

A good thing to come out of this 
was that this freed me up for the 
following summer when I was 
successful in getting a fully 
funded internship to a 
biopharmaceutical company in the 
USA through the Saltire Scholars 
programme which selected me  
for my entrepreneurial and 
leadership mindset. This 
experience ignited my passion for 
international collaboration.   

In my final year I applied to 
nucleargraduates. It was a pure 
fluke that I found out about the 
scheme, it was only the fact that I 
had travelled to Glasgow for a 
career fair that I walked past their 

We need to stand up for 
the nuclear industry we 
work in and showcase 
that it’s a proven low 
carbon energy source 
that has the power to 
save the planet.… 
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stand and was drawn to the fact 
that I could work for multiple 
companies over the two year 
scheme and if I was lucky, even 
get an international secondment 
(which I did!). 

Your ‘watch’ as YGN Chair 
includes COP26 in Glasgow, 
does this make it even more 
challenging? Can you discuss 
any specific plans?  

Luckily, as YGN vice-chair the year 
before I had ramped up the YGN’s 
pro-nuclear climate activities 
already and set up a team of 
brilliant bright enthusiastic 
volunteers who do all the hard 
work! Spreading the 
#NetZeroNeedsNuclear message 
internationally, writing letters to 
governments and raising 
signatures on our petition  
(which you can also sign here) 
are just some of our plans. 

What are some challenges  
you think the next generation 
will face?

I think now more than ever the 
pressure is on the next generation 
to be visible pro-nuclear 
advocates. We need to stand up 
for the nuclear industry we work 
in and showcase that it’s a proven 
low carbon energy source that 
has the power to save the planet. 

Young people need to showcase 
the challenging and rewarding 
jobs we have and share our 
stories with pride. 

No doubt you have had many 
influencers during your early 
career, could you mention any 
and how they encouraged you? 

I’ve built up a circle of influencers 
who I go to for different types of 
advice. Ann McCall is a great 
example of a mentor of mine – she 
encouraged me to apply for an 
external secondment which really 
helped my career. I thought I 
wasn’t good enough, she told me I 
was and that gave me the boost I 
needed to apply and succeed in 
that role. Having someone to go to 
for advice, who believes in you 
and helps you set challenging 
career goals has been immensely 
beneficial for my development. I 
would encourage everyone to 
seek out a mentor who can help 
them reach their potential. 

Nuclear power is an integral part 
of the UK’s plans to transition to 
net zero carbon emissions by 
2050 - how do you see the nuclear 
sector rediscovering itself.

One of the key things we are 
focussing on in the YGN’s Net Zero 
campaign on social media is the 
need to link nuclear with 
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renewables. Nuclear and 
renewables together is the only 
combination that will get us to zero 
carbon emissions in the timescales 
we need. 

The nuclear sector has now set its 
sights on 40% women in nuclear 
by 2030, is this doable or an 
ambitious target? 
I think its achievable but only if we 
start with some serious actions 
and commitments now. I hope that 
by going outside my comfort zone 
and being a visible spokesperson 
for the YGN I can encourage others 
to join the industry or step up for a 
seat at the table.  

And finally, what question have I 
missed asking you and how 
would you answer it?
Why would I recommend  
a career in nuclear?
I do feel a bit like Alice in 
Wonderland stumbling through 
the looking glass when I think 
about my entry to the nuclear 
industry. Nuclear wasn’t really 
mentioned during my degree and I 
had little appreciation of the 
industry and the opportunities it 
can offer. I’ve been amazed at the 
breadth of things I’ve got to do in 
just 6 years in the industry – from 
writing Higher Activity Waste 
Strategy for Scottish Government 
to leading a Peaceful Uses of 
Nuclear Technology summit 
between the US and China. It’s a 
world full of possibilities out here. 

I hope that by going 
outside my comfort 
zone and being a visible 
spokesperson for the 
YGN I can encourage 
others to join the 
industry or step up for  
a seat at the table. 


