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CONFERENCE PUTS CHILDREN AT 
THE HEART OF EARLY LEARNING
On 2 March 2022, the RSE hosted 
a hugely successful full-scale virtual 
educational conference titled Being and 
Belonging, which focused on the early 
years and placing the needs of children, 
their being and belonging, at the heart of 
early learning.

The programme featured 
leading experts in childhood 
development and attracted 
more than 350 delegates to 
discuss how a child-centred 
and holistic early learning and 
childcare (ELC) system is a 
critical step in improving long-
term life outcomes for all of Scotland’s 
young people.

It comprised a series of plenary 
sessions and interactive workshops. 
Conference materials and the plenary 

sessions can be viewed on the 
RSE website (scan QR code 
or visit bit.ly/RSE_being-and-
belonging). 

Building on the momentum 
of the conference, the RSE Education 
Committee is exploring how it can 
continue to engage in the early years 
policy space. For more information, please 
contact publicpolicy@therse.org.uk 
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Welcome to the Spring 2022 edition of 
ReSourcE. In this edition, we take matters of 
health and wellbeing as our primary focus. 
We hear from experts and leading thinkers 
within the RSE Fellowship and beyond on 
some of the ways in which better health 
policies and practices can improve mental, 
social and physical wellbeing across society.

Professor Karen Anderson explains how 
the built environment can impact the quality 
of people’s lives and sense of wellbeing, while 
Victoria Armstrong – winner of the RSE 
Innovator’s Public Engagement Medal –
demonstrates the role of the arts in the early 
years; and renowned former GP, Professor 
John Gillies, highlights the value of culture 
in cultivating better wellbeing in society.

Elsewhere, Professor Andrew McIntosh 
considers how data science can be used to 
improve treatments for people suffering with 
mental illness; and Dr Bridget McConnell 
envisions a new focus for the NHS as we 
emerge from the pandemic. Furthermore, 
The Last Word? from Professor Jim Gallagher 
illustrates the shocking extent of drug-related 
deaths in Scotland and the need for new 
thinking on tackling this crisis.

In February and during early production of 
this edition, the world watched on in horror 
and reacted to Russia’s unprovoked invasion 
of Ukraine. Against this backdrop, we also 
hear from new RSE Fellow and Chair of the 
Scottish Refugee Council, Sabir Zazai, on the 
ongoing refugee crisis and what is required 
to welcome and support refugees fleeing 
from war; and Professor Brad MacKay on the 
coordinated response across universities in 
Scotland in support of Ukraine.

I hope you find this edition insightful and 
as always, we welcome your feedback by 
emailing comms@theRSE.org.uk.

Professor Sir John Ball FRS PRSE
President, RSE

T
he RSE is pleased 
to announce the 
appointment of  
Dr Eve Poole as Interim 
Chief Executive.

Dr Poole is an academic 
and writer who specialises in leadership; 
educated in high schools in Scotland and 
the US, and has a BA in Theology from 
Durham, an MBA from Edinburgh, and 
a PhD in Theology and Capitalism 
from Cambridge. Eve is the 
author of several books, 
including Capitalism’s 
Toxic Assumptions, 
Buying God, and 
Leadersmithing, 
which was Highly 
Commended in the 
2018 Business Book 
Awards. It was described 
by Joanna Lumley as 
“inspirational, practical and 
fascinating”, and is the subject of a 
popular TEDx talk. Eve is also a regular 
contributor to Thought for the Day for 
BBC Radio Scotland.

For 15 years, she taught leadership 
at Ashridge Business School, where 
she pioneered a new approach to the 
accelerated development of leaders, using 
ground-breaking neurobiological research 
into how leaders really learn. Eve was 
Third Church Estates Commissioner 

from 2018-2021 and the first female 
Chairman of the Board of Governors at 
Gordonstoun School from 2015–2021. 
Her early career involved working for the 
Church Commissioners and for Deloitte 
Consulting, where she specialised in 
change management in the Financial 
Services sector.

Reflecting on her appointment,  
Dr Poole said she was “delighted” to join 

the RSE as Interim Chief Executive, 
adding: “It’s been wonderful to 

meet Fellows and staff, and 
our funders, partners and 

awardees. I’m excited 
about the RSE’s emerging 
strategic plan, and have 
been really struck by the 
RSE’s unique contribution 
to the life of Scotland. In 

my first few weeks,  
I was particularly thrilled to 

meet our Young Academy, our 
Enterprise Awards recipients, and 

those who have benefitted from the Covid 
re-boot research grants. I’m also in touch 
with our partners in the other National 
Academies globally, as we all strive together 
to work across the disciplines to solve 
societal problems and to fight fake news. 
The public need trusted voices in the public 
square, and I’m enormously proud of our 
vibrant community of 1,800 Fellows and all 
that they do to serve the public good.”

Dr Eve Poole joins as 
Interim Chief Executive

Dr Eve Poole



T
he RSE has announced its 
2022 intake of Fellows, 
with 80 names from the 
arts, business, public 
service and civil society, 
as well as academia from 
Scotland and beyond.

Joining the RSE’s current Fellowship 
of around 1,800, this year’s cohort are 
recognised as some of the greatest thinkers, 
researchers and practitioners working in or 
with Scotland today. Professor Sir John Ball, 
President of the RSE, said: “It is a privilege 
to be able to welcome our new Fellows, and 
we are inspired by the breadth of talent and 
experience in our Fellowship. 

“Every single individual elected this year 
has shown exceptional levels of expertise and 
insight in their chosen field, and their input 
helps RSE effect real and lasting change in 
Scotland’s society.”

This year, Dr Annie Lennox, Chancellor 
of Glasgow Caledonian University and 
award-winning Scottish singer, songwriter 
and activist, has received an Honorary 
Fellowship. Dr Lennox is best known for 
her musical career as part of the band 
Eurythmics and has also had a distinguished 
award-winning solo career. She is the 
original founder of The Circle, a non-profit 
organisation of women working together 
to achieve equality for women and girls in a 
fairer world and was formerly Special Envoy 
for the Scottish Parliament.

Commenting on her Fellowship, Dr 
Lennox said: “I’m truly humbled and 
honoured to have been nominated as 
a Fellow of the RSE. Apart from a 
lifetime of music making, my 
ardent passion lies with the 
most crucial issues facing 
all of humanity at this 
precarious point in time, 
namely the sustainability 
of our precious planet and 
the actual implementation 
of human rights and justice, 
most especially regarding the 
lives of women and girls in all 
four corners of the globe.”

Others named as Fellows of the RSE 
this year include Professor Mark Logan, 
co-Founder of Ipso-Facto where he is an 
investment and start-up adviser. 
He is also a Professor of 
Computing Science at the 
University of Glasgow, 
and the former COO of 
Skyscanner, one of Europe’s 
most successful technology 
companies. With 25 years 
of senior management 
experience and award-
winning business leadership, 
he is currently appointed by 
the Scottish Government to lead 
its development programme for 
Scotland’s high-tech sector. 

Speaking about his Fellowship, Professor 
Logan said: “I am honoured to have 

been elected as a Fellow of the 
RSE, joining the company of 

such remarkable people.  
I look forward to working 
with Fellows across a 
range of sectors, to help 
establish Scotland as an 
entrepreneurship global 
centre of excellence.”

Theresa Shearer, 
CEO of ENABLE Group 

and an influential Scottish 
third sector leader, who has 

delivered policy change both domestically 
and internationally, has also joined 
the 2022 Fellows intake. She 
previously led a national 

campaign to deliver the 
Living Wage to social 
care employees, is 
a Commissioner 

on the UK 
Law Family 
Commission 
on Civil Society 

and is the Vice 
President of Inclusion 

Europe, advocating 
to end segregation and 

institutionalisation of 
disabled people. 

Another Fellow honoured is Professor 
Marc Turner, Director at the Scottish 
National Blood Transfusion Service and 
Professor of Cellular Therapy at the 
University of Edinburgh. 

Professor Turner’s research has made 
strong contributions to our understanding 
of the risks of transmission of prion diseases, 
which are a group of rare, fatal brain 
diseases that affect animals and humans, 
and the translation of advanced therapeutic 
medicinal products to clinical practice. 

He is also a Member of the Advisory 
Committee on the Safety of Blood, Tissues 
and Organs, of the Scottish Medicines 
Consortium, as well as a Commissioner 

on the UK Commission on Human 
Medicines. 

This year’s cohort represents 
the diversity of expertise 

within Scotland and the 
UK, with academics, 
leaders from business, 
Scotland’s tech sector, the 
legal sector and arts and 
culture industries being 

inducted to the Fellowship.
With a more diverse 

Fellowship, the RSE hopes to 
make even more of an impact across 

its policy, research and engagement work 
which seeks to address the key contemporary 
issues of the day.
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Academic and artistic 
minds honoured 
as RSE Fellows

Professor Mark Logan

Theresa Shearer

Professor Marc Turner

Dr Annie Lennox OBE



T
he scenes we are 
continuing to see unfold 
in Ukraine are deeply 
shocking. Refugee rights 
are at the forefront of 
many people’s minds  
right now.

At the same time as the UK Government 
is claiming to stand with Ukraine, it is 
legislating a bill through parliament which 
would make it a crime for somebody fleeing 
Ukraine, Afghanistan or any conflict around 
the world, to reach the UK off their own  
back to claim asylum. This directly 
contravenes the UN Refugee Convention. 
This crisis reminds us how important it is  
for states like the UK to uphold international 
obligations to refugees enshrined within the 
Refugee Convention.

We’ve seen thousands of members of the 
public make incredibly generous offers to 
open their homes to people fleeing Ukraine 
through the Homes for Ukraine scheme.  
At the same time as asking the public to 
step up, the UK Government is stepping 
back from its moral and legal obligations to 
properly support people arriving to the UK 
from this dreadful conflict.

The scheme requires Ukrainians 
to be matched with private 
sponsors before they are allowed 
to travel here. The Scottish 
Government’s super sponsor 
scheme will act as the sponsor 
for 3,000 Ukrainians initially, 
removing the requirement for 
the public to name an individual 
they wish to house. Through the 
scheme, people will be provided with 
initial temporary accommodation before 
moving on to longer term housing, drawing 
on the offers from the public.

We believe this is a more rational and 
streamlined approach as responsibility 
for showing people from Ukraine a warm 
welcome cannot rest alone on members 

of the public who are able to offer 
accommodation. Undoubtedly, we will see 
private sponsorship offers not work out long 
term or families not able to accommodate 
their loved ones they are so desperate to 
bring to safety.

Sadly, we are hearing several reports of 
visas being processed incredibly slowly. 
This sluggish and meagre response simply 
isn’t fit for a crisis of this magnitude. We 
immediately need to open up humanitarian 
corridors and invest in welcome hubs and 
local communities.

In continuing to require visas, the UK is 
not only an international outlier, but 

is slowing down the process of 
reaching safety for people who 
are only looking to rebuild 
their lives. Furthermore, 
the announcement that the 
UK Government will seek 

to offshore the UK’s asylum 
system to Rwanda is not only 

reprehensible but a clear breach of 
international law. Modelling its asylum 

policy on Australia’s – a failed system mired 
by well documented human rights abuses –  
is shocking.

When you and your family are fleeing 
for your lives, there’s simply no time to stop 
to apply for a visa or fill in lengthy forms. 
This is the reality which the UN Refugee 

Convention was set up to recognise. It’s 
unconscionable that the UK Government is 
choosing this moment in history to tear up 
its compliance with this incredibly important 
piece of international law.

When people are forced to flee their homes, 
it takes us all to work together to help them 
rebuild lives in safety and dignity. There 
are many ways to engage with our work at 
Scottish Refugee Council, while we continue 
to campaign for change in the asylum system. 
We have launched a new helpline for people 
arriving from Ukraine as well as a new line 
specifically for people from Afghanistan 
settling into new communities. Our 
integration service supports people to settle 
into their new homes and offers support on 
things from school enrolment to employability.

As we look to the future, we know we 
have a very difficult fight on our hands. 
But the response of the people of Scotland 
to those fleeing Ukraine, to those who fled 
Afghanistan, and to those rebuilding their 
lives from conflict and terror across the 
globe gives me real hope. As we heard loud 
and clear on Kenmure Street one year ago, 
refugees are welcome here.
www.scottishrefugeecouncil.org.uk

Dr Sabir Zazai, Chief Executive, Scottish  
Refugee Council, new Fellow of the Royal 
Society of Edinburgh, 2022
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→ UKRAINE

An expression of solidarity with our friends and colleagues
The Royal Society of Edinburgh 
condemns the Russian invasion 
of Ukraine. We express our 
solidarity with the people of 
Ukraine, with our colleagues in 
Ukrainian universities, and with 
our sister organisation the 
National Academy of Sciences of 

Ukraine1. We applaud the 
courage of the scientists and 
researchers in Russia who have 
signed the open letter against 
the war2.

We call on the UK and Scottish 
governments to welcome 
Ukrainian refugees and scholars 

at risk from Ukraine and Russia, 
on Scottish Universities and 
Colleges to extend support to 
scholars at risk coming from 
affected countries, and on all our 
Fellows to give whatever 
assistance they can to refugees 
and colleagues suffering from 

the current war (RSE statement 
28 February 2022).
References: 
1https://www.nas.gov.ua/EN/
pages/default.aspx
2https://trv-science.ru/
en/2022/02/we-are-against-
war-en

We need an asylum system with people 
at its heart

Dr Sabir Zazai

The situation in Ukraine requires  
action to help people escape to safety 

©
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T
he illegal and unprovoked 
invasion of Ukraine 
has affected the Higher 
Education community in 
Scotland deeply, as it has 
society more widely. By 
their nature universities 

are international. Students and staff from  
all over the world study and research at 
Scottish universities. 

In Scotland, there are around 30 Ukrainian 
staff in Higher Education institutions, and more 
than 80 Ukrainian students, and universities 
across Scotland, and in many parts of the world, 
kicked into action at the onset of Russia’s war. 
This has manifested a range of initiatives to 
support their Ukrainian staff and students, in 
addition to those impacted more widely from 
Russia, Belarus and increasingly beyond.

In the immediate days following the 
invasion, universities reached out to their 
Ukrainian, Russian and Belarussian staff, 
and to students, offering financial hardship 
and pastoral support. With the situation 
deteriorating quickly, students on study 
abroad programmes were repatriated safely 
back to Scotland. 

Many universities have a close partnership 
with the Council of At-Risk Academics 
(Cara), which was established in 1933 for ‘the 
relief of suffering and the defence of learning 
and science’ in response to the expulsion of 
scholars by Hitler from German universities 
on racial grounds. Working with Cara in 
addition to a number of other organisations 
including the University of Sanctuary and 
Student Action for Refugees (STAR), and 

with government schemes such as ‘Homes for 
Ukraine’, universities rapidly moved to offer 
sanctuary and support to Ukrainian scholars 
at risk.

Universities across Scotland moved to 
suspend a range of joint programmes and 
research collaborations with Russia involving 
funding in line with wider sanctions. While 
a clear demonstration of solidarity with 
the Ukrainian people, universities 
have also sought to distinguish 
between the Russian state and 
the individual and innocent 
Russian researchers who make 
up the intelligentsia in and 
outside of Russia, and who 
so often are the most vocal 
opponents of war, frequently 
at great danger to themselves and 
their families.

In both Scotland and the UK, Universities 
Scotland (US) and Universities UK 
International (UUKi) have been in close 
dialogue with government coordinating 
support. A ‘twinning’ scheme has seen some 
44 universities in the UK and more than  
100 universities in Ukraine already signed up 
at the time of writing. 

For every university, supporting their staff 
and students has been at the forefront of 
their actions. The war inevitably means that 
Ukrainian students currently on programmes 
in Scottish universities are unlikely to be able 
to return home any time soon. The same is 
also true for Russian and Belarussian students 
who find themselves cut off financially due 
to economic sanctions, and also at risk of 

retaliation by the Russian government if 
they speak out. Universities across the sector 
have developed contingency plans to be able 
to accommodate students unable to return 
home, irrespective of their nationality, and to 
continue with their studies. 

The impact of the war is, of course, being 
felt well beyond Europe. The closure of 

Russian airspace amongst other factors  
also means that the price of flights 

to Asia are astronomically high. 
Many students from this region 
too may find themselves  
unable to afford the cost of 
returning to their homes in  
the immediate future. 

Universities are 
fundamentally institutions 

that prize freedom of speech and 
scientific endeavour for the betterment 

of humanity. In times of crises, they have time 
and time again shown themselves to also 
be places of sanctuary, and crucial actors in 
rebuilding damaged societies following the 
devastation of malicious wars of aggression. 

Ukrainians have shown extraordinary 
courage and dignity in defending democracy, 
not only in Ukraine, but for us all. Universities 
across Scotland have risen to do their part 
supporting those affected by the appalling 
actions of the Russian government, and 
within the means that we have, will continue 
to do so.  

Professor Brad MacKay, Vice-Principal for 
International Strategy and External Relations, 
University of St Andrews

Professor Brad 
MacKay

What universities in 
Scotland are doing  
to support Ukraine
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T
here is an increasing 
awareness of the 
wonderful potential 
for arts and culture to 
improve our wellbeing – 
impacting upon physical 
and mental health, as 

well as reducing social inequalities1. This has 
been shown at a population level, looking 
at data into arts engagement and health 
outcomes2, as well as within intervention 
studies for targeted populations3. Within 
art psychotherapy there is a long tradition 
of using the power of art as a vehicle for 
exploring difficult feelings across a whole 
range of settings from education to mental 
health, to end of life care. Galleries and 
museums have an important social role 
to play, and art can offer an accessible, 
inclusive, and non-medicalised way to 
support everybody’s wellbeing. 

In the Art at the Start project, our team 
from the Psychology Department in the 
University of Dundee are working together 
with Dundee Contemporary Arts, to look 
at how art can support the wellbeing of 
very young children and their caregivers. 

We work with zero to three-year-olds and 
their families through participative arts 
and outreach, as well as offering art therapy 
sessions where families need additional 
psychological support. Under Covid 
restrictions we adapted to send art resources 
for vulnerable families to use at home. In 
all these approaches we see that shared art 
making can support strong relationships.

The first three years of life are a crucial 
time where babies’ social and emotional 
development sets the course for future 
wellbeing. These developments all 
happen within the context of their central 
relationships. We think about secure 
attachments; meaning babies learn to trust 
that when they are distressed the adults in 
their lives will help them to feel better. That 
frees them up to feel safe to explore the 
world. Beyond safety, these relationships 
are also about communication and making 
social connections.

When babies and their caregivers make 
art, we see it drawing them together into 
lovely moments of connection that can 
support strong relationships. There is lots of 
eye contact, shared attention and pleasant 
physical contact as they try the sensory 
materials together. We also see that through 
using art materials to make marks, babies 
can see their own impact on the world. 
When their caregiver responds positively, 
babies learn that their mark in the world is 
valued and their self-esteem is boosted.

The outcomes of the art therapy service 
show increased parental wellbeing, as well 
as increased positive attachment behaviours, 
based on close video observations. We are 
now starting a new project to scale up across 
other gallery sites in Scotland and hope to 

see the same. Our results from the home art 
project are also promising. When we spoke 
with parents who used the art materials at 
home with their young children, they told us 
encouraging things they had noticed. As well 
as feeling better within themselves and being 
more involved in the play than usual, they 
noticed their babies’ behaviours – looking at 
their parent, showing them things, inviting 
them into the play, showing excitement when 
the art materials came out. We could think 
of this last one as anticipation; the babies 
were expecting to have fun with their parent 
when the art materials came out. And surely 
expecting to enjoy time together gets to the 
essence of attachment and wellbeing.

Victoria Armstrong, Postgraduate Researcher 
in Psychology 2018-2022, University of 
Dundee, winner of the RSE Innovator’s  
Public Engagement Medal in 2021

References: 
¹Fancourt, D., & Finn, S. (2019). WHO Health 
Evidence Synthesis Report- Cultural Contexts 
of Health: The role of the arts in improving 
health and well-being in the WHO European 
Region. Retrieved from bit.ly/3hxLLkd

²Davies, C., Knuiman, M., & Rosenberg, M. 
(2016). The art of being mentally healthy:  
A study to quantify the relationship between 
recreational arts engagement and mental 
well-being in the general population.  
BMC Public Health, 16(1).

³Jensen, A., & Bonde, L. O. (2018). The use  
of arts interventions for mental health and 
wellbeing in health settings. Perspectives  
in Public Health, 138(4), 209–214

Exploring 
the impact  
of the arts  
in early years

→ WELLBEING

Credit: David P Scott
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S
B Health is Scottish Ballet’s 
health initiative. Since 2013, 
the company has been dancing 
with young people who have 
faced adversity in childhood 
and families who live with 
neurological conditions. With 

the help of these communities and partners, 
Scottish Ballet has developed six pioneering 
dance health programmes. 

Norman Murray FRSE, former Chairman 
of the board of Scottish Ballet, said: “It was 
an honour and a privilege to chair such a 
talented company. 

“Following a presentation from Scottish 
Ballet’s Director of Engagement, Catherine 
Cassidy, three neurological initiatives were 
formalised: Dance for Parkinson’s Scotland; 
Elevate® for people living with multiple 
sclerosis; and the dementia-friendly Time 
to Dance®. These programmes made a 
significant difference to the lives of so many 
people and I was humbled to witness these 
positive outcomes in various locations over 
many years.” 

Catherine added: “The depth of Norman’s 
leadership during these initial years of 
development allowed the programmes to 
flourish, encouraged innovation and a new 
vision for Scottish Ballet.”

Every day, Scottish Ballet works with 
elite dancers to create outstanding ballet 
performances for audiences across Scotland, 
the UK and internationally. Equally, the 
company respects the dancer in all SB 

Health participants. Catherine 
explained: “Physical and 
mental resilience is encouraged 
for all our dancers. Each activity 
is inspired by the repertoire and the 
artistic vision of Scottish Ballet, and we 
approach each individuals’ creativity with 
ambition. This means that if our professional 
dancers are dancing like swans, so will our SB 
Health participant dancers.”

Scottish Ballet’s live, in-person health 
sessions are delivered across Scotland.  
The company delivers sessions online and 
works with communities in Scotland and 
worldwide to empower local groups and 
artists to take ownership to deliver the  
models in their local communities. 

Catherine said: “Focusing our attention 
on health has been such an adventure for us 

all at Scottish Ballet and it was imperative 
that Norman and the wider Board remained 
engaged and curious. Along with regular 
financial and participant updates, Board 
members were keen to hear about new 
healthcare partnerships and the wider impact 
on our dancer’s lives.” 

Norman visited health sessions along 
with his wife, Pam. They even supported the 

company in New York. “We saw first-hand 
the impact dance has on participants’ 

wellbeing and self-esteem – and 
that can be transformational,” 
said Norman.  

He added: “The SB Health 
neurological programmes 
have become very successful, 

leading to Scottish Ballet’s 
acknowledged position as a 

leader in dance health. The extent 
of the positive outcomes has generated 

much appreciated donations which allowed 
further developments.” 

In response to the pandemic, SB Health 
now includes Health at Hand®, a programme 
for care professionals, and Emerge, to support 
people who are living with long Covid. The 
company is also launching a strategic project 
which will support social prescribing and a 
culture change in the health and arts sectors.
www.scottishballet.co.uk/join-in/sb-health

Norman L Murray CBE FRSE, Chairman, 
Scottish Ballet 2013–2020; Catherine Cassidy, 
Director of Engagement, Scottish Ballet

Steps to make 
you feel better  

Scottish Ballet’s Elevate®
Credit: Andy Ross

Norman Murray  
CBE FRSE

 Catherine 
Cassidy

→ WELLBEING
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“A
rchitecture is 
an art when one 
consciously or 
unconsciously 
creates aesthetic 
emotion in the 
atmosphere, and 

when this environment produces wellbeing.”  
Luis Barragan, winner of the second Pritzker 
Prize for Architecture in 1980  

Barragan, Mexico’s most famous modern 
architect, rejected functionalism and 
championed “emotional architecture” that 
“expressed serenity”. To him, creating a sense 
of wellbeing was core to how architecture, as 
a public art, makes its contribution to society. 
Making wellbeing a core aim of all design 
in the built environment and designing 
through the lenses of care and respect for 
people and the planet, rather than focussing 
on style, constructional pragmatism and 
short-term economics, is vital if we are to 
address our future challenges and guide the 
next generation of designers.

Buildings, public spaces, and 
infrastructure have a profound impact on 
our wellbeing. Who has not felt anxious as 
they negotiate a poorly lit car park access or 
underpass; or added angst when faced 
with a badly designed A&E reception 
in time of trauma or conversely 
the pleasure of sun flooding 
into a room? Putting human 
experience and opportunities 
to connect with the outdoors 
and nature at the heart of 
design decisions, at all scales 
from city planning to house 
design, improves the quality 
of our lives and health.

For decades, urban planners 
in Scotland have lauded the 
ground-breaking work 
of Jan Gehl, whose 
urban design, with 
supporting policy, 
transformed 

Copenhagen into a city for cyclists where 
now there are five times as many bikes 
as cars and residents spend an average 
four hours each week cycling. In 2010 the 
Scottish Government set policy to achieve 
pedestrian and cyclist-friendly design in 
new residential areas1, but it is only in the 
pandemic that most cities have actively 
encouraged cycling by ‘retrofitting’ our 
car-dominated streets. This is very much a 
work in progress, but it sits alongside other 
vital initiatives to connect our homes and 
offices to national walking and cycle routes, 
local facilities, public transport and to the 
creation of ‘20-minute neighbourhoods’; all 
making a built environment of less traffic 
and pollution, more walking, and healthier, 
lower carbon lives.  

Where once the shops and local high 
streets played a significant role in our social 
lives (particularly for the young and old) we 
now should actively design spaces focussed 
on bringing people together: attractive 
circulation areas with seating and gathering 
points, rather than corridors, in a research 
establishment; or shared ‘mini allotments’ 
with raised growing beds in new housing. 
Ideas sparked off colleagues in a casual 
setting have changed the world; those 

who grow food as a hobby are 3.5 
times more likely to eat their ‘5 

a day’ and get their required 
vitamin D. Such ‘designed 

in’ social facilities can 
also contribute to more 
supportive behaviour 
and inclusion and can 
respond creatively to 
our ageing and changing 

demographics. 
As we aim to design 
for net zero in new 

construction using 
systems such as 
Passivhaus2 it 
is important 
that we do not 

focus solely on the technical performance of 
our future buildings. If we are to create our 
own versions of Baragan’s ‘aesthetic emotion 
in the atmosphere’ we need to eschew the 
‘standard layout’ in housing and all buildings 
and design for that view to the far hills or 
near garden, make spaces that inspire and 
where the sun shines into a bright sitting 
space or sheltered courtyard. 

There is so much that is possible and lots to 
gain, and in the context of responsible use of 
the planet’s resources in the future, we cannot 
afford to miss opportunities to invest in the 
creative potential of good design to maximise 
the collateral well-being benefits it can create.

Karen Anderson FRSE, Visiting Professor at 
Scott Sutherland School of Architecture and 
the Built Environment

References: 
¹www.gov.scot/publications/designing-
streets-policy-statement-scotland

² www.passivhaustrust.org.uk/what_is_
passivhaus.php

Wellbeing and the 
built environment

→ WELLBEING

The built environment impacts hugely on the quality of our lives – and by 
extension on our health and wellbeing. Karen Anderson argues that this focus 

should be a key mission of architecture and urban design
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P
oor mental health affects almost everyone at some 
point in their lives, to varying degrees. It is the biggest 
cause of ill health. The links between physical and 
mental ill health, which go both ways, are often 
overlooked. People with mental illnesses are less likely 
to take part or remain in the usual types of research 
studies about physical or mental health, or they are 

actively excluded. This means that much of what we know about 
mental illness is not based on the very people who are worst affected.

Mental disorders such as schizophrenia, bipolar 
disorder and severe depression are among the 
leading causes of disability and suffering for affected 
individuals and their families, and a major source 
of lost productivity and healthcare expenditure. 
Consented research that aims to discover the causes 
and provide better treatments for major mental 
illness often under-represents those with the most severe symptoms, 
people with minority characteristics as well as those who did not go on 
to higher education. Mental health research under-represents those in 
greatest need and risks making false causal inferences or developing 
interventions whose benefits do not generalise.

However, the UK has some of the best data in the world for looking 
at how to prevent mental illness and maintain or improve 
people’s mental health. Real-world data, often collected 
routinely as people go about their everyday lives, may be 
very helpful to overcome these problems. We should use 
it more, but these data sets are hard to find; applying to 
use them is tedious and using them can be hard work. 
People working on physical health (like heart disease) 
and mental health also tend to work apart, without 
looking at the links or sharing their work.

DATAMIND is a new HDR UK Informatics 
Hub for Mental Health that focuses on 

those in greatest need of more effective diagnostics and therapeutics. It 
aims to provide a central data infrastructure that makes mental health 
data findable, accessible, interoperable, and reusable for research into 
the causes, complications and treatments of severe mental illness. 

Recognising that the use of routinely collected data in research can 
generate controversy where public consultation has not taken place, 
DATAMIND will purposefully consult widely with the public and 
patients on the use of their data in research. Many research datasets, 
including the many UK longitudinal studies, provide valuable data 

that can be used to study the antecedents and causes 
of mental illness. The contents of many studies are, 
however, often difficult to find and their governance 
processes are frequently challenging to navigate. 
DATAMIND will address these issues through its 
data infrastructure and by developing The Catalogue 
of Mental Health Measures1 and making the data 

discoverable through the HDR UK Innovation Gateway2.
The first phase of DATAMIND has been supported by UK 

Research and Innovation for three years. With the charity MQ,  
we are actively shaping an ambitious programme of skill development 
and capacity building for aspiring mental health data scientists. If you 
have experience, or interest, in using data for mental health research 
we’d love to hear from you3.

Professor Andrew McIntosh MD FRSE, Professor of Biological 
Psychiatry at the University of Edinburgh, Chief Scientist  

of DATAMIND 

References: 
¹ www.cataloguementalhealth.ac.uk

² www.healthdatagateway.org
³ Questionnaire: Career Development in Mental Health 

Data Science – bit.ly/3LDPYQk

Mental 
Health data 
science for 
those in 
greatest need

Professor Andrew 
McIntosh MD FRSE

→ WELLBEING



→ NEUROBIOLOGY

Building 
Better
Brains 
A crucial period in babies’ development in 
the womb could be the key to them avoiding 
mental health problems in later life

A
bout a quarter of us 
suffer mental health 
problems every 
year. The economic 
burden is massive, 
estimated globally 
in the trillions of US 

dollars. Treatment is notoriously difficult, 
prompting the question of how we might 
limit our chances of falling ill in the first 
place. In answering this, we should bear 
in mind that the origins of many mental 
health disorders can be traced back to 
events that occur before birth, placing the 
unborn brain centre-stage. 

The developmental biologist Lewis 
Wolpert (1929-2021) is quoted as saying 
that “it is not birth, marriage or death, 

but gastrulation that is truly the most 
important time in your life”. 

At gastrulation, you were a three-week-old 
one-millimetre-long embryo, you were going 
through the biggest shape-change of your life 
and your brain was just starting to form. 

Over the following weeks your brain 
quickly accelerated its growth, eventually 
adding about a quarter of a million 
new brain cells every minute. 
What made sure that all went 
according to plan?

It is often assumed 
that a genetic blueprint 
provides the instructions 
needed to build a fetal 
brain. Of course, genes 
matter, but they are only 
part of the story. After 
all, there are only about 25 
thousand of them and the brain 
contains about 100 billion cells 
communicating with each other in highly 
specific ways through about 100 trillion 
connections. What’s more, genes just code 
for the production of other molecules, 
such as proteins. On their own they do not 
provide enough information to tell each 
brain cell how to grow and connect. 

Additional information comes from 
brain cells themselves as they are made. 
They contribute instructions in the form 
of signalling molecules, which are detected 
by other cells and guide the way in which 
they grow. But as we know only too well, 
signalling of any sort can be subject to 
interference. Developing brain cells are 
vulnerable to external factors that might 

induce them to develop sub-optimally. If  
a lot of cells are affected, the brain they  
are constructing might end up at greater 
risk of developing mental health problems 
later in life.

What are these potentially harmful 
external factors? There are plenty of 
well-documented examples, such as too 

much alcohol or too little folic acid in 
the diet, but a more widespread 

and insidious one is coming 
to light: maternal stress. 

There is growing evidence 
that stress can alter the 
mother’s production of 
signals – in the form of 
hormones – that have a 
negative effect on the way 

the unborn brain forms. 
While research is increasing 

our understanding of the risks 
posed for the unborn brain by factors 

such as maternal stress, we already know 
enough to persuade us that supporting good 
mental and physical health in pregnancy is 
likely to be at least doubly beneficial. Not 
only will it directly help mothers, but it will 
very likely improve the future mental health 
prospects of their unborn children, which 
will surely benefit us all. 

Professor David J. Price FRSE, Professor  
of Developmental Neurobiology, University 
of Edinburgh

Professor David 
Price FRSE

Image of a section cut through a human fetal 
brain, approx. 1cm top to bottom (left) 
Individual immature brain cells blown-up (right)

This article originally appeared in the  
RSE’s Inside Science series in The Scotsman.
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G
enomic research has 
traditionally focused 
on finding the genetic 
causes of human 
diseases. Increasingly 
cheap and powerful 
technology means that 

genomic data can be generated at scale, 
allowing the investigation of the genetics 
basis for all sorts of traits, including for 
measures of behaviour and personality. 
These discoveries have been greatly 
facilitated by large cohorts like the UK 
Biobank in which genetic data is linked to 
hundreds of physical measures, imaging (e.g. 
brain and heart) data and cognitive functions 
for over half a million participants. This is 
a large amount of data (the UK Biobank 
is forecasted to reach 40 petabytes of data 
by the end of 2025), accelerating genomic 
research at an unprecedented pace. 

For example, in 2018 the UK Biobank 
facilitated the discovery of more than 1,200 
genetic factors contributing to differences 
in education attainment. Each factor 
contributes a very small individual effect, 
which becomes meaningful only when 
counted in aggregation with the other 
thousand. Their aggregated value, which 
gets formally computed and referred to as 
polygenic risk score (PRS), explains up to 
13% of the variation in education attainment. 
This discovery has sparked a hot debate 
on the utility of these data. The 13% figure 
can be considered both as ‘a lot’ as well as 
‘very little’. On one side of the debate are full 
supporters of the education PRS and their 
potential in designing early interventions for 
learning approaches. The sceptical side does 
not recognise any possible application of 
PRS – neither for education nor most other 

traits – that could be useful to our society. 
Middle ground positions acknowledge 

that currently the predictive value of PRS 
is not informative but can argue that with 
larger samples PRS will become more 
accurate. Another significant problem 
is that current genetic studies tend to be 
conducted in cohorts of European ancestry 
and of wealth status. The results are 
therefore not universally transferable and 
could be relevant only to a small fraction of 
the population, risking widening the gap 
between who can benefit and those mostly 
in need. Crucially, the debate highlights the 
necessity to bring clarity on the potential as 
well as limitations of genomic research.

Such issues feature in the Genomics 

Beyond Health report1, launched by the 
UK Government at the end of January, 
in looking at how genomics will become 
prominent in our lives. The report 
recognises that genomics now extend well 
beyond biomedical research and makes 
the case for establishing solid ethical and 
governance frameworks to deal with a range 
of questions that we might be facing. For 
example, PRS could become available for 
different personality traits like neuroticism, 
extraversion, and conscientiousness, 
opening a series of questions. Could we 
use personality PRS to assess candidates’ 
aptitude for specific jobs? Could we use PRS 
as mitigating factors in criminal cases or to 
predict criminal behaviour? Other questions 
could arise around unethical applications of 
genetic data, for example in enhancing elite 
athletes’ performance. 

Laws and regulations are therefore 
urgently needed to safeguard progress in 
research as well as the privacy and security 
of personal data. Increasing knowledge of 
our genome will lead to big dilemmas for our 
society. Establishing trust with the public 
through clear and frank communication will 
be vital for positive outcomes. 

Dr Silvia Paracchini FRSE FRSB, Reader in the 
School of Medicine, University of St Andrews 

References: 
¹https://www.gov.uk/government/news/
genomics-beyond-healthcare-future-uses-
and-considerations-of-genomic-science

The amount of genetic data now at our disposal has brought us some 
groundbreaking insights. But the findings are not without their controversies 

and there is a need for clarity on how it’s used going forward 

Genomics of health

→ GENETICS

Dr Paracchini was featured in the RSE’s Women 
in Science exhibition and is holding a single-
channel pipette, which she likens to an extension 
of her arm as her work consists of mixing tiny 
and very precise volumes of different reagents

This article originally appeared in the  
RSE’s Inside Science series in The Scotsman.
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→ WELLBEING

W
e have 
entered 
the third 
year of the 
Covid-19 
pandemic 
with 

cases across the UK, and in many other 
countries, as high as they have ever been. 
The pandemic has caused many thousands 
of deaths, much disability, almost 
overwhelmed our NHS and care services, 
and has caused huge and continuing 
economic disruption. The poorest in 
society and ethnic minorities have suffered 
disproportionately. We also now see 
daily the unspeakable suffering caused 
by the unprovoked Russian invasion of 
Ukraine, and the unfolding of the largest 
refugee crisis since WWII. Add to this the 
customary joys and difficulties of family 
life and workplace pressures and, for 
many, the result is unhappiness or  
mental ill health. 

Yet we have also seen that these crises 
have brought out astonishing resilience in 
individuals and communities; have forced 
innovation in vaccine development and 
therapeutics; and have given individuals 
and communities the opportunity 
to demonstrate practical and 
compassionate responses. 
In the small town in the 
Scottish Borders where 
I live, in the first month 
of the pandemic, 
more than 250 people 
had signed up to offer 
practical and spiritual 
support to elderly, sick 
and disabled individuals: 
shopping, and pick-up 
and delivery of 
medicines 
and food. 

Research and literature – scientific, 
clinical, social and multidisciplinary – 
on the effects of the pandemic is ever-
increasing. Culture has also played an 
enormous role in helping to preserve and 
strengthen the human spirit through this 
time, as two examples show.

The first is ‘Prescribe Culture’ 
established by Ruthanne Baxter FRSA. 
Prescribe Culture is the University of 
Edinburgh’s award-winning, heritage-
based, non-clinical health, social care and 
wellbeing support initiative1. Originally 
created to respond to increasing student 
demand on the University Counselling 
Service, it offered in-person, on-site 

cultural prescriptions. In direct 
response to the impact of the 

pandemic lockdowns, there 
are now six prescription 
options open for referrals, 
including two e-social 

prescribing programmes; 
reducing loneliness and 
increasing connection 

for individuals locally 
and globally, including 

those with dementia (The 
RSE Post-Covid-19 Futures 

Commission published a report 
in 2021: A desk review of 

social prescribing: 
from origins to 

opportunities2).
The second 

is the Tools 
of the Trade 
initiative. 

Tools is a 
pocket-
sized 

book of poetry gifted to all new doctors 
qualifying in Scotland since 2014. The idea 
was that of Dr Lesley Morrison, a GP in 
Hawick, supported by Dr Robyn Marsack 
FRSE, then Director of the Scottish Poetry 
Library. Poems are chosen by a small 
editorial group and offered to doctors ‘as 
a friend and companion when you need 
support, comfort and encouragement’. 
Short videos of many of the poems, read 
by staff and students, are available on the 
Poems for doctors3 page of The University 
of St Andrews website.

With a fourth edition launching in May, 
the book has been used globally, from 
Stanford and The University of California 
to New Zealand, and purchased by doctors 
and lay people alike. The success of the 
anthology can be gauged by the fact that 
there is now an anthology for new nurses 
‘To mind your life’, and for new teachers 
‘To learn the future’4.

Culture may not be a cure for all ills, but 
it can certainly offer a lifeline for wellbeing 
for many.

Professor John Gillies OBE FRSE, Honorary 
Professor of General Practice, Co-Director, 
Global Compassion initiative, University of 
Edinburgh; co-authored with Ruthanne 
Baxter FRSA, Civic Engagement Manager, 
University of Edinburgh
 

HEALINGS 2

At midnight the north sky is blues and greys, with a thin fissure of citrine just above the 
horizon. It’s light when you wake, regardless of the hour. At 2 or 4 or 6am, you breathe light 
into your body.

A rose, a briar rose. A wild rose and its thorned stem. What did Burns say? ‘you seize the 
flo’er, the bloom is shed’.

To be healed is not to be saved from mortality, but rather, released back into it: we are 
returned to the wild, into possibilities for ageing and change.

By Professor Kathleen Jamie FRSE from Tools of the Trade and Frissure: Prose Poems  
and Artworks (Polygon, 2013). By permission of the publisher.
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Cultivating wellbeing 
through culture

¹ https://www.ed.ac.uk/information-services/
library-museum-gallery/cultural-heritage-
collections/museums-and-galleries/ 
prescribe-culture
² https://www.rsecovidcommission.org.
uk/a-desk-review-of-social-prescribing-from-
origins-to-opportunities
³ https://med.st-andrews.ac.uk/poemsfordoctors
⁴ https://www.scottishpoetrylibrary.org.uk/
product-category/pocket-poetry

Professor John 
Gillies OBE FRSE



A National Health 
Service for all
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I
n 2018, a celebration of the 70th 
anniversary of the creation of 
the NHS saw the Welsh poet 
Owen Sheers compose a poem 
for the BBC film To Provide All 
People. The verses gave voice to 
a presence across all our lives,  

“a caring chain of practice and knowledge” 
that enables us all to “foster a belief in  
our agency in life... against sickness, death 
and disease”.

Although 2018 now feels like another 
age – a time when all of us were blissfully 
unconcerned with Covid-19 – the health 
service’s ongoing response has led me 
to reflect on the profound truth of these 
sentiments yet again. To me, the NHS 
represents the best aspects of humanity: 
care and empathy; a recognition that we 
are all frail, fragile and vulnerable; and 
that, ultimately, a society can only function 
with a universal health service built on the 
founding principles of this “caring chain”.

In the aftermath of the Second World 
War, Health Secretary Aneurin Bevan 
tabled a paper at a meeting of the Cabinet 
outlining the plans for the creation of a 
national health service. In this document, 
he said the country had “an opportunity 
which may not recur for years, for a 
thorough overhaul and reconstruction of 
the country’s health position”. 

As we emerge from the pandemic, the 
opportunity has presented itself again. It 

has exposed deep fault lines, overlaying 
and amplifying existing inequalities. 
It has added yet more burdens to the 
lives of the poorest, the disadvantaged 
and those experiencing other forms of 
discrimination. But we also must face up 
to the many other longer-term structural 
changes such as the massively increasing 
demand for health and social care services. 

It is arguable, that this case for change 
is nothing new. The NHS has 
always been in a state of 
perpetual reform. From 
targets to fund-holding, 
many of these changes 
are around bureaucratic 
processes, efficiency, 
resources, and the 
availability of ever  
new treatments.

But what I think must 
be different now is the scope 
we have to augment medical 
interventions with social and community 
programmes. Some of the biggest changes 
to people’s lives come from regularly 
participating in a range of activities which 
involve building confidence and support 
to improve social connections, access to 
nature and green space and programmes 
of activities that are local, fun and 
engaging. Often these are based around 
culture and sport. Regular exercise, 
literacy, feelings of mutual support, trust, 

talking to others, meaning and connection 
are key facets of health and wellbeing for 
all of us.

Of course, none of this should detract 
from the importance of addressing 
poverty and economic inequality. This is 
particularly true in Glasgow.  

But the assets we have for building 
the features of health and wellbeing 

complement the prevention of ill-health 
and support recovery. There is 

a growing body of evidence. 
Building and enabling 

these less-tangible 
features must be much 
more closely aligned to 
local communities. 

This pandemic has 
been a devastating 

experience for many 
people, but if we can 

further support the agency 

Dr Bridget McConnell 
CBE FRSE

of our health services to guard 
against sickness, death and disease 

using what we already have in more 
sophisticated ways, that’s got to be in all 
our interests.

Dr Bridget McConnell CBE FRSE,  
Chief Executive of Glasgow Life

This article originally appeared in 
The Herald.
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Celebrating former

RSE Fellows 
Since it gained its Royal Charter in 1783, the RSE has enjoyed a rich 
legacy from its Fellowship of individuals, all ‘eminently distinguished 
in their subjects’. From that time, well-known figures such as Joseph 
Black, Walter Scott, Charlotte Auerbach, James Clerk Maxwell and 
James Watt, to name but a few, have been granted the status of 
RSE Fellow. The RSE wishes to remember and celebrate some of its 
past Fellows and to highlight some of the great achievements of 
these leading scientists and thinkers who may not be as well known, 
but whose contribution to their fields was significant.

DAME DENISE ASSUNTA 
COIA (MACDONALD)  
DBE FRSE FRCPSYCH FRCPSG

1952–2020
 
Dame Denise Coia was a world-renowned clinical psychiatrist 
and leader in the field of mental health, with a lifelong 
commitment to improving the mental health of the most 
vulnerable and disadvantaged in society and extraordinary 
contribution to the field of psychiatry.

Born in 1952 and brought up in Milngavie on the outskirts  
of Glasgow, Denise attended Notre Dame High School and 
subsequently studied medicine at Glasgow University. 
Originally training in obstetrics, she retrained in psychiatry and 
spent the rest of her career working with and advocating for 
people in some of the most deprived communities in Scotland. 

In 1987, Denise became a consultant clinical psychiatrist in 
the Gorbals in south Glasgow. She was determined 
to transform its Cinderella status and put 
mental health on the same footing as cancer 
or orthopaedic surgery, spending the next 
30 years working in Glasgow and 
spearheading numerous initiatives to 
raise standards in Scotland and beyond.

Denise passionately believed in 
investing more in child and adolescent 
mental health services, becoming Chair  
of the Scottish Government & COSLA 
Taskforce on Children and Young People’s 
Mental Health; also serving as Convenor  
of Children in Scotland in her last few years.

A psychiatrist with a “mischievous sense of humour” and  
a passion for investigating the role of art in treating mental 
illnesses, Denise initiated a huge listening exercise across 
Scotland and relished the chance to talk to hundreds of people, 
but most importantly children, young people and families.

Denise was Vice-President of the Royal College of 
Psychiatrists from 2005 to 2010; Principal Medical Officer 
(Mental Health) to the Scottish Government from 2006 to 
2011; Chair of Healthcare Improvement Scotland from 2010 to 
2018, and Convener of Children in Scotland from 2017 to 2019. 
Denise was appointed a Dame Commander of the Order of 
the British Empire in 2016. She was elected a Fellow of the 
Royal Society of Edinburgh in 2018.

RSE Fellows recognised  
in 2022 New Year Honours
The RSE would like to extend its warmest 
congratulations to the five Fellows included in The New 
Year Honours 2022, which recognises people who have 
made extraordinary achievements in public life and 
committed themselves to serving and helping the UK:

Members of the Order of the Companions of Honour: 
Sir Paul Maxime Nurse FRS, HonFRSE 
For services to Science and Medicine in the UK and Abroad

Commanders of the Order of the British Empire: 
Professor Anne Elizabeth Magurran FRSE 
For services to Biodiversity

Norman Loch Murray FRSE 
For services to the Arts

Officers of the Order of the British Empire: 
Steven George McNeil Osborne FRSE 
For services to Music
Professor Zoe Kai Shipton FRSE 
For services to Geoscience and Climate Change

We also extend our congratulations to Daisy Narayanan 
FRSE, awarded an Honorary MBE for services to Inclusive 
Urban Planning.

Professor Mona Siddiqui elected  
as Vice President, International
The RSE’s newly elected VP International, Mona Siddiqui 
OBE FRSE, is Professor of Islamic and Interreligious 
Studies, Assistant Principal for Religion and Society and 
Dean international for the Middle East at the University of 
Edinburgh. Her research areas are primarily in the field of 
Islamic jurisprudence (fiqh) and ethics and Christian-
Muslim relations; having held research grants from  
The John Templeton Foundation and the Henry Luce 
Foundation on Christian-Muslim studies and visiting 
professorships at several Dutch and American universities.

Professor Siddiqui is well known internationally as a 
public intellectual and a speaker on issues around religion, 
ethics and public life. In 2011, she was awarded an OBE for 
her interfaith work; speaking on religion and politics at the 
World Economic Forum in Davos and being listed in 
Debrett’s top 500 most influential people in Britain.

Mona Siddiqui OBE FRSE

Dame Denise Assunta 
Coia (Macdonald) 

→ FELLOWS
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→ RESEARCH

I
n 2013, Shawn Hitchins, an 
Australian comedian at the 
Edinburgh Fringe, led a “Ginger 
Pride” march, claiming that 
“Scotland was home to 19% of the 
world’s redheads”. He later admitted 
this was not as accurate as it could 

have been, however, it chimed with a popular 
belief. And that belief remains; that red hair is 
more common in Scotland than anywhere else 
in the world. 

Such a belief leads us to ask ourselves ‘what 
causes red hair?’ and then to consider whether 
it really is more common in Scotland. 

To start answering these questions, we 
must start earlier in the line of genetics by 
looking at why red hair and blonde hair is 
common in populations of European origin 
but rare elsewhere. 

This phenomenon is almost 
certainly a side effect of 
Europeans having pale skin, 
originating from natural 
selection of genetic variation 
among the first prehistoric 
migrants from Africa, who 
had dark skin. This migration 
meant that with dark skin 
the weaker sunlight in Europe 
produced less vitamin D, so favouring 
genetic variation giving pale skin. Many of the 
genes that affected skin colour also affect hair 
colour, so the rise of pale skin in many cases 
resulted in red or blonde hair. 

One of these genes, called MC1R, is 
well known to be the major cause of red 
hair. Almost all people with red hair have 
inherited two genetic variants of MC1R, one 
from each parent. However, not everyone 
with two variants of the gene has red hair, 
and several other genes affect whether your 
hair will be red. 

By looking at the variation in any one 
person’s genes we can calculate a probability of 

whether or not they will have red, blonde 
or dark hair.

UK Biobank is a study of half a 
million people, where their diverse 
characteristics are recorded, and 
genetic variation analysed. In one 
question, participants were asked 
the natural colour of their hair. While 
remaining anonymous, a note of where 
each person was born allows us to track back 
from the results to establish if there are indeed 
more redheads in Scotland. 

The results revealed that our cliché is in fact 
true. Although a relatively rare characteristic, 
only around 6% or less of those surveyed, 
there were about 50% more redheads north  
of Gretna than in the south of England. 

More precisely, we can see that the 
further north you were born, the 

higher the likelihood of having 
red hair. More so, if we look 

at each person’s genetic 
variation and use this to 
calculate their probability  
of having red hair,  
we see it increase as 

birthplaces move north. 
Yet, while our stereotype 

is backed by science, it is also 
powered by pride. Among northerners 

and southerners born with the same genetic 
makeup, and presumably the same hair 
colour, it seems those in Scotland are still more 
likely to celebrate their amber flare – keeping 
the tradition alive.
 
Ian Jackson FRSE, Professor Emeritus  
at the MRC Human Genetics Unit,  
the University of Edinburgh

Genetics prove the 
ginger stereotype
in Scotland

Professor  
Ian Jackson FRSE

This article originally 
appeared in the RSE’s 
Inside Science series in 
The Scotsman.



T
here’s a city in Scotland 
most of us ignore. You 
and I probably avoid it.  
If we come close, we 
move away briskly.

It’s bigger than 
Inverness, but contains 

only poor people, mostly unemployed, with 
really terrible health. In each of the last 
couple of years, nearly one in twenty of  
them has died. 

They spend a lot of time in jail. Maybe 
one in ten is locked up today. They put huge 
demands on their doctors, hospitals, schools 
and other services.

This consumes a lot of taxpayers’ money, 
often wasted. In the last couple of decades, 
the Scottish Government has been cutting 
back some of the spending targeted at this 
town, but that’s just made things worse: it 
increases the demands its residents make  
on the NHS or the police.

Most of us are shocked to learn the 
government gives over one-third of these 
people a powerful drug every day, for many 
months and years. It’s supposed to help them 
move out, but most just stay and keep taking 
the government drug. They can’t leave.

You realise this isn’t a physical city. It’s  
the people whose lives are dominated by 
drugs. Scotland has the worst problem in 
Europe, but for the last ten years or more  
has disgracefully neglected it. Political 
attention was elsewhere.

Politicians have finally acknowledged 

the terrible death toll, but government and 
parliament must act more decisively. 

Bigger questions about drug laws are 
irrelevant here. London control isn’t the 
problem when deaths are three times 
England’s. Playing politics on what Priti 
Patel will or won’t do helps no one. Practical 
steps are needed now. 

Most users die of overdoses, but a drug 
called naloxone can save lives at the critical 
time. It’s great news that it is becoming more 
available – including to police officers on 
the beat, who are likely to encounter people 
dying of an overdose. It should also be 
available in safe spaces for drug users, where 
consumption risks can be reduced. Better 
there than injecting up a dirty close.  

London’s permission is not needed. 
Scottish prosecutors can declare users and 
others in safe spaces won’t be prosecuted. 
Lives will be saved, and the recent Crown 
Office announcement of a no prosecution 
approach to possession is to be welcomed.  
A positive step by the new Lord Advocate.

Drug treatment can help users get their 
lives together and get off drugs. Effective 
treatment costs a lot upfront but pays back 
long term; penny pinching on it is a false 
economy. Addiction is a lifelong problem,  
and a few weeks rehab is nothing like enough. 
The small steps by the Scottish Government 
to restore budget cuts made to treatment are 
therefore welcome, if insufficient.

We need a new plan for that government 
drug, methadone – 20,000 people get it every 

day. Simply cutting it off is unrealistic, but 
the standard answer to problematic opiate 
addiction cannot keep being indefinite state-
sponsored opiates. New thinking is needed.

Imagine Scotland’s 60,000 problem 
drug users were a real city, with MSPs 
representing it. Would we ignore them so 
readily? So perhaps giving them something 
else that couldn’t be ignored – a legal right to 
rehabilitation – isn’t such a bad idea.

Scotland’s 
forgotten city
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We need a new plan to give drug users the help they 
deserve, argues Professor Jim Gallagher
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