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B Y  H E L E N  S H E N

On the Saturdays when immunolo-
gist Patricia Castillo has an experi-
ment on the boil, she hops into her 

car and heads to the laboratory at 6 a.m. A 
postdoctoral researcher and a single mother, 
she aims to return home before her two sons — 
one aged 13, the other aged 9 — notice that  
she has gone.

Castillo and the father of her children 
separated in 2010, while she was in her third 
year of graduate school at the University of 
California, Davis. Both of her boys needed 
before- and after-school day care back then, 
and the expense ate up two-thirds of her stu-
dent stipend. She received multiple childcare 
grants that were available to student parents at 
the university, and took out student loans that 
reached a total of US$80,000. But after she fin-
ished graduate school, it got worse for Castillo: 
as a postdoc, she no longer qualified for the 
grants or student loans. She had to withdraw 
her younger son from before-school day care 

and now must juggle her schedule to make 
things work. In practice, this means that she 
arrives later at the lab in the mornings and 
spends more of her weekends catching up on 
tasks. “Financially, it’s still kind of stressful. At 
the end of the month, I’m just barely making it 
till the next pay period,” says Castillo.

Castillo’s experiences as a single parent are 
not unusual. Scientists of all stripes, whether 
they are graduate students and postdocs like 
Castillo or senior researchers in academia and 
industry, face a shortage of dedicated resources 
to help them to balance the demands of both 
their career and family. Although some receive 
help from the ex-partner with whom they 
share custody, many will go it alone.

When childcare expenses or demands pile 
up, experiments run over or children fall ill, 
scientists might also turn to family, friends 
or hired helpers to get it all done. Many, like 
Castillo, spend more on childcare and other 
help than they can comfortably afford. And 
because research fellowships, programmes 
and policies that specifically support single 

parents are rare, most scientists must look for 
their own solutions.

As they improvise, some have found 
unexpected support — and have even 
negotiated flexible working — by opening 
up to their supervisors about the challenges 
that they face. A number of universities offer 
limited childcare subsidies to postdocs and 
employees, as well as their students, through 
institutional benefit programmes. But there is 
no one-size-fits-all solution, and single-parent 
scientists must find creative ways to meet the 
needs of their family.

CREATIVE PARENTING
It took a network of helpers, a lot of money and a 
sympathetic senior colleague to help astrophysi-
cist Sara Seager to keep her head above water 
after she became a single parent in 2011. At the 
time, she also had a new job to learn — fast. A 
professor at the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology (MIT) in Cambridge, Seager’s first hus-
band died of cancer when their sons were 6 and 
8 years old. Until then, her husband had been 

L A B  L I F E

Lone-parent scientist
Limited institutional resources mean that single parents often need a network of support to 
further their scientific careers.
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the one to handle grocery shopping, cooking 
and other household tasks while she focused on 
her single-minded search for Earth-like planets.

Emotionally and physically exhausted, Seager 
invited a friend to live with her in exchange for 
getting her boys ready in the morning and tak-
ing them to school. She also hired a babysitter to 
pick up and stay with the children after school. 
And she employed a housekeeper to prepare 
food and to clean the house. “I spent more than 
I earned, and I had to plough through my sav-
ings,” she says.

When the dean of the school of science at 
MIT enquired about how she was doing one 
day in 2012, Seager admitted that she was strug-
gling. To her surprise, he asked what she would 
need financially to make things work. MIT then 
offered her a salary supplement that will last 
until her youngest child turns 16. (Seager subse-
quently won a no-strings, $625,000 MacArthur 
fellowship and has remarried — further helping 
her to cope with the demands of family life.)

“As a single mom, you really have to 
streamline your life more than most other 
people do. Delegating and spending money 
where you can just helps so much,” says 
Seager. “You can’t do it all alone.” And as she 
discovered, existing networks of friends and 
neighbours can also be a valuable source of 
emotional and practical support.

LOCATION CHANGE
For biologist Florence Roullet, sharing the 
custody of her children and openly communi-
cating with her employer have been crucial for 
achieving a positive work–life balance. She and 
her partner, also a scientist, split in 2008, but 
the pair have continued to live near each other 
— even moving from Canada to the United 
States and back — to share the parenting of 
their twin sons.

At the time of the break-up, Roullet was 
preparing to leave Canada for a postdoctoral 
fellowship at the US National Institutes of 

Health (NIH) in Bethesda, Maryland. With 
two four-year-old children to care for, “it was 
a tough time,” she recalls. But in an unconven-
tional move, Roullet’s former partner agreed to 
relocate, and he also secured a job at the NIH. 
They began to alternate the weeks in which 
each looked after the children — a schedule 
that continues to this day.

Roullet was upfront about her family 
responsibilities before starting her job at 
a biotechnology company in Burlington, 
Canada, where she coordinates clinical trials 
and oversees regulatory applications. Although 
her work duties mostly fit into a nine-to-five 
schedule, Roullet does need some flexibility 
when she is looking after the children. “I had 
a very clear discussion with the person hiring 
me that I had children: ‘This is my reality. They 
will be sick, and I will have to go home early 
sometimes’,” she says.

She packs meetings, work functions and 
personal plans into the weeks that her ex-
partner has their children. When they are liv-
ing with her, Roullet sometimes works from 
home or at night — with the approval of her 
manager, who supports the flexible working 
arrangement as long as she continues to meet 
her goals and deadlines. “There are times when 
I need to work all night to finish up something, 
and I will do that,” she says.

Research fellowships and grants that are 
aimed at single parents are scarce, although 
some programmes do exist to help parents to 
attend conferences for short periods of time 
(see ‘Travel assistance for scientists with fami-
lies’). And longer-term assistance is available 
through a small number of programmes that 
are designed to help scientists with significant 
carer responsibilities.

Lily Asquith, a particle physicist in Brighton, 
UK, secured one such award at a crucial 
moment. When her daughter Jessie suddenly 
became ill, Asquith was forced to consider 
whether to leave the research career she had 
worked long and hard to establish.

A single parent from the age of 19, Asquith 
was living in a women’s shelter when she 
decided to take evening classes in mathemat-
ics and physics. She was then accepted into an 
undergraduate degree programme at Univer-
sity College London. Her low income meant 
that she could put her daughter in day care 
for a reduced fee, and after Asquith received 
her PhD in 2010, the pair moved to the United 
States so that Asquith could pursue postdoc-
toral research at Argonne National Laboratory 
in Lemont, Illinois.

In 2012, when Asquith’s work took her to 
CERN, the European laboratory of particle 
physics near Geneva, Switzerland, her now 
teenage daughter decided to stay with her 
aunt in the south of England. So when Jessie 
was diagnosed with ulcerative colitis in 2013, 
Asquith was frantic to return to the United 
Kingdom, even without the prospect of 
continuing her research.

Attendance at conferences and other 
gatherings of scientists is often an important 
part of the research process, but it can 
also be one of the most difficult aspects 
for scientists who are single parents. “Most 
people have no concept of how hard travel 
is for a single parent,” says Sara Seager, 
an astrophysicist at the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology in Cambridge. For 
two years after she was widowed, she cut 
back on going to conferences and invited 
seminars. The cost of hiring round-the-
clock carers to stay with her children, as 
well as the emotional stress of worrying 
about her family from afar, outweighed the 
professional benefits. But Seager notes that 
she was far enough into her career to not 
worry about jeopardizing her professional 
advancement. “I could just say no to things.”

Scientists who are at an earlier stage of 
their career face a tougher choice. They 
often feel that their advancement is tied to 
an ability to follow research opportunities 
wherever they arise, or to travelling to 
conferences where they can share their 
findings with more-senior scientists.

To help parents to attend research 
conferences, some universities have 
established grant programmes that partially 
offset the associated costs of childcare. 
For example, postdoctoral researchers 
and assistant professors from the David 
Geffen School of Medicine at the University 
of California, Los Angeles, can apply for 
a travel award of up to US$500 to cover 
childcare, travel and registration for 
professional meetings. And Yale University 

in Connecticut offers reimbursements of up 
to $1,000 per year for childcare expenses 
that relate to travel for postdocs and certain 
faculty members. Similar programmes exist 
at institutions such as Brown University 
in Rhode Island, Harvard University in 
Massachusetts, Northwestern University in 
Illinois and Stanford University in California.

A number of scientific societies also offer 
support for parents who wish to attend 
their annual conferences. This year, for 
example, the Entomological Society of 
America in Annapolis, Maryland, will offer 
on-site childcare for children who are aged 
2 or older — at no cost. (Usually, the society 
offers grants of up to $400 toward childcare 
expenses during its conferences.)

And the US Society for Neuroscience 
and the American Geophysical Union, 
both in Washington DC, provide childcare 
programmes and services for a fee at their 
annual meetings. Other organizations 
offer assistance with childcare costs. The 
American Society for Biochemistry and 
Molecular Biology in Rockville, Maryland, 
provides grants of up to $1,000, and the 
UK Microbiology Society offers grants of up 
to £1,000 ($1,400), to help parents with 
costs that are associated with attending one 
society meeting per year. Many such awards 
do not cover children’s airfare or other  
travel costs.

To learn more about options for travel 
support and to verify eligibility for specific 
childcare grants and services, single-parent 
scientists should contact their present 
institution or scientific society. H.S.

G R O U N D E D  W I T H  C H I L D R E N
Travel assistance for scientists with families
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But in 2014, just as she was about to 
accept a job at a data-science company, 
she learned that her application for a Royal 
Society Dorothy Hodgkin Fellowship had 
been accepted. The five-year research award 
helps scientists with considerable carer 
responsibilities or health issues to pursue 
flexible working arrangements. The fellow-
ship enabled Asquith to move her research 
to the University of Sussex in Brighton. 
“It was a real life-changer,” she says. Now, 
she can stay on top of her research as well 
as spend time with Jessie, who has been in 
remission for the past few months.

Although Asquith has been able to con-
tinue her work without interruption, other 
scientists who are single parents might need 
to take a break of up to several years to tend 
to their families. For those researchers, 
the Daphne Jackson Trust in Surrey, UK, 
offers a fellowship that helps scientists to 
update their skills and return to research 
after a break. The NIH and the US National 
Science Foundation also offer options that 
enable scientists who take a leave of absence 
to extend the funding period of grants.

EXTENDED FAMILY
The demands of work and childcare can be 
all-consuming for a single-parent scien-
tist. But taking care of their own emotional 
needs should be a priority, too. “Social sup-
port is really important for single parents,” 
says Seager. “You need other single parents. 
You need to find your demographic.”

For Seager, that clan was an informal 
support network for widows in the town 
where she lives. The women met regularly 
for coffee and commiserated while trading 
parenting advice and offering each other 
emotional support. Seager also found sup-
port from within the lab. Her research group 
rallied round after her husband’s death and 
became a sort of extended family. Often they 
would go on holiday with Seager and her 
children as an extension to conference trips. 
Back home, the group would venture out 
on weekend hikes. “The lab played a huge, 
amazing role,” Seager says. “Ultimately, it’s 
really about finding a social network. If you 
don’t have family to rely on, it’s the friends 
who can step in and take care of your kids 
and provide another kind of support.”

Scientists who are single parents say that 
although the sacrifices and struggles can be 
arduous, the rewards are worthwhile. And 
the fulfilment that stems from maintaining 
a research career in difficult circumstances 
can help scientists to become more effec-
tive parents. “I wouldn’t have done all this,” 
says Asquith, “if it hadn’t been for the ambi-
tion to be the kind of parent I wanted for  
my daughter.” ■

Helen Shen is a freelance writer in 
Sunnyvale, California.

TURNING POINT
Gun-crime analyst
Garen Wintemute has spent his career — and 
more than US$1 million of his own funds 
— studying firearm violence. The physician–
scientist at the University of California, Davis, 
reports that a new generation of gun-violence 
researchers is emerging as funding picks up.

Were funds available when you began this work? 
Yes. In the late 1980s, rates of firearm violence 
were rising rapidly, and Congress made research 
funds available to attract people to the field. But 
in 1996, that mobilization effort was choked off. 
It was never an outright ban on research: then-
US Representative Jay Dickey (Republican, 
Arkansas) introduced an amendment stating 
that funds from the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention could not be used to advocate 
for or promote gun control. But the writing on 
the wall was ‘don’t fund the research’. That was 
applied to budget appropriations, including for 
the US National Institutes of Health (NIH). My 
group and others lost funding. 

How were you able to continue your research?
We had to let people go, but we secured funding 
from the National Institute of Justice and private 
foundations. It wasn’t enough.

Did that prompt you to use your own funds?
I started to spend my own money in 2005 
because I wanted to bring people together 
and keep this work going. Some of it can only 
be done in California, because we collect  
high-quality individual-level health and crim-
inal-justice data related to firearm violence. In 
2014, I wrote a pledge to give more over the next  
4 years, up to $2 million.

What were your key findings?
One project established that, for people who 
buy guns legally, previous convictions for 
violent misdemeanours confer great risk for 
future violence. We also did the first prospective 
study tracking handgun purchasers and their 
incidence of violence: in the first week of gun 
ownership, the risk of firearm suicide is 57 times 
higher than expected for adults in California.

Has the funding situation changed?
Yes. Last year, Dickey said he has regrets — he 
meant for the amendment to cut off advocacy, 
not research. On 11 February, he expressed sup-
port for California legislation to establish a Fire-
arm Violence Research Center at the University 
of California. The person who had the most to 
do with funding being cut off is in a uniquely 
influential position to advocate for its increase. 
As it stands now, the NIH is funding research.

What is the current status of the field? 
I used to worry about who would do this 
research after I retired. There were maybe 12 of 
us around the country, all of a similar age. With-
out funding, there was too much uncertainty for 
most people to enter the field. But I don’t worry 
about that anymore. We’re now hiring three  
nationally ranked junior faculty members to 
join us as investigators, and launching a fellow-
ship programme. 

What are your conversations with early-career 
researchers like?
The field is controversial and can be physically 
risky. We get hate mail and death threats. But 
there’s plenty of intellectual elbow room and 
hugely important questions nobody is answer-
ing. Since the 2012 Sandy Hook shooting in 
Newtown, Connecticut, I have heard from all 
kinds of people — undergraduates to early-
career professors — asking how they can help. 

How do they feel about the risks?
People have become more tolerant of the risks 
involved in this work. When there is something 
preventing research from being done, that thing 
feels like a bully. And no one likes a bully. 

Do you think the field will continue to grow?
Although mass shootings haven’t resulted in  
congressional action, research funders have 
stepped up. I think we’re still at the beginning of 
the beginning of a long-term change in the way 
the country thinks about firearm violence. We’re 
setting up the infrastructure and labour force to 
keep this work going. All that said, compared to 
the need, the situation is still very grim. ■

I N T E R V I E W  B Y  V I R G I N I A  G E W I N
This interview has been edited for length and clarity. 
See go.nature.com/er8c4g for more about his work.
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