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Who inspired you to become a scientist? 

SARA CORTESE: My parents really helped me. My brothers and I realized the bigger picture of 
what’s going on in the world and I wanted to be involved. And I know that science was the track 
to do that. I think what really got me to build this career is to keep trying, take one opportunity at 
a time and see what happens. It was more of an organic kind of growth; I didn’t really plan it out. I 
just kept trying and at the back of every decision I made was, “Was this going to be helpful for 
solving big problems in the world?” 
 

What inspired your leadership style? 

SC: My biggest inspiration or passion is about that connection—it’s the people part. There’s so 
much innovation to be unleashed by really hearing the entire organization that you’re in or from 
your entire team.  
 
A lot of things to help bring people to the table and be inclusive—I’ve tried a lot of things that 
didn’t work. But I keep trying. I don’t know if there’s a real recipe for doing this well. But I’ve 
always been (rooting for) the little guy, kind of trying to see who is not being heard, who is being 
heard too much in the discussion or the planning of the Science. In some ways, the leadership 
without a title brings that concept as does things like “servant leadership.” I’m sure everyone can 
look this up, they’re years and years old. Everyone has something to bring to the table. So, I think 
this has been a very big emphasis on my building of very functioning and performing teams, is 
bringing those concepts in, in whatever way possible.  
 

Over your career, have you seen a difference in the way women are accepted into leadership 

roles? 

SC:  Yes, of course. I’ve noticed a lot of the whole spectrum of total acceptance, but I’ve also 
been observing a kind of an unawareness. A lot of organizations are going straight to their next 
“man” who’s ready for the role. I sense that there’s an urgency, so they have to fill the role but 
actually, there’s all these other women they could have chosen. I think we’re at the cusp of that 
changing. There’s a lot of board-ready executive networking events that I take part of to really 
drive that discussion but there’s always this thought at the back of my mind that somehow many 
women don’t seem to fit that mold, and I don’t know what that mold is. Is it being more ruthless in 
your delivery? So, I think upskilling and trying to have that executive presence that is looked for in 
those board meetings is needed but also, maybe there needs to be a culture change in what is 
actually needed now in the current and future state of Life Sciences. I would say it’s less of that 
ruthlessness and maybe much more of the collaboration and empathy, and so forth. There’s data 
out there that says that women do that stuff pretty well, so I’m optimistic.  
 

As a female leader, what can you do to positively impact the gender balance? 

SC: It’s bringing it up when I can. And also, just empowering people that I know or women that I 
know to especially really reach out and lean in, and say “Hey, I’m available and here’s what I bring 
to the table.” Networking with the other women executives has given a lot of tools and examples 
of how to do that best. But me personally, I think it’s mainly just direct contact with my networks. 
It also comes down to building teams and the development of younger scientists. So, building 
that skill to lean in as a scientist and having a voice at the table has been a big passion of mine. 
Almost throughout my entire career. And it’s not just women, it’s also the quiet people in the 



room that have a lot to add. So, giving them opportunities and mentoring them on ways to do 
that without being the loudest person in the room.  
 

What’s the best piece of advice you have ever received? 

SC: I was given advice and I continue to give advice during my mentoring opportunities to just do 
it. To just try it. It’s scary to do things but if you have an idea, in the end, it’s almost never a failure 
even if it doesn’t work or you don’t get what you think was going to happen. I would have never 
been at the position I’m in right now with so many experiences all over the world had I not just— 
maybe I’ll try going to Germany? I don’t know if I could do it. I didn’t make good decisions every 
time but so far, all it’s done has built my ability to work with people in a more functioning way and 
it also allows me to hear those voices because the voices are coming from different cultures and 
different languages. And just do it! 
 

What are the top 3 things on your R&D wish for the future? 

SC: Number one is what we’ve already talked about—that women and diversity is just the norm, 
it’s not this anomaly that suddenly, there’s a woman CEO or board member. Everybody’s like: We 
have to have at least 20 percent. And my dream is, why isn’t it 50 percent?  
 
When I think of more selfish things about my own direction or where I’m trying to be more 
influential in the Life Sciences, I really see it is time for researchers in all avenues to be truly 
embracing the new technology that is out there to do research in very different ways. I really wish 
and hope that these new tools are embraced; that a lot of it aren’t just the fancy, irrelevant 
technologies. Things like you democratize a lot of things that are seen as niche right now but 
actually everybody—if they are using these tools that are being built now, we could really realize 
new medicines and that whole future of personalized medicines. I don’t think that’s going to be 
possible without transforming the way research is done.  
 
Number three… It’s similar. I come from large pharmaceutical companies that really, and rightly 
so, protect their data and their results because it just takes so long for them to make these 
discoveries and get them into the clinic. But I think there’s a way for companies to work together 
much more… We have some ideas on how to do this, but I know there are ways for companies to 
be sharing data without losing their secret sauce around that data. 
 
 

 


