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Special Message from Jeremy Farrar, Chief Scientist, WHO

Soumya Swaminathan is a remarkable individual who has enriched the lives of everyone she has met and touched the lives of millions in ways most will never know. Someone I am honoured and delighted to call a friend, a colleague and an inspiration. 

From growing up with her sisters, Madhura and Nitya, in New Delhi, India, living on the campus of the Pusa Institute of the Indian Agriculture Research Institute, to becoming the Director-General of the Indian Council of Medical Research, the first Chief Scientist at the World Health Organization and now back to where it all started, as Chair of the MS Swaminathan Research Foundation based in Chennai, India, she has had a remarkable, unselfish career of dedicated public service. 

Despite the responsibilities of high office, of meetings with prime ministers, presidents or royalty, I do not believe, and this wonderful biography confirms, Soumya has ever changed since those early years on the Pusa Campus. Calm, unselfish, with a very strong sense of responsibility, a set of unfettered values and a deep inner, unstated confidence, independent of thought, curious, dedicated to finding the truth, no matter how unpopular, and using the light for the maximum benefit of everyone, everywhere, especially those marginalised or less fortunate. One of the greatest listeners I have ever met, rare in someone who has achieved so much. With a commitment to honesty, public and private responsibility few if any match, allied with a wonderful, impish sense of humour, incapable of taking herself too seriously even in the darkest moments. 

I am a part of all that I have met;

Yet all experience is an arch wherethro’

Gleams that untravell’d world whose margin fades

For ever and forever when I move.

How dull it is to pause, to make an end,

To rust unburnish’d, not to shine in use!

Soumya, you have enriched all our lives. Do not pause, but continue to shine in use as your next, and perhaps even greater, challenge lies ahead. You have all our thanks, our respect and our love.


Advance praise for At the Wheel of Research

‘A gripping narrative of the inspiring life and work of one of India’s foremost health science and public policy leaders of our time. As the first Chief Scientist at WHO, the amazing way in which Soumya Swaminathan turbocharged the whole science portfolio of WHO while handling unprecedented challenges of both the COVID-19 pandemic and the “misinformation pandemic” is brilliantly captured. This unputdownable book is a must-read for one and all.’

Dr Raghunath Anant Mashelkar, Former Director-General, Council of Scientific and Industrial Research, Ministry of Science & Technology, Government of India

‘Dr Soumya Swaminathan’s life and work are impressive at many levels. A woman, a scientist who tackles the most pressing questions, a former head of the Department of Health Research and the ICMR and the first Chief Scientist at the WHO, a key voice in the pandemic. She combines all these with being a wonderful person and mentor for many. Her gripping story will inspire all.’ 

Prof. K. VijayRaghavan, Former Principal Scientific Adviser, Government of India

‘At the Wheel of Research is a comprehensive illustration of the exciting journey of Dr Soumya Swaminathan. Tracing the early years of the daughter of an illustrious father, Dr M.S. Swaminathan, it highlights the value systems engraved deep during her growing-up years which played a crucial role in the making of a competent doctor, proficient scientist, able administrator and efficient Chief Scientist at the World Health Organization. This biography is an inspiration not just for women scientists but for all clinician-researchers, and it brings out clearly how challenges both at the professional and at the personal level can be addressed. It shows how difficult situations can be ably handled through quick and clear decision-making. It brings out the qualities of a leader and this book can be an important resource for all leadership development programmes, especially for women leadership. Dr Soumya has been engaged in high-priority TB research and she has contributed immensely as a clinician-researcher, as director of an ICMR institute and then moved on because of her hard and dedicated work and able leadership qualities to lead ICMR/DHR as the second woman Director-General. Her contributions as the Chief Scientist at WHO have been recognized nationally and globally. The anxious moments faced during the difficult situation of the COVID-19 pandemic as WHO’s Chief Scientist and how they were handled are a perfect learning of how leadership plays a crucial role in connecting science, policy and diplomacy. This biography is a must-read for all young researchers, for all those who have taken up the challenging career of public health and especially for women scientists and researchers.’

Dr Renu Swarup, Former Secretary, Department of Biotechnology, Ministry of Science & Technology, Government of India

‘At the Wheel of Research offers an inspiring glimpse into the extraordinary journey of Dr Soumya Swaminathan from her academic training in India and the US and her experience as a paediatrician working in tuberculosis and HIV research to her trailblazing roles as Deputy Director-General and Chief Scientist at the World Health Organization. As the first Indian to hold these prestigious roles at the WHO, Dr Swaminathan has become a role model for women scientists not only in our country but across the world. This biography not only showcases her resilience as a woman researcher and her dedication to translating research into impactful programmes, it also sheds light on her instrumental role at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic. It is a compelling read for those inspired by pioneering achievements in public health and medical research.’

Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw, Executive Chairperson, Biocon Limited and Biocon Biologics Limited

‘Anuradha Mascarenhas has written a remarkable book about a remarkable woman and global public health leader. At the Wheel of Research provides a warm and multidimensional portrait of Dr Soumya Swaminathan, describing how her moral and intellectual commitments, as well as family, friends, mentors, environment and opportunity, have shaped her remarkable career as a physician-scientist, a career that has taken her to the loftiest reaches of global public health and made her a critical actor in the greatest public health crisis of the last century. Dr Swaminathan has been a role model for so many over the course of her life; this book will surely extend her legacy.’

Dr Richard Hatchett, CEO, Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness and Innovations

‘As a founding member of Apollo Hospitals, I have been privileged to witness the transformative power of visionary leadership in healthcare. It is against this backdrop that I find the narrative of Dr Soumya Swaminathan, as chronicled in At the Wheel of Research, not only compelling but profoundly resonant. This book is more than a biography; it is a testament to the indelible mark that Dr Soumya Swaminathan has created in the world of health and science, shaped significantly by her illustrious lineage and her own unparalleled contributions to global health.

Dr Soumya’s journey is a poignant reflection of the confluence of empathy, scientific rigor and a deep-seated commitment to public service, values instilled in her by her parents. Her father, Dr M.S. Swaminathan, renowned as the “father of the Green Revolution” in India, played a pivotal role in transforming Indian agriculture and ensuring food security for millions. This monumental achievement not only altered the agricultural landscape but also underscored the profound impact of scientific innovation on societal well-being. Her mother, a dedicated educator and advocate for women and children’s rights, imbued in her a sense of compassion and a commitment to uplifting the underprivileged. The legacy of her parents is a golden thread that runs through Dr Soumya’s life, inspiring her to pursue a path where science and empathy converge to serve humanity.

Dr Soumya’s early fascination with the intricacies of nature and medicine, nurtured in a home teeming with intellectual pursuit and humanitarian values, set the stage for a career that would transcend the conventional boundaries of medical research. Her formative years, marked by an intrinsic connection to the natural world and a resolve to harness science for humanity’s betterment, laid the foundation for her future endeavours. The narrative of her life, as meticulously depicted in the book, is a testament to the power of upbringing and education in shaping a leader committed to global health equity.

Her professional odyssey, characterized by pioneering contributions to tuberculosis and HIV/AIDS research, is a testament to her relentless pursuit of knowledge and her unwavering commitment to equitable healthcare. Dr Soumya’s work, grounded in scientific excellence and a deep-seated empathy for the afflicted, mirrors the core values we cherish at Apollo Hospitals.

Her leadership during the formidable COVID-19 pandemic, marked by grace, determination and an interdisciplinary approach, exemplifies the kind of resilient and compassionate leadership that is indispensable in times of global health crises.

At the Wheel of Research offers an intimate glimpse into Dr Soumya Swaminathan’s leadership style, characterized by a remarkable blend of compassion and scientific rigor. This duality, a hallmark of transformative leadership in healthcare, resonates deeply with our ethos at Apollo Hospitals, where we strive to combine cutting-edge medical innovation with compassionate patient care.

Further, her innate ability to lead with empathy while steadfastly advocating for data-driven approaches sets a new benchmark for public health advocacy and action.

The narrative beautifully interweaves Dr Soumya Swaminathan’s professional achievements with her personal journey, highlighting the sacrifices and dilemmas inherent in a life dedicated to public service. Her story is not just inspiring; it is a clarion call to current and future healthcare leaders to embody the principles of empathy, innovation and collaboration in their quest to address the multifarious challenges of global health.

In endorsing At the Wheel of Research, I am advocating for a deeper engagement with the ideals and challenges that define contemporary global health. This book is an essential read for healthcare professionals, policymakers and anyone committed to the noble cause of improving health outcomes worldwide. It serves as a beacon for those who aspire to make a meaningful impact in healthcare, illuminating a path that is guided by empathy, fortified by scientific excellence and unwavering in the face of adversity.

At the Wheel of Research is more than a narrative of an individual’s journey through the global health landscape; it is a profound exploration of the impact of heritage, personal values and visionary leadership on global healthcare.

I recommend this book to anyone within the healthcare sector and beyond who seeks inspiration from a story that beautifully melds scientific rigor with compassion and commitment.’

Dr Sangita Reddy, Joint Managing Director of Apollo Hospitals Group; Ex-President, Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce & Industry

‘This is a book about an extraordinary woman from an extraordinary family. The Swaminathan family is filled with illustrious members devoted to knowledge and acting on the knowledge with compassion in the service of mankind. The story is an inspiration to women doctors and scientists to apply the science of research and data in life’s biggest challenges like the COVID-19 pandemic. The story has been very well written and will serve to show the path of Saraswati, the goddess of knowledge, to all.’

Dr Swati Piramal, Vice Chairperson, Piramal Group

‘Dr Soumya Swaminathan is India’s gift to global health. I am delighted to read her life’s story in this beautifully written biography by Anuradha Mascarenhas, one of India’s leading health and science journalists. As a globally recognized and lauded physician-scientist, and a strong woman leader, Dr Soumya has inspired many people around the world, including me. This biography will inspire generations to come. As the biography illustrates, throughout her career, Dr Soumya has been proactive in attempting to link science with policy and practice. She has been unafraid to take risks and advocate for change. Her exemplary record of contribution and accomplishments makes her an inspiration and role model to everyone, especially women in science. I am so lucky to have known her for over 25 years and to have benefited from her kindness and mentorship.’

Prof. Madhukar Pai, MD, PhD, FRSC, Inaugural Chair, Department of Global & Public Health, Canada Research Chair in Epidemiology and Global Health

‘I have known Soumya since college as I too graduated from AFMC just two years after her. She was that brilliant O batch senior who had a beautiful voice, a lovely laugh, and was fun-loving too. I have remained in touch with her over the years, and she has always helped me in my journey of academic research and medical education. I have been witness to her ability to straddle the dual fields of clinical care and research with grace and aplomb overcoming difficulties the ecosystem in India offered at that time. I can understand the difficulties she may have had breaking the glass ceiling while being a mother, wife and daughter. This book brings out the details and makes for an inspiring narrative for any young person aspiring to follow his or her dreams.’

Lt. Gen. (retd) Madhuri Kanitkar PVSM AVSM VSM, Vice Chancellor, Maharashtra University of Health Sciences

‘Soumya’s is a story of courage, expertise and dedication to advancing research and policy in fighting infectious diseases. It is a story of her reach exceeding her grasp, at the national and global level, a story of surprising insights of her bold, honest work, understated presence but oversized in impact, well narrated. An inspiring and intellectual person to be celebrated.’

Lakshmi Narayanan, Chancellor, Krea University; Managing Trustee, Chennai Mathematical Institute; Chairman, CHILD’s Trust Medical Research Foundation
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FOREWORD

There are a few reasons why I decided to go ahead with this biography. At first, I was reluctant because I did not believe that there was anything extraordinary or particularly exciting about my life. What would interest a reader? What aspects of my life journey would resonate, enlighten, entertain or inspire? 

Over the past few years, I have met (and heard from) several people, especially young people, who wanted to know more about my journey – the experiences, learnings and lessons – and my motivation. I realized that in the eyes of many young people aspiring to a career in public health, the positions I had occupied were like a dream come true. That as a woman researcher and scientist, I had broken some glass ceilings, which always involves continually assessing the benefits and risks or pros and cons of making difficult choices. Is a busy and fulfilling career compatible with a happy and complete family life, having friends, enjoying holidays, being ‘normal’? So many young women have doubts about this and believe it’s an either-or situation. I felt that if I could share my journey, how I approached life and the important lessons I learned from teachers, bosses, colleagues, patients and communities, it may be useful to others who are on similar paths.

There is no doubt that the COVID-19 pandemic has been a defining moment in all of our lives. Anxiety, uncertainty, pain, relief, bereavement, sadness and some hopeful moments have defined the past few years. I happened to be in the hot seat – chief scientist at the World Health Organization, a role that had been newly created only nine months before the COVID-19 outbreak – and felt a sense of great responsibility, and yet, this was an unscripted play. We had not experienced a pandemic at this scale in living memory and we had not discussed the role of the chief scientist at WHO in such a crisis. It was my colleagues in the Emergency division who were in charge and they did have a playbook to use, though that was mostly based on the probability of an influenza pandemic. In the first few fateful days of January 2020, I tried to listen in on as many meetings as possible that were held by the Emergency division colleagues. New information coming out of Wuhan every day, identification of the novel virus, the clinical features and risk factors, watching the visuals on TV, getting increasingly worried as cases and deaths were reported from countries outside China, watching the politics get increasingly belligerent, and asking myself all the time – what can I do to help? 

Luckily, there was Science to fall back on. WHO did have an R&D (research and development) blueprint for epidemics, created in 2016 after the West African Ebola epidemic, which had a roadmap for research that would be needed in case a pathogen X made an appearance! We urgently needed diagnostics, treatments and vaccines but also a better understanding of the virus, its epidemiology and how it interacts with the human immune system, what public health measures worked and which did not, and ultimately to find out where it arose and how it spread to humans. A global research and innovation forum in February 2020 laid out these research priorities and energized the global community of scientists to focus their efforts on this novel virus – and WHO was at the centre of these efforts. I wish I had kept a diary as those initial months are a haze now – long days, restless nights, frantic calls, meetings to develop clinical trial protocols and target product profiles, trying to stay on top of all the information and weeding out the good science from the bad, facing media, dealing with frustrations all around including the new mode of remote working, helplessly watching doctors and nurses on the front lines succumb and worrying about family and elderly parents back home in India. 

Ultimately, it is Science that saved us. Thanks to the huge investments made in R&D (and manufacturing) globally, and the superhuman effort put in by thousands of scientists and healthcare personnel, we had diagnostics and vaccines developed within unprecedented timelines. People and governments around the world looked to WHO for advice on everything – from wearing masks to what drugs to use, whether these new vaccines were safe, what the future course of the pandemic would look like, which variants were more dangerous, etc. To my complete surprise, misinformation and disinformation was a real and growing threat we had to deal with, and something none of us were trained for. The director-general, Dr Tedros, gave me complete freedom and always backed decisions that were based on the best evidence and current scientific understanding, even if they were politically unpopular. My role was a mix of leadership, coordination (internal and external), strategy, building consensus, firefighting and being one of the main WHO communicators doing press conferences, interviews with (sometimes aggressive) Indian and international media outlets, being active on social media (and facing abuse sometimes) and taking on tasks that needed multidisciplinary expertise.

I think my experience as a researcher, scientist and public health leader in India helped. While I was reluctant to join WHO in 2017 (mainly because I felt there was a lot I could do at ICMR), I do not regret my decision at all. The opportunity it provided me to put to best use all of my skills during an emergency is a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. My experience dealing with the biomedical and social aspects of HIV, tuberculosis and infections like Zika, polio and cholera had taught me that while science-based strategies were critical to solving these problems, the role of politicians and policymakers (bureaucrats) was critical. I remember my father saying that the Green Revolution came about because of the synergy between scientists, politicians and farmers (in that case), describing it as a symphony orchestra. No group alone could have the same impact, it needed that critical combination. While WHO is a standard- and norms-setting organization, its impact can only be fully realized if national governments prioritize investments in public health, implement the guidelines, communicate with the public in a transparent way and engage communities in the design of healthcare delivery.

As a child growing up on an agricultural research campus, I wanted to be a vet and a geneticist. I was fortunate to study in schools (St Thomas, Springdales) and colleges (AFMC, AIIMS) that instilled the right values and provided me the best all-round educational experience. I also am grateful for research mentors like Dr Tom Keens at CHLA who taught me the fundamentals of clinical research methods and for supportive bosses like Dr P.R. Narayanan who gave me the space and confidence in myself. Science is a team effort, with progress often slow and incremental, and there are always a few well-known people who will represent the many (either because they make a milestone discovery or because they occupy leadership positions with more visibility). I did not plan or chart my career path and never imagined I would be in a top leadership position at WHO one day, but always focused on the problem at hand and finding the best solution. Working on diseases like TB and HIV taught me the importance of teamwork and taking a holistic view of the problem, but most importantly to listen to affected communities and learn from their lived experience. Taking us to different parts of India when we were young, my parents ensured that my sisters and I had exposure to a variety of customs, cultures, languages and food. We were sensitive to the socioeconomic disparities in society, but we also saw how some of these challenges could be overcome through a thoughtful approach and pragmatic action, coupled with compassion and humility. My visits to villages in Haryana and Punjab and to creches set up for construction workers in Delhi meant that even as a middle-class child growing up in an urban environment, I was not divorced from the reality of the lives of millions of our citizens. It was serendipity that led to my going to medical school, but a conscious decision to enter a career of research, something many of my friends and teachers could not understand, as it was much less glamorous and financially attractive than a career as a medical specialist. When my husband and I came back to India in 1991, after specialized training in the US and UK, it was rare for doctors to do so. Neither of us ever had second thoughts. We always wanted to stay and work in India. If I could change anything, it would be my early years as a young scientist in ICMR, full of enthusiasm, energy and ideas that unfortunately did not get the necessary support, mentorship and encouragement. I felt constrained by the bureaucratic environment and attitudes but overcame it by focusing on the exciting science that was possible to do and the mandate to address the huge social burden that TB was, and still is. 

I am hopeful that some of the exciting new technologies developed during the pandemic can be applied to diseases like TB and malaria, which disproportionately affect the poorest people in low- and middle-income countries. What we witnessed during the pandemic was unprecedented scientific collaboration, open sharing of data and ideas, extraordinary amounts of government funding, public and private sector cooperation and a common goal. That kind of mission mode that made the moon landing possible many decades ago and that delivered a vaccine for a novel virus in 11 months is what is needed today to address the global challenges of climate change, environmental destruction and loss of biodiversity, existing and emerging infections, antimicrobial resistance, as well as broken food systems that are making people unhealthier. My passion today is addressing these upstream, and often invisible, determinants of health. 

Dr. Soumya Swaminathan,

Chairperson of M S Swaminathan Research 
Foundation (MSSRF)

Former Chief Scientist at the World Health Organization (WHO)

Former Director General of the Indian Council of 
Medical Research (ICMR)
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