
 

 

“I was on the conveyor belt, but I 
wasn’t sure that pure science was the 

right path for me.”  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Making the most of life 
through Health career 
 

Alison Amos 
Course graduated from: BSc (Hons) majoring 
in immunology 

Year of graduation: 1993 

Job: CEO, Ovarian Cancer Australia   

Career: Research assistant; Policy officer, then 
Manager of Research and Cancer Services 
Improvement at BreastScreen Victoria; MD of 
healthcare consultancy ECHO; Manager, 
Ambulance Performance for Department of 
Health, Victoria; Manager of BreaCan. 

Reflection: “My science degree taught me how 
to think. I learned the foundations of how to 
discover something - how to have the discipline 
and the knowledge and the rigor that you need 
to get an answer to a new question – to 
generate credible, robust and defensible 
evidence.”  

 

Alison Amos’s honours project in immunology explored 

the movement of a type of white blood cell from the 

blood stream into tissues similar to the process that 

occurs in transplant rejection.  

Then a PhD scholarship was on offer which Alison 

commenced looking into xenotransplantation (cross-

species transplantation). This research involved 

transplanting the hearts of guinea pigs into rats and 

exploring the mechanisms of the incredibly rapid 

rejection process which usually occurred within 15 

minutes. Each rat kept its own heart.  

On one occasion, one agent worked so well that two 

rats’ extra hearts were still beating at 11pm. So Amos 

took the animals home, checking them hourly 

overnight.  

“My mother got up in the morning and there were these 

rats – in a cage, all very dignified - on the washing 

machine,” laughs Amos. 

Finding the right path to success 

During the first year of her PhD Alison was also 

presented with the opportunity to transfer to Harvard. 

“I was on the conveyor belt, but I wasn’t sure that pure 

science was the right path for me,” says Amos.  

So she deferred her PhD and took a research job in 

the AIDS pathogenesis lab at the Macfarlane Burnet 

Institute, then at Fairfield Hospital. The work, on 

dendritic cells, white blood cells which played a role in 

HIV, was interesting. But it was there that Amos 

spotted the kind of research that really fascinated her: 

epidemiology and public health work, on TB amongst 

the homeless or HIV prevention in Indonesia. It was 

happening just next door: in Professor Nick Crofts’ 
Epidemiology and Social Research Unit and Professor 

Rob Moodie’s International Health Unit.  

 “There were these amazing vibrant people – and there 

I was in a containment lab waiting for my centrifuge to 

spin,” recalls Amos.  

Health scare led to career change 

Then, at 23, she was diagnosed with a melanoma 

(successfully treated, as was a subsequent one, two 

years later). Life was short, she decided, and she was 

going to make the most of hers. She began a Masters 

in Public Health, specialising in epidemiology and 

biostatistics, taking a part time job in epidemiology at 

the International Diabetes Institute. 

That was the first step in an extraordinary public health 

career, during which she had three children, worked as 

policy officer and then Manager of Research and Cancer 

Services Improvement at BreastScreen Victoria, ran her 

own healthcare consultancy, and managed BreaCan, a 

consumer-driven service for Victorian women suffering 

from breast and gynaecological cancers.  

Leading the charge for ovarian cancer cure 

Amos is now CEO of Ovarian Cancer Australia, the peak 

body overseeing support, awareness, advocacy and 

research across Australia for a cancer that kills three 

Australian women every day. 

As with BreastScreen, BreaCan and her consultancy 

work, this is work for which her special Masters degree 

prepared her. But these jobs have also involved rigorous 

assessments of evidence for different kinds of 

treatments or regimes and a strong understanding of 

research principles and process. 

“I didn't learn that from my masters, I had that from my 

(undergraduate) degree,” says Amos.” 

 


