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What is Astrobiology? 
People have always looked up to the stars 
and asked themselves ‘Are we alone in the 
Universe?’.  We have gathered evidence, 
told stories and tried to find answers. 

Astrobiologists try to understand the science 
of how and where life might exist beyond 
Earth, and what kinds of life they might be.  
They look at where life might be found, how 
it started and how it evolved, and for the 
signs that living things leave behind them. 

Life at the extremes
Knowing what life on Earth looks like 
helps us to spot signs of life on other 
planets. Living things can be found 
nearly everywhere on Earth, not just 
the places where the plants and 
animals we know about live. 
On Earth, living micro-organisms have 
been found in all kinds of places: 
very salty places, very cold places, 
very dry places and pools of very 
hot water. Astrobiologists study the 
life-forms that exist in these extreme 
environments on Earth so that we 
can make predictions about what life 
might be like beyond the Earth. 
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Giant tube worms (Riftia pachyptila) live in the deep and very 
hot water near hydrothermal vents
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Protecting the Earth and 
protecting space
Over time, we have looked further, 
sending people to the Moon and 
robotic explorers to other planets in 
the Solar System.  

Astrobiologists use the information 
that comes back from these missions 
to look for evidence of life beyond 
the Earth.

Astrobiologists also try to understand 
how we can avoid contaminating 
the places we visit with material 
from Earth, and what might happen 
if we do that accidentally. We also 
think about how we can protect the 
Earth should we accidentally bring 
something harmful back from space. 

Join our mission
Astrobiologists believe that asking these big questions about life outside our planet might 
change the way we look at our world and ourselves. 

Join our mission! Share your thoughts on what the search for life 
beyond Earth means to you here

If you are under 18, please ask your parent, carer or another grown-up to help you. 

AstrobiologyOU
The information for this activity came from AstrobiologyOU, a research group at the Open 
University, UK. AstrobiologyOU is an interdisciplinary research group that includes researchers 
from geology, biology, chemistry, physics, communication, philosophy, international 
development, law and more.  Our research covers many aspects; not only questions about 
life outside Earth but also the governance and ethics of looking for life elsewhere.

The Perseverance rover’s first wheel tracks on the surface of Mars 
in March 2021. Astrobiologists helped make sure Perseverance 

didn’t take any microbes with it to Mars
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