
The Upsides

• Not being stuck behind a desk all day every day

• Getting paid to do something you actually enjoy

• Having the freedom to conceive, plan and execute your own 
work (PhD students may have to wait a while!)

• Conferences… see the world for free - and establish networks

• Not having to wear a suit to work every day (lab coats – even 
less need to dress smart for work!)

• Your mother/father/grandmother thinks you are a genius 
(unless he/she is a scientist too!)

• You might just discover something really important!



The Downsides

• Frustration: You can spend weeks, even months, trying to 
clone a gene, express a protein or whatever, and end up with 
zero results

• Repetition: As is often said - a trained monkey could do 90% 
of your job

• Mystery: None of your non-science friends have a clue what 
your job is really all about (maybe that’s a good thing)

• Pay: Working day-and-night for an average salary (but pay 
does get better…)

• Funding: Endlessly having to write/rewrite grant proposals

• Publishing: Endlessly having to fight reviewers/editors

• Career structure: What’s that?









BSc

PhD

Post-Doc

Fellowship

Lecturer/Senior Lecturer

Reader/Professor

Learn science
Develop writing skills

Prepare thesis/pass viva
Publish paper(s)

Extend expertise
Publish papers

Develop interests/ideas
Build network

Establish niche
Publish papers (SA)
Get research grants

Raise profile
Maintain/extend niche

Build research team
Publish papers

Get research grants
Teach/train (usually lots)

Maintain/extend niche(s)
Maintain research team

Publish bigger papers
Get bigger research grants
Teach/train (usually less)

Provide leadership
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• Is it better to publish several good papers or one excellent paper from my PhD or post-doc?
• Which Journal(s) should I aim to publish in?
• What is an “impact factor” and is it important? And what about the “h-index”?
• Should I stay in the same lab after my PhD, if I can?
• Should I stay in the same field of research for my post-doc(s)?
• What should I look for when searching for a post-doc position?
• What defines a successful post-doc? Is it all about publications?
• How many years should I stay in a post-doc position? 
• How do I decide when/if I should apply for a personal fellowship?
• Does a fellowship guarantee progression to a substantive academic post? What % make it?
• I sometimes disagree with my boss’ ideas on the direction of my work, what can I do?
• I don't really like my boss, but he/she is instrumental to my career – do I grin and bear it?
• How do I ensure that I get full credit for my work (e.g. first authorship) in a paper?
• I just don't seem to be able to write like my supervisor/boss, what can I do?
• When can I be the corresponding author?
• Should I participate in external activities (societies, outreach, etc), or are they a distraction?
• Do I need to attend any generic or specialist training courses?
• Should I participate in teaching? How?
• What defines a successful fellowship?
• Is there any value in forging relationships with researchers in industry?
• Can you successfully do science and raise a family?
• Why are there so few senior female academics in cardiovascular science?



Find one (or two) mentors
who you can freely discuss matters with

over a period of years





Writing the application:
critical aspects [1]

Background and aims

• Must succinctly provide the scientific foundation for your  
project, citing the appropriate papers

• Must show why your project is important and worth 
doing, and why your group has the right credentials to be 
doing it

• It will help if you show important unpublished pilot data 
here or in the experimental section

• Aims must be clear, and must explain exactly what is new 
• Hypotheses must be testable, not vague aspirations



Writing the application:
critical aspects [2]

Experimental plans 
• Must be focussed, detailed and test the hypotheses; state what you will 

do and how
• Must justify the study size, with power calculations where necessary
• In clinical studies you must show that recruitment is feasible, have 

reasonable criteria for inclusion and exclusion, and have sound outcome 
measures

• Must convince the reviewer that you have chosen the best techniques 
and know how to use them

• Must be achievable in the time requested

Resources
• Reviewers and funders are very concerned about value for money, so 

justify carefully the level of any staff requested and the need for new 
equipment 



Writing the application:
summary tips for success

Science must be novel and important

Underpinned with pilot data

Credentials of the team must be relevant

Clear focussed aims and testable hypotheses

Experimental plan must be detailed

Study must be powered sufficiently 

Study must be good value for money

Feasibility must be evident

Use the best models and techniques

Lay out the application correctly ! 


