
Who Wants to be a Scientist?

Scientific research is about discovering new things and applying them to

improvements in life style for people and animals. But careers in science

are now very demanding, requiring much more than a keen scientific

mind and practical ability. If you are considering a career in research, have

already embarked on your career, want to succeed and are uncertain

which route to take, or need to advise, train or supervise scientists, this

book should offer some helpful advice. It covers topics ranging from choos-

ing a Ph.D. or post-doctoral position, successful interviews and preparing

your CV, to managing your supervisor, giving successful talks, publishing

high-quality papers and getting yourself known, as well as broad aspects of

science which are so important today, including ethics and fraud, intellec-

tual property and exploitation and disseminating science to the public.

nancy rothwell is MRC Research Professor of Physiology, School of

Biological Sciences, University of Manchester.
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My sincere thanks to Professor Mike Stock for his characteristically astute

and forthright comments on this book shortly before his untimely death.

It was Mike who made me want to be a scientist and helped me to become

one, so this book is dedicated to him.
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Preface

Science is a complicated business. It affects everyone, in every

aspect of their life. It can be argued that anyone who tests variations on a

new cooking recipe, studies a new way to manage their garden, compares

different methods of travel or new mixtures of paint to decorate their

home is employing scientific principles. Of course we are all influenced by

science – more so now in the twenty-first century than ever. We all benefit

(and sometimes suffer) from advances in technology, medicine, agricul-

ture, often without realising.

Some choose to enter a career in science with real knowledge and

commitment, others with naivety and uncertainty. This book is an

attempt to highlight the good and the bad aspects of such choices, the

things you need to know to get on in research, and factors which may help

in making career decisions and in determining success. It could be read

by those making the choice about entering research, or those in a scien-

tific career at any level. It is written, without apology, as a personal view

on what it takes to achieve success. Not everyone will share these views.

The book originated from numerous and repetitive discussions and

presentations by and to scientists within and outside my own lab, about

what they should and should not do to achieve success. I felt that it would

save their time and mine to summarise these in written form. What

sounded like an easy and brief task, grew from this. It seemed that there

was too much to say. Such a book is not, and cannot, be used as a definitive

text on what is needed to be successful as a scientist. I would challenge

anyone to write such a book – though many could do so from a position

much stronger than mine.

The inspiration to write such a book and much of the content comes

from working with very excellent scientists who had not only a great

passion for science, but also a real desire to train, transfer experience and

impart knowledge to those who worked with them. In particular,
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Professor Mike Stock was recognised by many in his field of obesity and

energy metabolism as a remarkable individual. He was also an outstand-

ing mentor who questioned and challenged, advised and informed on

every aspect of science, from designing experiments and writing papers to

‘why are you doing research’, and ‘why should it matter to the man on the

street’. Most of these discussions were conducted in the pub. He encour-

aged me to read widely – from scientific philosophy to the Rubyat of Omar

Kyam and Edward Lear. During this reading I learnt a great deal from

books written by Sir Peter Medawar. Medawar had much to say about

science and scientists and the quotations in each chapter are all from his

work. One of these summarises my feelings about this book:

I have tried to write the kind of book I myself should have liked to have read

before I began research. Peter Medawar

x Preface
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