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Why are you contemplating a career in micro-
biology? Or why did you choose one, years ago?
It is sometimes said that there are more control

freaks among microbiologists than among other sectors
of the professional population (air traffic controllers
excepted) because the objects of our attentions can be
encompassed in a small space, we have power of life and
death over them and they afford us great pleasure when
they do what we want them to. But I guess that most
microbiologists come into the trade for a variety of
reasons depending on the branch of the subject which
ignites their interests – curiosity about how cellular
processes work and are regulated will enthuse the
geneticist or molecular biologist to use micro-organisms
as models for higher organisms; medical microbiology
will draw in students who want to understand disease
processes and wish to make a contribution to alleviating
some of the dreadful global problems such as malaria,
tuberculosis, measles and, of course, AIDS. I once had a
student who started out on an ecology programme and
went on a sandwich placement in Kenya, looking at
animal population movements from a light aircraft. One
day they found a group of sick antelopes and followed up
with reports to the local VI service. Soon the student was
hooked on animal infectious diseases and became a
veterinary microbiologist.

Traditionally the public has seen microbiologists in
the context of laboratory diagnosis of disease (‘A micro-
biologist is someone who sits on one stool looking at another’) but
the profile has been raised, usually positively in recent
years, with the increased application of genetic manip-
ulation and other forms of biotechnology. Hospital
microbiology remains a vital component of the NHS,
where MLSOs provide diagnostic services and clinical
scientists carry out research into infectious diseases,
including zoonoses and environmentally transmitted
infections. Environmental microbiologists are also
employed by the Environment Agency and other
branches of Government – the Food Standards Agency is
a high profile new organization charged with ensuring
that the food we eat is safe, and here microbiologists have
a pivotal role to play. We may argue about the price 
of food and the incidence of food poisoning, but in truth 
the major food manufacturers do a good job in providing
safe, wholesome products. Microbiologists find employ-
ment in that special environment where food and water
come together – the breweries. Microbiological quality
control is vital to beer production and drinks industries
could not function without the microbiologists’ innate
understanding of the fundamental fermentation process
(though it would be interesting to know how many
microbiologists have ever made Head Brewer).

‘Man shall not live by bread alone…’ (women too, of
course) – water is a resource none of us can do without.
Microbiologists work in the water industry and also in
public health, environmental laboratories and regulatory

agencies such as the Drinking Water Inspectorate.
Together they strive to ensure that our water is whole-
some and fit for purpose – drinking water can be safely
drunk and recreational waters can be enjoyed. Our 
bathing beaches are now microbiologically much cleaner
than they were 25 years ago when the relevant European
Directive was first implemented and this is a tribute to
co-operation between the water industry and environ-
mental regulators, underpinned by microbiological
monitoring and research. Working towards a better
environment is the role of many microbiologists and
biotechnology has depended greatly on their efforts. The
pharmaceutical industry employs microbiologists in
many ways, ranging from drug discovery and basic
research to clinical trials and sales, and technical support.

As with most areas of biology, novel techniques are
finding applications in all corners of our discipline, in
food and water industries, just as in medicine and pharm-
aceutics. Pathogens detection in food by PCR as a routine
procedure cannot be too far away and the water industry
is aware that detection of pathogens in water is possible
by the same means. Molecular biological screening and
detection has revolutionized the way drugs are developed.

Not all microbiology is practically or laboratory-based.
It is also a good footing for careers in information
retrieval, clinical research, technical sales and support,
and teaching. Pharmaceutical companies regularly
recruit scientists with microbiology backgrounds to
work in patents applications or regulatory affairs and this
aspect provides challenges all of its own. 

There are so many openings for microbiologists that it
would be difficult – and tedious – to list them on a page.
The Education Group is running a symposium on Careers
for Microbiologists at the Easter Meeting at the University
of Warwick and the organizer, Pauline Handley, has
chosen the title deliberately to demonstrate that there is
more one can do with a microbiology degree than just
microbiology. Our training gives us practical skills
combined with an appreciation of biology that few other
disciplines offer. Microbiology has aspects of molecular
biology, genetics, immunology, plant pathology and a
host of other disciplines which impinge on the study of
micro-organisms. So qualifications in microbiology allow
us to work with scientists in those areas and perhaps to
collaborate with them and even join their ranks. In our
symposium we will be joined by experts from a range of
professions which employ microbiologists and they will
be on hand to offer advice and information in a round
table discussion and Q&A session. Come and join us and
find out why, since biology is the science of the 21st
century, that microbiology is at its heart.

● Peter Wyn-Jones is Principal Lecturer in Virology
at the University of Sunderland and Convener of
the SGM Education Group. See p. 160 for contact
details.

Careers for microbiologists – 
or, what on earth am I doing here?
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