
MICROBIOLOGYTODAY VOL 30/AUG 03134

Gradline

Q What is bioinformatics?

‘In the broad sense, 
it is the application of
computer technology to
biological problems.
Recently, one of the high
profile areas has been
management and
analysis of vast quantities
of data from genome
sequencing projects and
presenting the data in a
way that is useful and
accessible to biologists.’

Q Why did you choose
bioinformatics for your
career?

‘I always enjoyed 
tinkering with computers
as well as biology. In the
last few years, I used
bioinformatics in my
microbiology research and found it was the most
enjoyable and successful aspect of my work. It
seemed like the natural next step, as well as an
exciting new challenge, to move into this area. It also
didn’t escape my notice that the opportunities for
career development looked a lot rosier in
bioinformatics.’

Q Do you work in a narrowly focused or
multidisciplinary team?

‘Many of the team come from a biological research
background, along with several computer scientists.
The bioinformaticists here use a large and complex
computer infrastructure and so are very dependent 
on IT specialists in systems support and web
developers. We collaborate closely with colleagues 
at the European Bioinformatics Institute (EBI), and
also at Hinxton, which adds an extra dimension.’

Q The Sanger Institute is world famous – does this
make it an exciting place to work?

‘Yes it is – there is quite a buzz when a new genome
project is completed or a Nobel prize is awarded!
Being surrounded by some of the best biologists and
bioinformaticists is a great environment for learning a
lot quickly. It is also very rewarding to contribute to
resources such as the Pfam and InterPro databases,
used via the web by thousands of scientists worldwide.’

Q What qualities make a successful bioinformaticist?

‘Enjoyment of problem-solving is very helpful.
Obviously, an enthusiasm for computers as well as
biology is important and a bioinformaticist must be
open to learning about new techniques and
technologies. Ability to work as part of a team is
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paramount; many of the
bioinfomatics websites
and databases are the
product of large numbers
of individuals, with diverse
expertise and experience,
working interdependently.’

Q Are there many career
opportunities in this area
of research?

‘This is a fast-growing
area. Institutes like the
Sanger and the EBI seem
to be continually
expanding. New
bioinformatics centres 
are springing up in
universities, and there 
is plenty of demand for
suitable candidates 
in industry, although
perhaps more so in the

US than in Europe. There are also many opportunities
in the important roles of curating, developing and
maintaining databases, applications and webservers
that provide tools and hypotheses for research.’

Further information about bioinformatics careers
� The Bioinformatics Organization

(www.bioinformatics.org) is an international
website providing free and open resources for
bioinformatics research development and
education. It includes a page of FAQs.

� The European Bioinformatics Institute (UK
outstation of European Molecular Biology
Laboratory) website (www.ebi.ac.uk) includes
information about jobs, studentships and a visitors’
programme for researchers and postgraduate
students.

� The MRC Human Genome Mapping Project
Resource Centre (www.hgmp.mrc.ac.uk) includes
information about jobs, PhD studentships, courses
and FAQs.

� The Wellcome Trust Sanger Centre website
(www.sanger.ac.uk) features details of available
PhD studentships, postdoctoral fellowships and
faculty positions.

� The International Society for Computational 
Biology website (www.iscb.org.uk) features a
newsletter, and information about bioinformatics
events, jobs and opportunities.

� The New Scientist website careers pages
(www.newscientistjobs.com/graduate/cac/)
includes a review of career opportunities in
bioinformatics with a link to current vacancies. 
Other links include a range of commercial
companies.

A job in…
Bioinformatics

� Profile
Name David Studholme

Age 31

Present Occupation 
Computer Biologist in the Informatics
Department of the Wellcome Trust
Sanger Institute, Hinxton, Cambridge,
UK.

Previous Employment
I have spent several years since my
PhD doing laboratory-based research
into genetic regulation in bacteria

Education
PhD, Imperial College of Science, Technology and Medicine, London,
Metabolic engineering of thermophilic bacteria for enhanced bio-ethanol
production

BSc, Southampton University, Applied Biology



Biocareers
www.biocareers.org.uk
The SGM careers website is under continual
development. Recently a range of Job Profiles has
been added, based on those published in past issues
of Microbiology Today. The website aims to provide
information on training and opportunities for
microbiologists at all stages of their careers. Topics
featured include: funding; postdoctoral work; posts
outside the laboratory; successful job hunting;
notices of careers events and much more. SGM
careers publications can be ordered on-line and
individual questions will be answered if you email
careers@sgm.ac.uk
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Where does your
future lie?
Life Science Careers
2003

Once again SGM is
helping to organize these
popular one-day careers
conferences for life
science undergraduate
and postgraduate
students. This year’s
events are being held at:

King’s College
London (1 November)

UMIST, Manchester
(15 November)

University of Wales,
Cardiff (29 November)

Each conference
includes a range of talks
on career choices and
further training, plus a
small exhibition by
companies, organizations
and higher education
institutions. There is
ample time in the
refreshment breaks 
for discussion with the
speakers and other
experts. A CV review
service is also available,
by prior arrangement.

Cost: £10, to include
refreshments and lunch

Details of each event 
and a booking form are
available on the web at
www.bsf.ac.uk/
careers

All enquiries to 
Sai Pathmanathan, 
The Physiological
Society, PO Box 11319,
London WC1V 6YB
(email spathmanathan@
physoc.org; Tel. 020
7269 5727).

Sponsored by:
� Science’s NextWave
� Astrazeneca
� New Scientist
� Pfizer

The Education and Training Group Session at the
SGM Edinburgh meeting in April attracted a capacity
audience of almost 200 postgraduate students all
eager to pick up tips and hints on easing their way
through their PhDs.

The morning kicked off with a talk by Professor
Howard Green from the UK Council for Graduate
Education (UKCGE). He reviewed changes that have
occurred in postgraduate education during the past
10 years, highlighting the huge growth in student
numbers. He also outlined a range of current and
future initiatives designed to improve the PG student
experience, including the development of a new code
of practice that will incorporate a set of standards for
academic rigour and supervision of projects and the
administrative process within institutions.

Tim Brown from the National Postgraduate 
Council followed with a thought-provoking talk about
the rights and responsibilities of PhD students. He
included advice for research students on taking
responsibility for their own research. If your institution
is affiliated to the NPC you will be able to access this
information (and more) on the NPC website
(www.npc.org.uk).

Liz Sockett (University of Nottingham) gave a very
entertaining talk on ‘Managing your supervisor’ which
was based on years of her own experience as PhD
student, postdoc, then as a supervisor. This wry look 
at the trials and tribulations of the student–supervisor
relationship certainly struck a chord with many of 
the audience and offered an insight into supervisors’
research priorities and other commitments. She also
included a set of handy hints to help get over those
potentially sticky moments that almost every 
research student experiences.

Joanna Verran (Manchester Metropolitan University)
presented findings from the 2002 survey of SGM
Postgraduate Student Members. Over 190 students
had responded to the survey and they reflected a wide
background and range of experience. Less than half of
the respondents are funded by a Research Council
grant – this was also true of the Edinburgh delegates –
with universities, industry and overseas governments
providing significant funding. The majority of students

work in research teams 
of 1–10 postdocs and
postgrads. Research
activities include research
seminars, lab meetings
and presentations for
most students, whilst a
third are members of a
journal club. Almost all
postgraduates undergo
training in a variety of 
skills with most of it being
delivered in the first 
year. About 75 % of
respondents attend 
SGM meetings and other
conferences; however, 
not all of these people
were aware of the

Society’s grant schemes to support these activities.
The talk finished on a positive note: most respondents
enjoy reading Microbiology Today and over a third
would be willing to contribute to Gradline – we 
eagerly await your ideas!

The final session, ‘SGM and you’, was led by Hilary
Lappin-Scott (University of Exeter). She outlined 
the many benefits that you can all enjoy as SGM
Postgraduate Student Members. The message about
grants certainly struck home judging by an unusual
flurry of Postgraduate Student Conference Grant
applications after the Edinburgh meeting and an
upturn in President’s Fund applications! An open
forum followed Hilary’s presentation. A panel of SGM
Council Members and HQ staff fielded questions and
suggestions from the audience. Topics discussed
included career development activities; availability of
funding to support non-Research Council funded
students wanting to attend a UK Grad School and an
SGM-hosted postgrad discussion list.

The ideas have been taken on board and we are 
acting on some of them already. The next Council
meeting will consider a scheme to fund Grad School
attendance and the External Relations Office is
planning a dedicated event for postgraduate 
students at the SGM meeting in Bath next March. 
Watch this space…

Successfully surviving 
your PhD

Careers


