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Gradline

Q What attracted you to
microbiology research?
I studied biochemistry 
at university, but I found
myself particularly
enjoying the lectures 
on bacterial physiology,
photosynthesis and 
gene regulation. When 
it came to choosing a 
PhD I followed up this 
interest by working with
photosynthetic bacteria,
and I’ve worked with
microbes ever since.

Q How did you find the
transition from postdoc to
research group leader?
Very difficult and quite
traumatic! Nothing
prepares you for the absolute responsibility of
supervising PhD students and postdocs. During our
training we acquire the ability to think scientifically, but
we are not trained in people management skills and you
just end up having to pick them up along the way!

Q Can you describe a typical day?
There isn’t really a ‘typical’ day, although more often
than not I manage to find at least a couple of hours to
work at the bench. I have never given up benchwork, it’s
the thing I enjoy most about my job and one of the main
reasons why I am a perpetual fellow! One of the great
attractions of working in a research institute is the
access to central facilities such as a media kitchen,
which has saved me countless hours preparing LB and
autoclaving tips! The rest of my time is taken up with
grant and paper writing and reviewing, other bits and
pieces of admin and the odd conference here and there.

Q How do you fund your research?
My research is funded by a combination of funding
bodies – currently the BBSRC, MRC, Royal Society
and European Union. In the past I have also enjoyed
funding from the Leverhulme Trust and the Wellcome
Trust. Local funding bodies, the John Innes Foundation
and the University of East Anglia have been particularly
helpful for funding for PhD projects.

Q Is it possible to achieve a good work–life balance 
as a researcher?
This is a difficult one. It’s a job that constantly
encroaches on your time in one form or another. From
working late meeting grant deadlines, to inoculating
overnights on a Sunday, to attending meetings, it’s
almost impossible to have what most people would
consider a ‘normal’ home life. As a working mother I try
to restrict my working hours between 9 am and 6 pm
during the week, and be away as little as possible at
weekends, but it feels like a constant battle!

Q What is rewarding about your job?
My job is rewarding in lots of ways. The prospect of
making new scientific discoveries is still very exciting 
to me. It’s great to see people in the lab enjoying their
research, and very rewarding to have a hand in their
career development. Getting papers published and

grants funded is
something we always
celebrate in the lab, and 
it makes up for the
disappointments. Finally
the opportunity to travel to
conferences, particularly 
in exotic places, is a
definite perk of the job!

Q How do you see your
future?
I’m very happy with my
current job, and I see my
long-term future as a
project leader here at the
John Innes Centre.
Norwich is a fantastic
place to do microbiological
research. Apart from the
John Innes Centre, there

are microbiologists and bacterial biochemists at 
the University of East Anglia and at the Institute of 
Food Research, and, in future, medical microbiology
particularly will be strengthened with the construction
of the Biomedical Research Centre (BMRC) at UEA.
Although I expect my administrative load to increase
over the coming years, I will be very disappointed if I
have to hang up my Gilsons for good!

Q What advice can you offer people planning a 
career in microbiology research?
I can only really offer advice on a career in academic
research, since this is the only experience I have.
Choose PhD and postdoc positions carefully –
publications are very important, so try and pick labs that
have a good publishing record. Volunteer to supervise
lab visitors – good experience for training students in
future and it helps hone those all important people
management skills! Finally, work on something that
interests you – and be prepared to work long hours and
weather quite a lot of disappointments along the way.

Further information
John Innes Centre – www.jic.bbsrc.ac.uk

The MRC offers grants, including Career Development
Awards to postdoctoral non-clinical scientists with 2–7
years experience – www.mrc.ac.uk/index/funding/
funding-personal_awards.htm

Postdoctoral researchers in biomedical sciences can
apply for funding from the Wellcome Trust. Schemes
include Advance Training Fellowships and Research
Career Development Fellowships – www.wellcome.
ac.uk/funding/biomedicalscience/iid/

The Royal Society schemes for postdoctoral
researchers include Dorothy Hodgkin Fellowships, 
UK Relocation Fellowships and University Research
Fellowships – www.royalsoc.ac.uk/funding/

The BBSRC offers David Phillips Fellowships to
scientists who have demonstrated high potential
during their research training and initial years of
postdoctoral research – www.bbsrc.ac.uk/funding/
fellowships/Welcome.html

A job in…
A research institute
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Gradline aims to
inform and entertain
SGM members in the
early stages of their
career in microbiology.
Contributions from
undergraduate and
postgraduate
students or postdocs
are always welcome. 
If you have any news
or stories, or would 
like to see any topics
featured, contact 
Jane Westwell
(j.westwell@sgm.
ac.uk).
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17 September 2004
This event, organized by Sense About Science and
held at the Science Media Centre in London, set out to
identify the problems and challenges of representing
science in the media and to encourage young
scientists to speak about their research.

The first session, Science and the media, was a
discussion on the changing image and role of science
and scientists in the public domain, led by three
scientists who have all had dealings with the media.

Trust was considered an important factor. Scientists
have to trust that journalists will report their science
correctly, while journalists have to trust that a scientist
is giving them qualified results that the majority of the
scientific community will agree with. 

However, one panellist observed that an obvious
problem is that ‘bad news’ or scare stories sell
newspapers, whereas ‘good news’ or educational
stories tend be boring in comparison.

Although all of the scientists could recount incidences
of misquotes in articles or sensationalist headlines,
they agreed that the majority of their science was
correctly reported in all media forms and that it is
important to communicate with the press.

The emphasis on speaking to the press was also
backed by the panel of journalists who led the second
session, What journalists are looking for, which
considered how the media works and where things
can go wrong.

The journalists present insisted that the press 
doesn’t intentionally make mistakes with stories to
sensationalize science or sell more newspapers. The
media works on reputation and if they are known to
deliberately sensationalize, people stop giving them
good stories.

Advice on dealing with the press from a journalist’s
viewpoint was that it is always better to speak to the
press than to decline. The urge to make news is just
too strong and if scientists don’t speak to the media
and give them the correct facts, a story could run
anyway without this input, or even with obviously
incorrect ‘facts’ from an alternative or opposition
viewpoint.

There are many ways in which scientists can help to
keep articles accurate – including being clear, not
using jargon, using analogies and being willing to give
a bit on precision.

Taking a realistic approach to science reporting
was an explanation of how scientific news is
communicated, typical difficulties and areas of
misunderstanding, as well as practical guidance on
how to make your voice heard in debates about
science. Fiona Fox from the Science Media Centre, a
press office for all UK science, gave a great example
of how one badly reported story could be carried
through the media as far as Government without the
actual facts behind it being checked.

Her advice was not to be complacent about the risks
from the media and that preparation makes a huge

difference – know what you want to say, as well as
what you are not saying, think about any contentious
questions that may arise and have answers ready. It
was also considered very important to discuss any
risks associated with your work – let’s face it, life itself
carries many risks. Other good tips included using
press offices – most universities and institutes have
them; using science reporters – because they
specialize in science issues; and not being afraid of 
the broader debate – scientists do bring respect to
debates.

There are many researchers and scientists who
believe that younger colleagues should be taking over
and speaking to the press, and the journalists
attending the event were unanimous in their approval
of young scientists putting themselves forward as
experts.

� Faye Jones, Public Affairs Administrator

Young 
Microbiologist 
of the Year 
Competition
The Dublin meeting saw
the finals of the SGM’s
science communication
contest. Nine keen
postgrads and postdocs,
who had been selected as
finalists by the Special
Interest Groups and Irish
Branch on the basis of
their offered presentations (either oral or poster) at
recent SGM meetings, gave 10 minute talks on their
research. Five minutes was allowed for questions to
each speaker. The standard was amazingly high and
the judges, provided from the Group Committees and
chaired by Jo Verran, Convener of the Education and
Training Group, had a very difficult job. The winners
were announced at the ‘Irish Night’ later that evening.
The first prize of £500 went to Nolwenn Jouvenet
(pictured above) of Institute of Animal Health,
Pirbright, for her presentation Transport of African
Swine Fever virus from assembly site to the plasma
membrane. The second prize of £200 was won by
Gavin Byrne (University College Dublin) and third
prize of £100 went to Sheila Ryan (University
College Cork). The other finalists received a cheque
for £25 in recognition of their efforts and everyone 
will get free membership of the Society in 2005.

Further details of the competition and an entry 
form are available on the meetings page of the SGM
website. Why not enter by submitting an offered 
poster or oral presentation for the spring meeting 
at Heriot-Watt next year? The closing date for
abstracts is 3 December 2004, so get cracking!

Sense About Science
Voice of young science

Biosciences
Federation Careers
Conferences 2004
� 6 November – King’s 
� College, London

� 20 November – Leeds

� 27 November – 
� Glasgow

These all day
conferences are for life
science undergraduate
(graduating in 2005 or
2006) and postgraduate
students. Each
conference includes a
range of talks on career
choices and further
training, an exhibition and
a CV clinic. Don’t miss the
chance to attend the
nearest event to your
institution – further
information and a
booking form are
available on the web:
www.bsf.ac.uk/careers

Organized by bioscience
learned societies,
including SGM.

GRADschool Grants
Up to £300 is available 
to support GRADschool
attendance by
postgraduate student
members who are unable
to obtain sponsorship
from certain funding
bodies (BBSRC, MRC,
EPSRC or the Wellcome
Trust). Grants will be
available for courses in
2005. See www.sgm.
ac.uk/grants for an
application form.

Surviving Your PhD
Workshop, 6 April 2005

This evening workshop
will take place at Heriot-
Watt University and
include interactive
sessions on Managing
your supervisor, Getting
through your viva and
Thesis and report writing.
The event will be followed
by a buffet and drinks
reception.


