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What is networking?

It’s a good thing that the stereotypical image of the 
mad scientist is not true. If it were, Napoleon might 
have been defeated by an army of the reanimated, 
starting a historical timeline of World Dictators that 
could read something like this: Drs. Frankenstein 
(1811-1870), (Captain) Nemo (1870-1896), Moreau 
(1896-20), Caligari (1920-1927), Rotwang (1927-
58), No (1958-64), Strangelove (1964-1985), Brown 
(1985-*), Evil (1997-present).

The real life of a scientist, like those in most other 
professions, is fundamentally dependent on 
interpersonal interactions. Nobody, not even Dr. Evil, 

can work in isolation. Perhaps a bit less obviously, 
our long hours are wasted unless our work is 
communicated, evaluated and integrated into the 
ongoing flow of scientific progress. Although offered in 
the Current Protocols context, the goal of this essay is 
not to provide a protocol for networking (you can find 
one at this MIT site), but a few simple suggestions for 
how biologists at different career levels can deal with 
the classic/old school version of this topic. Despite the 
fact that our understanding of the term itself depends 
heavily on the internet, the fascinating implications 
and application of social media for networking will be 
left for another installment.

http://gecd.mit.edu/jobs-and-internships/finding-jobs-and-internships/networking-and-informational-interviews


What is networking?

“Six degrees of separation” theorizes that you are 
connected to everyone on earth by a surprisingly small 
number of interpersonal connections. But of course 
your network is not the whole world. And gossiping 
is certainly communication with important career 
implications. But that is not the sort of professional 
interaction that is the focus here. So, what is?

As you enter graduate school, your classmates form 
an important initial network. This is soon supplemented 
by the members of the lab you join, and later by the 
members of the lab where you postdoc, or perhaps 
the company you join. The networking that we are 
talking about is this, plus the next layer or two outside 
of that. The first layer would be your collaborators 
and coauthors. As time goes on, this should grow to 
include a good fraction of the people actively working 
in your specific field, as well as many others at your 
home institution(s) and elsewhere.

One good definition may have originated from a 
predecessor of the MIT site linked above, but is now 
widespread: 
Networking is the process of discovering and utilizing 
connections between people. Genuine networks stem from 
friendships or business relationships. Everyone knows other 
people, and thus has a network. But “networking” implies 
movement beyond one’s immediate network and involves 
tapping into other people’s networks, perhaps far removed 
from one’s own.
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Why is it important?

The phrase “All politics is local” is attributed to the 
former Speaker of the US House of Representatives, 
the late Thomas P. “Tip” O’Neill.  Figure 1 shows 
O’Neill networking with Nancy Pelosi, a young 
congresswoman who would eventually become 
Speaker herself. This interaction apparently worked 
well, but politicians are selected for their success 
at this sort of thing. How does networking apply to 
scientists? Compared with them, our “politics” is even 
more local. Every important decision that affects your 
career is made by your peers.

When you are a student, preliminary exams and 
thesis defenses look like hurdles imposed by people 
at a career level ahead of yours. While this is true, 
your mentors will form the core of your network and 
these experiences will forge important, long-lasting 
interactions. As time goes on, they will write the letters 
of recommendation that will facilitate getting that 
postdoc position or faculty job. 

You will also depend on people outside your home 
institution(s). The reviewer of your first paper may 
well be the person who came to your institution to 
give a talk in your field, or the person who seemed 
particularly interested at your poster.

More broadly, in an ideal world, the reviewers of your 
papers, your grants, your promotions, even your 
candidacy for the Nobel Prize, will base their decisions 
on your objective accomplishments and merits. This, 
after all, is the basis for the entire system of peer 
review. But in the real world it is only natural that 
additional knowledge about the candidate will factor 
in. “I know that Wendong is a good scientist, maybe 
he just didn’t include that control because of space 
constraints.” versus “This looks like an interesting 
idea, but the lack of that control makes me worried.” 

Figure. 1. Speaker of the US House of Representatives, Tip O’Neill, networks with 
future Speaker Nancy Pelosi. From Wikipedia

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tip_O%27Neill)


Why is it important?

One can certainly make the case that this is not fair, 
but the grant reviewer with 10 proposals in her pile 
and a 10% funding rate has to make hard choices. It 
is the same for those high-profile journal editors and 
reviewers. Effective networking can help your peers 
make informed choices about you. 

More positively, and potentially more importantly, 
effective networking can strongly support your 
science. A simple but incredibly powerful example is 
noted in the notation for the Nobel Prize in Physiology 
and Medicine for “Maintenance of chromosomes by 
telomeres and the enzyme telomerase”:

Blackburn had found that amplified extrachromosomal 
copies of the ribosomal RNA genes of the protozoan 
had repeat sequences that seemed to function as a 
cap, but had no way to functionally characterize them. 
Szostak was developing artificial chromosomes, but 
lacked the essential telomeres. Although they may 
eventually have made contact via reading each 
others’ papers or some other means, it is one thing 
to read a paper and wonder if it is relevant to your 
own work and another to be sitting next to a colleague 
with free time on a pleasant afternoon. The perfect 
networking opportunity at that small conference got 
the ball rolling. 

It seemed crazy at the time, but it worked. Coming 
from completely different systems (Tetrahymena and 
yeast), Blackburn and Szostak realized that each 
might have a crucial part that the other was missing. 

A crucial step was initiated when Elizabeth Blackburn and 
Jack Szostak attended the same Gordon Conference in 
1980. They decided to collaborate to investigate if adding 
Tetrahymena chromosome end repeat DNA sequences 
to linear yeast plasmids could stabilize the ends to allow 
replication.
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I am shy - How can I get started?

This is the heart of the problem. Most scientists are definitely not natural politicians. Many feel inhibited, 
particularly around more senior colleagues. Gender and culture-related issues can make it even harder. 
Does this mean that you have to change your personality or identity? No, because you can’t. The 
point is that there are opportunities all around you that are specifically designed to help you establish 
a professional network. All you have to do is decide which to take advantage of. Here we summarize 
opportunities and approaches for scientists at several levels to become more connected. 

Please see the personal examples for successful networking by early career researchers.

Students/Postdocs 
• Communicate and collaborate
•  Don’t just go to seminars, ask 

questions
•  Volunteer - contribute to the community
•  Go to meetings - local, national, 

international
•  Join your scientific society,  

and volunteer for committees
•  Don’t just learn English, speak it

Junior Faculty
In addition to all the things you  
should do as a Student or Postdoc,

•  Say yes to grant and manuscript 
review

•  Become a meeting/symposium 
organizer

•  Become a great mentor for your 
students

Personal Example: Just Say Yes!
Meng Wang, Assistant Professor, Baylor College of Medicine

As a junior faculty member, you will feel 
overwhelmed by many things, doing 
research, managing a lab, teaching 
course, writing grants, etc., and feel 
that you do not have time or energy 
for any more. But there are several 
opportunities that you should always 
say “yes” to. When a SRO or PO from 
NIH and NSF calls and asks you to 
serve in study sections, always say 
“yes.” Attending study sections and 
reviewing grant applications will take a 
lot of effort and time, but it is a great 
way to meet people in your field. They 
are likely the reviewers of your grants 
in the future. 

So it is very helpful to be on the other 
side of this reviewing process, getting 
to know them in study sections. 

Organizing a meeting or a symposium 
is the best way to introduce yourself 
to your scientific societies. You will 
be able to directly communicate with 
well-established scientists by inviting 
them to the meeting/symposium. 
Your name will be printed on the 
“abstract book,” and attendees will 
recognize your face. Although it 
might take you some time before you 
can organize a meeting/symposium, 
talking to the senior organizers of your 
“home” meetings and volunteering 
to be a session chair will be a 
good start. 

Most departments and institutions 
have seminar series for invited 
speakers. Senior faculty members 
are sometimes too busy to organize 

these seminars, invite people and 
meet speakers. Volunteering to 
organize these events, sending 
emails to invite people, and adding 
yourself to the itinerary of speakers 
will all help to build your network.  
The speakers you invite may well be 
the future reviewers of your papers, 
grants, and promotions. Talking to 
them one-on-one will be the best way 
for them to know you and your work.



Senior Faculty
In addition to the points mentioned for 
Students, Postdocs and Junior Faculty 
above, 

 •  Say yes to grant review and journal 
editorship

 • Become a meeting organizer

 •  Pay back by mentoring junior faculty 
and student

Personal Example: It’s a Small World After All!
Sayee Anakk, Assistant Professor, University of Illinois at Urbana–Champaign

Is it Verizon or United Airlines that 
advertises a bunch of dots connected 
with the lines all across the country? 
I guess it is pretty close to visualize 
networks in those terms. We can 
designate those dots to represent 
places, proteins and even people. 
Networking begins as soon as one is 
born, with our family network, and as 
we grow we add on a social network, 
and then as we pursue our scientific 
career, we grow our scientific network. 

There are two examples I would like 
to share. The first was during my 
graduate studies, when I was working 
on drug metabolism and characterizing 
Cytochrome P450 regulation. I decided 
to study the two key nuclear receptors 
crucial for drug metabolism—Pregnane 
X receptor (PXR) and Constitutive 
Androstane receptor (CAR). Therefore, 
I wanted to contact Dr. Jeff Staudinger 
and Dr. David Moore to obtain PXR 
and CAR knockout mice, respectively. 

It was early 2000 and these receptor 
functions were just being characterized. 
I approached my graduate advisor Dr. 
Henry Strobel and asked if it would be 
possible to obtain liver samples from 
those knockouts. Henry smiled and 
said he knew both the investigators. 
I looked quizzically at him. He said, 
“Jeff Staudinger is an alumnus of this 
graduate school,” and “I served on 
the thesis committee of one of David 
Moore’s graduate students.” I was able 
to get the samples.

When I was a postdoctoral fellow and 
was characterizing a complex mouse 
model, there were several insights 
I obtained by presenting my data in 
meeting and at poster sessions. There 
were also my peers whom I met and 
shared funny scientific banter over 
lunches or dinners at those meetings. 
One such incident was about myself 
and two other post-doctoral fellows 
I met during a Nutrition Signaling 

meeting. Over an evening banquet, 
we all realized that we were in the job 
market looking for faculty positions. It 
was nice to connect, share the anxiety, 
and iron out our dreams for our very 
own future labs. We wished each 
other luck and left. It was delightful to 
meet again in the exact same meeting 
two years from then to realize all of 
us had a achieved what we wanted!  
Matt Potthoff was a faculty member 
at the University of Iowa, Adam Rose 
was a running his group in Heidelberg 
University, and I made it to University 
of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. It so 
happens that nuclear receptor Fxr held 
the thread for all three of us.

…Time and again I have experienced 
that Walt Disney and the Sherman 
Brothers were right—  It’s a Small 
World after all, and guess what! We are 
all connected! 

I am shy - How can I get started?


