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Why You Should Be Mentoring a Scientist,

Right Now!

fyou ask sdentific professionak their opiniors on mentoring,

wou will find that most are supportive of the concept and agres
that it isimportant to cultivate the careers of our future sdentists.
Howeever, you are less likely tofind that the majority of sdentists
believe they have time for such relatiorships while already jug-
gling the balls inkerent in maintaining a good balance between
wiorkand a sodal life. This misunderstanding of how mentoring
fits into one’s task list can cause grest potential mentors o miss
out on connecting with the next generation of scientists as well
asto forgo the numenous benefits received fram such interactions.

Mentorhet, the E-Mentoring Metwark for Diversity in
Engineering and Scence (httpefwearar Mentoriletnet), works
with this obstacke daily in trying to recuit scientists for its One-
on-0ne programs, which match protégés from well over 100
participating campuses and affilited partners to counterparts in
industry, government laboratories, and higher education,
Mentorflets mission is to further the progress of women and other
underrepresented groups in sdentificand technical fields through
the use of a dynamic, technology-supported mentoring network.
Partidpants work through a coaching aurriculum that prompts
advice and discussion for students, postdoctoral scholars, and
early-career faculty embarking on science and enginesring @resrs

MentorNet regularly conducts evaluations as well as spedalized
studies based on the experiendes of their members. From this rich
dataset, MentorMet has identified numerous reasans why mentors
participate in the @reer development of young scentists. Taken
as awhole, thesa form a compelling argument for why setting
aside timefor mentoring is in the best interest of every sdentific
professianal.

Nourishing a Sense of Philanthropy

When asking busy scientists why they deviote time to mentoring
activities, by far the most common reason is thatit provides a
wiay to give backtoa community that has enriched their own
careers. Almost everyane realizes that their career success has
bean due in part to the kindness of others during their passing
through the sdentific trenches, and many simply want to return
the favor. One Mentorbet mentor disdoses, *l feel that for the
maost part, | find myself mantoring basad on the advice | wish
thatl wou'ld have had. | also find mysalf drawing a lot on my
current experiences and how | respond to them orwish | would
have responded to them!™ This is notto say, however, that engaging
in mentoring activities is only a Karma-driven endeavor. Dr. Harold
“Skip” Gamer, Professor of Biochemistry and Intermal Medidne at
the University of Texas Southwestern Medical Center, explains,
"Charity is not just writing a check, but more important, it is
giving your time. If suceessful, my effarts will be amplified
through the success of those | mentor, who may also go on to do
their own mentoring... Scdence and business suffers from any
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loss in productivity as a consequence of a person not benefiting
from a mentor”

Professional Development and Networking

Imvariably, mentors often discover that by taking part in a formal
achvisory program such as MentorMet or by even advising
acquaimtances informally, they are enhancing valuabla skill sats
that can be tapped during their daily responsibilities. As one's
career develops, responsibility and obligations indrease concomi-
tantly, such as in the case of maragement duties. On-the-job
instruction is the province of the seasoned professional, and
mentaring can be an excellent way to practice acting inan
achdsory role. Mentoring may also help one leam how to discuss
sticky topics thatinvolve opposing views of a given situation,
e participant from academia notes, *| chose to become a
Mentoriet mentor because | wanted to help others leam how to
achieve their careeraspirations. After | began mentoring, | dsoo-
vered that this service helped to fulfill @mmunity and professional
service obligations at my institution. Thus, serving as a mentor
has helpad me with my own career advancement” A mentoring
reationiship can ako helpone better undestand wherethe @noems
of young scientists originate, particularhy with regand to breaking
into a sdentific discipline and becoming noticed. Such issues
may be dramatically different than those experienced by the
mentoras he was beginning his career, particularly in an era of
flat ordecreasing scientific funding, which inevitably translates
into fewer parmanent jobs. Dr. Gary . Grossman, Distinguished
Research Professorin Animal Ecology at the University of Georgia,
Athens states, ©.you always learn new things from interacting
with new professionals or students. They sze things through
different eyes and learning about how they experience things
differently is always benefidal..” For those in academia, there are
very spedfic benefits, such as being better positioned to compete
for new talent to fill tenure track spats. Similarly, an Assodate
Professor of Biology and MentorMet mentor explains, it has
helped keepme in toudh with the skills and experiences that
scientists on the job market are competing with currently - this
has been useful on seanch committess”

Such strategic advantages are not limited to the acdemic world.
Industrial mentors also find that partidpating ina rmentaring
relationship provides practice for maraging the personalities on
a team. One MentorMet mentorat Abbott Labaratories says, As
a group leader in an industry setting, all of my mentoring
experiences have significantly contributed to my appraach
towards managing my own group. | like to think that I'd be much
betterat finding a joband functioning in my career based on what |
hawve learmed from my protégés” Individuals receiving quality
mentoring usually end uptapping their mentors’ professional
networks over the course of a successful relationship, but pro-
spective mentors do not always realize that this isa two-way
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strest. Protégés are often in touch with a greater number of
younger, up-and-coming professionals that can act as excellent
contacts or collaborators whether the mentor hails from ind ustry
or academia. Young, tenure-trackacademics end up developing
their owmn research programs and participating in grant reviews.
Start-up companies are common entrance points for those in the
bictechnology industry, and these individuals often rise through
the ranks quite quickly as the company expands. In the currently
tumuttuous biotechnology and pharmaceutical areras, this @n
provide a strategic advantage when any professional is faced with
the unpleasant realities that may come with division restructuring.

Salf-reflection and Self-renewal

Maost of us simply do not have the time to wax poetic about the
readmap to a @reer, but mentoring can cause even the most hic
et nunc-entered individual to pick up a philosopher’s hat. Dr.
Garner explains, "l have grown to not be amazed by the
circurmstances that require me to intervens in the activities of
those | menbor in their developrment or their work. It has enriched
me with patience, with imellectual expansion required for
decommoluting complex problems that arse, butmainly, it has
brought me pleasure” Mentoring can offera healthy respite from
the daily hustle and bustle’ of meatings and task lists, which
usually preclude one from sitting back and considering how
one's broad spectrum of experiences culminated in his or her
current position. A scientist at Pfimer states, Explaining my career
choices as an industry R&D sdentist helps me reflect on why |
am where | am today, how | feel about where I've gotten to, and
thusit compels me to thinkabout how | feel about my ‘current
career state”and what| may want to do to change it Thatis, the
unmapped nature of a protégé’s prospective wocational path can
remind mentors that career choices are not written in stone. If
one is unhappy with a work situstion, mentoring a young
scientist rmay remind him that transition & more than possible.

Mentoring Among a 5ea of Deadlines

Even for the most time-strapped individual, there are numerous
otherways to pass along career development wisdom, even if one
is not outright acquainted with the individual they are advising.
Mentoriets One-on-0ne programisan entirely eectonic mentoring
option that matches individ uals from all over the world. Mentaors
can be fram any work sactor(industry, government laboratory,
higher eduation, non-profit, etc.), and Mentorbet provides a
schedule of suggestad ermail discussions for the mentor-protégs
pair. Participation generally takes less than twenty minutes a
wieek, and an eight month commitmentis required. Although
participants can, of course, interact more often and even extend
their acquaintance to indude telephone calls or in-person
mestings, Mentoriets initial arrangement provides an element
of structure to the relationship and necessitates only an email
acoount and willingness to cormespond regularly with a protégé.

And as for even less formal options, web logging, or'blogging”
has become extremaly popular and has the potential to reach a
wide audience. A blog is an individual’s web diary usually posted
in reversa chronological order, and can be a greatway for sdentists
to post news and commentary on any topic they desire. Usually
there is an option to permit reader comments per post, which
can facilitate a dialog. There are numerous providers of free
blogging services, and justeven a few posts a week on anes
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work ervironment, struggles, pet-peeves, or pet-delights can
provide irvaluable insight into what it is like to follow a particular
career. Forexample, Dr. lane Chin at httpsYphdaareerdinicoom
posts a bevy of artides for scentists atall stages that go beyond
the typical How do you write a OV and How do you get an
industry job? lines of questioning. In her posts, she provides
numenous unique ideas for developing skillsets such as partici-
pating in improvisational dasses to learn how to step outside of
one's comfort zone

Scientific message boards provide yet another informal option
to spread one's thoughts and wisdom. Science Magazine has a
thriving forum (weerw.sciencecarears.org) moderated by industry
talentscout Dave lensen, and covers topics related to employ-
ment and career developrnent in science and engineering for
both the industrial and academic milieus. Although participants
miust register, the public face of forum pa tticpation can be
completely anomymous, which has drawn posters from a wide
range of both introd uctory and high-level positions. Prospective
mentors may find thess activities a great supplement to their
existing relationships, or at least uss them to remain connected
with other scentists looking for advice and wisdom.

Even with the flexibility that electronic avenues Gn provide for
the interested yet time-constrained mentor, keeping a healthy
waork-life balance is a challenge. But established professonals
such as Or. Garner advise that ane should make every effort to
incorporate mentoring despite such obstades "The wiorld has
just become that complex. We are all addicted to the internet
and to our professional lives. Given that, | choose to add
mentaring to the list amyways..| inteqrate mentoring with the
components of my job, but 1 also intertwine it with my personal
life. Sometimes it requires me to arrange sodal meetings outside
of wark in ervirsnments that are more comfortable for disoussions
about personal career development. | have realized that mento-
ring is part of ry life, not just part of the job” Dr. Gamers
comments emphasize that communication & the essene of
mentoring, and those willing to take part invest in a brighter
scientific future for us all. The development of a satisfying
scientific career cannot be achieved in avacuum, and the future
of science is dependent on the willingness of established
professionals to donate precious podeets of time.l
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