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David Bowie once described fashion in an eponymously
named song as full of “tension and fear”. He was describing
clothing, music and dancing, but he might as well have 

been singing about science.

Most scientists would scoff at such a suggestion, saying that
they have no interest in keeping up with the cool kids at the bench
next door. This may be true of superficial trappings — although
some do have a need to sport the latest flat-screen display or high-
throughput technology. But the real trend-setting runs a little
deeper — it’s the need to keep up with the pack in research topics.
And pressure from external forces to make a researcher’s science
more relevant to society only exacerbates the issue.

It may seem like the best approach, but following trends can 
be detrimental to your career. A recent article in EMBO Reports
(K. Weigmann EMBO Rep. 5, 1028–1031; 2004) presents a few
case studies. After a Nobel prize and the scare over mad-cow
disease, prions became ‘flavour of the month’ — which was good
news for the few scientists already working in the field. But the
huge boost in publicity prompted many others to jump on the
bandwagon — and then the funds dried up.

Even if money had remained available, the hype would have
attracted more competition, so ultimately everyone would have 
got less. Even in well-funded fields, it can be dangerous to jump
on someone else’s train — you might get scooped. But there is 
a solution. Ask a novel question and either invent a new 
technique or use the latest methods to answer it, says Bruce
Alberts, president of the US National Academy of Sciences 
(see Nature 431, 1041; 2004).

It’s much more satisfying to start a trend than follow one.
And doing so means you won’t end up a fashion victim.

Paul Smaglik
Naturejobs editor
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