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They'll see you now

If you're like most people, waiting for a performance
review is akin to sitting in reception at the dentist’s. You
hope your appointment isn't going to result in any pain,
but you expect the worst.

Perhaps some scientists aspire to academia in order to
avoid such meddlesome interactions, but two UK lab heads
say that feedback is a valuable part of the scientific
process. The trick, they say, is making these routine
check-ups a two-way process. They advise keeping the
meetings relatively informal and focused on progress,
rather than deficiency.

Kay Davies is head of the University of Oxford's anatomy
department, honorary director of the Medical Research
Council's Functional Genetics Unit and co-director of the
Oxford Centre for Gene Function. She makes appraisals an
annual event for the scientists she directs, and says they
keep her researchers focused on specific objectives.
Yearly meetings help them to see what sort of research
opportunities exist and how to pick up the necessary skills
and resources, she adds.

A different strategy is used by Steve Jackson, who heads

a lab at the Gurdon Institute of Cancer and Developmental
Biology in Cambridge. He conducts informal exit interviews
when students and postdocs end their stint. These casual
conversations give the young scientists career goals and
provide Jackson with valuable feedback about his lab’s
direction. He has also used the chats to find employees

for KuDOS Pharmaceuticals, a biotechnology company
that he created in 1997.

Labs all over the world differ in their policy towards such
interactions. Some provide few opportunities for appraisals
or feedback, others rely on casual conversations, still others
apply a more formal framework. But in science, as in
dentistry, regular appointments — whether initiated
by you or your supervisor — can improve your
long-term health.

Paul Smaglik, Naturejobs editor
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