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Many columns in this series have focused on research 
advice and have provided excellent tools for thinking 
about the transition from junior to senior researcher.  So 
let me instead talk about the data management research 
system that we find ourselves a part of, whether 
academic, industrial, or governmental.  Let me call it 
Big Research. 

Congratulations!  You have mastered Big Research and 
Big Research has changed you.  You have figured out 
how to navigate this complex and challenging discipline 
and are now one of us!  Now is the time to pause and 
remember what you hated about the process of getting 
here and reflect on whether all those hurdles were good 
hurdles.  Many –- no, most -- made you a better 
researcher, scientist, communicator, and mentor, but did 
they all?  Don’t be someone who says, “I had to run this 
unproductive gauntlet, so therefore everyone else 
should.” 

Big Research is a conservative space, in part because of 
the years of training that it takes to become a member.  
After all those years, we master the existing system and 
are very comfortable and adept at it.  So why change a 
system we have conquered and that now works for us?     

Use Your Power - Perhaps more than most careers, Big 
Research offers mid-career researchers considerable job 
security and as a result, considerable power.  Most Big 
Research organizations are powered by a system of 
shared governance that junior researchers are often 
shielded from.  As a mid-career researcher, you will be 
called upon to take on service assignments that shape 
your organization.  I would encourage you to be very 
deliberate and contemplative in your choices.  Don’t 
view this as throwaway committee assignments that you 
need to just blindly do.  Pick one or two passion 
assignments where you think something needs to be 
changed.  It is time to consider the climate in which you 
are working and think about whether you can have a 
positive impact on that climate. I’m not suggesting 
becoming a radical -- rather consider every service 
opportunity you have and think about whether they are 

in areas where you could have a positive impact on the 
profession.   

Going from “get” to “create” - Every junior researcher 
I have interviewed (for a job, for a PhD position, for a 
postdoc), frames their questions using the verb “get”.  
Will I get excellent students here?  Will I get exceptional 
collaborators here?   I think these are the wrong 
questions.  You have to make your students and 
collaborations excel.   As a mid-career researcher, an 
important transition is to understand that your career is 
about creating, not getting.  You must invest time into 
becoming the mentor, colleague, and collaborator who 
inspires exceptional work.  Your job is to make your 
students into great researchers; they do not typically 
come out of the box that way. 

Trust and Joy - Big Research offers unique autonomy 
in how you do your job.   As a junior researcher, we 
sometimes feel that we cannot exercise this autonomy 
fearing hidden strings behind pleasing those responsible 
for our advancement.  I advise mid-career researchers to 
exercise their autonomy fully.  Collaborate with people 
who you trust ethically.  People who give their students 
and colleagues credit and who consider the social 
implications of their research.  And seek out joy in your 
collaborations.  Find collaborators and students who 
approach the white board with sheer glee when they 
realize you have posed an interesting problem that they 
can’t immediately solve!   

Finally, enjoy the journey.  Big Research is only as good 
as those who care about it and care to help it evolve and 
reform progressively.  You are innovative researchers.  
It is important to also be innovative in shaping our 
community and culture.   
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