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An old problem that is now getting increased attention



What can we do to fix this? Let´s start by creating 

healthier research environments within our labs



Maestre FT. 2018. Nature, doi: 10.1038/d41586-018-07514-7 Maestre FT. 2019. PLoS Comp Biol 15: e1006914



 We work more efficiently and are more creative when we are happy

 Putting yourself in the situation of the others; being kind; banning all forms of

harassment and discrimination; being sensitive when it comes to dealing with

personal/family/ health situations & and carefully listening to lab members regarding

any matter related to their work

Hendra Wijaya, University of Sydney

Ten simple rules for creating a healthier research environment
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 As PIs, we should not strictly control lab members’ schedules and be flexible

regarding their working preferences

 We should be evaluated by the outcome of our work rather than by the time we

spend in our workplace

Maestre FT. 2019. PLoS Comp Biol 15: e1006914

Hendra Wijaya
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 Being grateful not only has very positive knock-on effects on the work and

personal well-being of lab members but also helps to build confidence and

compromise among them.

 Showing our gratitude to lab members is important because their work is crucial

to ensure the smooth running of a research group.

Maestre FT. 2019. PLoS Comp Biol 15: e1006914
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Ten simple rules for creating a healthier research environment



 Labs with clearly established hierarchies and “top-down” approaches may lead to

toxic relationships and limit the capacity of lab members to think critically

 Treating lab members as executors of our instructions is a huge lost opportunity
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 Collaboration brings multiple opportunities for learning and professional

development, particularly for ECRs

 Within-lab collaborations help lab members to get along better with each other

and prepares them to set up collaborations with colleagues from other institutions

 Creating a collaborative, rather than competitive, environment within research

labs fosters motivation, productivity and creativity

Maestre FT. 2019. PLoS Comp Biol 15: e1006914
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 We must not compare our lab members to one another or with ourselves when

we were students and/or postdocs

 Every person is different and, as PIs, we should never forget that our major role

as mentors is to foster everyone’s capabilities and help them to fulfill their potential

and professional ambitions

Maestre FT. 2019. PLoS Comp Biol 15: e1006914
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 Stress associated with excessive workloads is one of the main reasons behind

mental health problems in academia

 PIs should not expect lab members to work beyond normal hours, during

weekends, and on holidays

 PIs must discuss/share with lab members resources and tips to work more

efficiently so they can maximize their productivity within normal working hours

Maestre FT. 2019. PLoS Comp Biol 15: e1006914
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 We all have either experienced or heard about PIs who dictate authorship

inclusion or order, or who insist on being authors on every paper produced by lab

members, regardless of their contribution. This should be abolished

 We can give proper credit in multiple ways: involving technicians in publications

when they have contributed to them, leaving “senior” positions to postdocs &

acknowledging the intellectual authorship of lab members

Maestre FT. 2019. PLoS Comp Biol 15: e1006914
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 Focusing on success while living under continuous rejection may put more

pressure on the work of our ECRs, increasing their frustration and anxiety levels

 Although rejection always hurts, we must embrace it as another part of our job

 And because successes are not so common, they must be properly celebrated!

Maestre FT. 2019. PLoS Comp Biol 15: e1006914
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 PIs should:

i) facilitate that lab members develop their own network of contacts

ii) allow time and resources to train lab members in critical aspects for their

professional development

iii) allow graduate students/postdocs to supervise BSc and MSc theses, and offer

postdocs the possibility of co-supervising PhD students

Maestre FT. 2019. PLoS Comp Biol 15: e1006914
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And continue with some (doable) institutional 

measures



Take very seriously and ban all forms of harassment

 We must:

i) know the magnitude of this problem in countries like Spain

ii) better protect the victims and sanction properly the harassers, taking them to

court when breaking the law

iii) Setup re-education programs for harassers, which usually are repeat offenders



Improve the training of PIs

Woolston. 2018. Nature 557: 294-296



Modify the criteria used to evaluate research activity

 Evaluations should be based more on content and less on the number of

publications, Q1s, and JIF. Multiple metrics should be used in a comprehensive

way, and research outputs other than papers (e.g. software, databases,

dissemination) should be valued more

 The “publish or perish” culture is poisoning science worldwide



Further thoughts



 We must reduce the pressure to publish/work so much as way to:

i) improve working conditions in academia now and in the future (if our PhDs and

postdocs “grow” in an ambient of extreme pressure then it is more likely that

they will reproduce it when they become PIs)

ii) reduce anxiety/depression/stress levels

iii) contribute to train healthier scientists that enjoy what they do and that will

become more creative and productive at the long term



i) Can you enjoy your job and be creative when you are working under pressure or 

very stressed? 

ii) Are you a better scientist for having more articles on your CV?

iii) Is your research better when published in a journal with JIF of, let’s say, 4.5 vs. 

when it is published in another with a JIF of 3.7 or 2.5? 

iv) It is acceptable to suffer from harassment and/or unethical behavior? 

 Please ask yourself these questions:

 If the answer is no, then:

i) be proactive to change the current statu quo of scientific practice

ii) discuss these issues with your colleagues and administrators

iii) share your tips and advice with the world

iv) contribute to turn down stereotypes

v) and be a proactive force for a much-needed cultural change in academia!



Take home messages



 If you get sick or need assistance, your papers will not take care of you (people

will do!)

 Our laboratories should be places to train scientists, not to destroy people



http://maestrelab.com     

Thank you!

Interested? Stay updated via Twitter @ftmaestre


