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Industrial research often focuses on patents rather than publications, which researchers wanting to return to academia might need to consider.

BOOMERANG ACADEMICS:

WHY WE CAME BACK

A move from academiatoindustry isn’t aone-way street. Researchers who
have pivoted between the two explain why.

hereas many researchers talk

about a move to industry as an

irreversible step, some treat

their time away from academia

as a career-enhancing sabbatical.
Advice on navigating this move — permanent
or otherwise — can be hard to find.

In Nature’s 2022 survey of graduate stu-
dents, 47% reported dissatisfaction with their
current level of guidance on career pathways
(go.nature.com/454xtj3).Previoussurveysshow
that early-career researchers want to pursue
anacademiccareer path:in2020, forexample,
63% of postdoctoral scholars expressed a wish

to stay in academia (go.nature.com/46ecrcp).
Butthose who have made the movetoindustry
tend tobe happier and better paid, accordingto
Naturesurveysin2019 (go.nature.com/375hgijt)
and 2020 (go.nature.com/45kjk2v) .

Someacademics who dip their toesinto the
private sector realize thatit’s not for them. Yet
returning to academia isn’t always seamless,
given differences in compensation, expecta-
tions and work cultures.

Nature asked four scientists to reflect on
their returns toacademiaand to offer sugges-
tions for early-career academics considering
their own transitions.

JEREMY SIVAK
ADAPT TODIFFERENT
WORK CULTURES

Afluke led me toindustry.In2005, I finished
apostdoctoral fellowship at the University of
Cambridge, UK, on tissue morphogenesis and
repair, and I was thinking about next steps. |
was interviewed for an assistant-professor
role that didn’t happen, but a few months
later the interviewer called me. They said
they were moving to industry and asked if |
would like to jointhem. It wasachancetotry
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Jeremy Sivak worked at the US drug firm Novartis before returning to academia in Canada.

something different and move my family back
to North America.

Ijoined asmall but rapidly growing depart-
ment at the pharmaceutical company Novar-
tis in Cambridge, Massachusetts. I spent five
years there as a project lead in ophthalmic
drugdiscovery, returning toacademiain 2010
as an assistant professor at the University of
Toronto, Canada.Inacademia, there are some
common misconceptions aboutindustry. For
instance, that the workload is lighter, that
because you don’t have to apply for grants in
the same way, you don’t have to justify your
resources and that there’sless creativity. That’s
notreally true: the pressures and the creativity
arestill there, they just take a different form.

In my experience, however, industry is
wildly different when it comes to collabo-
ration. There’s a shift from the academic
environment — where projects tend to be
smallin scale and very focused — to working
on multiple complex projects with various
teamsinindustry.

For example, in toxicology in an industry
setting, one person might apply their expertise
tomany projects run by different teams, each
with varying problems to solve.

There’s pros and cons to that. On the one
hand, youdon’tface as much pressureto push
this project forward alone. But you might
also lose that feeling of ownership and suc-
cess that comes withdrivinga project. On the
other hand, there’s a lot of joy to be found in
completing tasks or meeting milestones with
ateam.

Eventually, however, I felt like the odd
person out. | chafed a bit under the top-
downstructure, in which strategic company
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decisions would flow down the chain of
management. And | had my own curiosi-
ty-based ideas about what and how I wanted
tostudy, whichis why Istarted actively look-
ing to come back to academia. I've never felt
completely done with industry, though. |
still have good relationships with my former
colleagues.

For me, it’simportant to pay attention to
what the metrics used to evaluate success
looklike in different environments. have seen
people in private companies still acting like
academics — starting side projects and grant
applications — but I think that doesn’t work
so well, because they’re not contributing as
strongly towards the goals of the company or
the main project.

There’sastriking difference between aca-
demiaandindustryinterms ofthe metricsfor
success. As an academic, your CV becomes
your identity, but I had no publications dur-
ing my timeinindustry. One of my challenges
was to reframe my industry successes for an
academic audience, although I was not able
to discuss the details of some of those pro-
jects for proprietary reasons.

Ithink that my experience in industry cer-
tainly changed how I view my science and
research, and now I can’t help but run my
academiclab alittle bit differently. I tend to
take a translational focus; I try to put on my
industry hat.

Jeremy Sivak is a senior scientist and
glaucoma research chair at the Krembil
Research Institute in Toronto, Canada, and
associate professor at the University of
Toronto School of Medicine.

VINITHAM. THADHANI
LEARNTHE LANGUAGE OF THE
PRIVATESECTOR

It’'s common practice in Sri Lanka, where I'm
based, toberecruited asasenior lecturer once
you finish your PhD. I joined the Institute of
Chemistry Ceylon, a non-profit academic
organizationin Colombo, as asenior lecturer
assoon as I submitted my PhD thesisin 2007.
There,Iwas doingbasic researchin chemistry:
isolating plant compounds and looking at their
bioactivities.

In 2014, I shifted to the private sector and
joined the SriLankaInstitute of Nanotechnol-
ogy (SLINTEC), also in Colombo, as a senior
research development scientist. SLINTECis a
researchinstitute run by the governmentand
corporate partners, and conducts projects
thataredirected towards commercialization.
The institute looks at the needs of industri-
alists, such as the end cost for research to go
fromthe lab to acommercial product.

I gained experience in diverse sectors of
applied chemistry, such as how to dye fabrics
at lower temperatures and how to make a
paint water-repellent.l developed a patented
technology that can be scaled up to convert
teawaste from a Unilever instant tea factory
in Sri Lanka to a commercially viable textile
dye.

In 2017, the SLINTEC Academy was formed
toaward degrees.In2019, | became an associ-
ate professor there, and gained an affiliation
with the International Center for Chemical
and Biological Sciences (ICCBS) in Karachi
asanadjunct professorin the same year. This
academic affiliation helps me with publishing
scientific papers, which I need to further my
career.

Iworked at SLINTEC and its academy until
2022, but I haven’t left industry fully. At the
ICCBS, Itest bioactive compounds from plant
materials and work on textile dyes from waste
materials. 'm also the research and develop-
ment head of an Ayurvedic medicine company,
andwork asaconsultant for anIndian pharma-
ceutical company.

Whenyou're workinginindustry, you might
encounter business people who don’t know
much aboutbasic science.So you have to talk
inthe language that they understand. On the
other side, they might talk to you about fig-
ures, costs and profits, soyou also have to try
to understand their language.

Vinitha M. Thadhani is an adjunct professor
of organic chemistry at the International
Center for Chemical and Biological Sciences,
University of Karachi, Pakistan.
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SAYAN RANU
WORK OUT WHAT
DRIVES YOU

After I finished my computer science PhD
in 2012 at the University of California, Santa
Barbara, I was surel wanted aresearch career.
WhatIwas less sure about was where: industry
oracademia. My initial preference was indus-
try, because I thought it would pay better.lalso
wanted to go back to India, so two months later
Ijoined IBM Research, the global technology
company’s R&D division, as a researcher in
Bengaluru. At the time, cloud computing,
big data and artificial intelligence (Al) were
perceived as important for the business, and
these aligned with my own researchinterests.

I worked there for a couple of years and
enjoyed it. Butlrealized that, whereas research
isencouraged, ultimately the company is look-
ingtomakerevenue.Ifeltthat madeithardto
have along-termresearch agenda. Everything
hastobelinked towhatis perceived asimpor-
tant for the business, and priorities always
shift. Iwanted more independence to choose
my own research questions, and to do more
fundamental research.

Inindustrial research labs, patents are very
important, so before submitting a paper you
have to get it verified by an intellectual-prop-
erty team, which often delays publication.
And given how fast-moving the field of Aland
machinelearningis, with alot of people work-
inginit, asmall delay felt significant to me.

WhenImoved back toacademiain2014, as
an assistant professor of computer science
and engineering at the Indian Institute of
Technology (IIT) Madras in Chennai, the remu-
neration was a big adjustment. My salary was
about three or four times less than what Iwas
makinginindustry.lhadto settle forasmaller
house, and I had toreduce the number of times
Iwould visit my parentsin Calcutta.l was never
anextravagant spender, solthink for me it was
alotmore ofamental adjustment thanthe var-
ious lifestyle choices. But looking back, I think
Imade the correct decision.

I see some of my own experiences with my
students at lIT Delhi, which I joined in 2016
as an assistant professor, where | focus on
network science and Al. Many students go
for aninternship at an industrial research lab
and think that, if they later join in a full-time
research position, it will have the same respon-
sibilities as the internship.

lalso did internships, which were positive.
Butinindustry, I think many people ask interns
to do research that can be slightly high risk,
over athree-month period, and theinternship
projects feel similar to academic ones. When

you're there fulltime, the differences between
academic and industrial research become
clearer.Itell my students to observe their men-
torsinindustry: to see whether they’re doing
research all the time or if they’re also doing
somethingelse, suchas presenting toclients.
I tell whoever I'm mentoring to work out
what you really like doing, what drives you.
It’s perfectly fine to say you don’tlike research;
there are a lot of frustrations with academic
research. Do you want to publish and generate
knowledge? Or do you want to create a prod-
uct that you see people using after one year?
There’salot of motivation that people derive
fromthat.Bothareimportant. Once you have
that figured out, then start thinking about the
compensation and those other things.

Sayan Ranu is an associate professor of
computer science at the Indian Institute of
Technology Delhi.

MARIANAMAYER-PINTO
DON'TBEAFRAID
OF CHANGE

After finishing my PhD in marine science at
the University of Sydney, Australia, in 2009,
Ijust felt a bit over academia. It was a mix of
being tired and just wanting something new,
so I went travelling for a few months with my
partner in Argentina and Brazil (our home
countries). We decided to come back to Aus-
traliatogether. Anindustry position then came
up, for a natural-gas environmental project
with the consultancy RPS, based in Perth, and
Ithought it was a good way to keep doing my

science, butin different surroundings.

I was lucky — one of the reasons I got the
jobis because they were looking for people
with skills from academia. I enjoyed my year
and ahalfinindustry in Perth, but my partner
was in Sydney, and I missed the flexibility of
academia, particularly now that 'm a mum.

After moving back to Sydney, I did some
voluntary work for other researchers in my
field, because I realized that I needed to be
visible.Iwrote to people, including one of my
PhD examiners, who said she had a casual role
available. And it evolved from casual to fixed
term part time, and thento full time. It took a
while, and 1 did some teaching-only positions
untillgot on aresearch path.

lused to earn alot more whenlwasworking
inindustry. For me it was a big step down, but
in Australia the academic salaries are not that
bad (except for PhD students).

I know this comes from a privileged place,
butIthinkit’simportant to do what makesyou
feel happy. Don’t be afraid of change. It can
be daunting sometimes, but it’s worse being
unhappy doing what you don’t want.

Sometimes you see polarization, such as that
industryisbetter or academiaisbetter.feel we
need to stop that. We should be complemen-
tary; rather than one being better or worse, it
depends onwhat youwantataparticular time
of your life and what your interests are.

Mariana Mayer-Pinto is a Scientia senior
lecturer in marine ecology at the University of
New South Wales, Sydney, Australia.

Interview by Christine Ro.
These interviews have been edited for length
and clarity.
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Marine ecologist Mariana Mayer-Pinto sees industry and academia as complementary sectors.
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