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but the job descriptions sought scientific
education and experience.

If jobs aren’t listed, volunteering at a
government agency can help to cultivate rela-
tionships, says Hefty. Programmes such as the
Science and Technology Policy Fellowships
offered by the American Association for the
Advancement of Science, in Washington DC,
are another common stepping stone to jobs
at the state and local levels. Taking courses in
policy can also add value toa CV.

It’s also worth looking out for untapped
opportunities to apply scientific expertise. In
2012, Oliver Grah, an environmental scientist
with experience in government and consult-
ing, approached the Nooksack tribe in north-
west Washington with a proposal to study
how climate change would affect salmon, a
vital food and cultural resource. He is now the
tribe’s water-resources programme manager,
with grant funding to train tribal members in
how to monitor changes in the glaciers whose
meltwater forms their fishing rivers.

CIVIC SATISFACTION

Working directly for, and often with, the
public can be gratifying, many scientists say.
A highlight of Henderson’s work has been
organizing ‘water summits, at which hun-
dreds of Minnesota citizens gather to discuss
local water-quality concerns with Governor
Mark Dayton. Subramanian relishes visit-
ing Maryland residents and showing them
how ‘living shorelines’ can not only protect
their properties from erosion but restore the
Chesapeake Bay’s tidal marshes.

Working conditions in state and local
government can also prove attractive. Salaries
for scientists in state and local government,
although somewhat below the average for
jobs in the federal government or industry,
compare favourably with salaries at univer-
sities and in the non-profit sector, according
to National Science Foundation data. And
overtime might not be allowed.

On the downside, some positions might
be entirely office based, and regulations can
feel constricting. But, on balance, scientists
find satisfaction in doing work that directly
affects people outside the specialists in their
field. “There’s an urgency; says Henderson of
using science to address citizens’ real-world
problems. “It’s compelling” m

Gabriel Popkin is a freelance writer in
Mount Rainier, Maryland.

CORRECTION

The Spotlight article ‘Neuroscience starts
talking’ (Nature 551, S81-S83; 2017)
affiliated Tedi Asher with the wrong
Peabody Museum. She is, in fact, at

the Peabody Essex Museum in Salem,
Massachusetts.
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You’ve got the power

If your institution won’t break down barriers for you,
do it yourself, say Tom Logan and James Arnott.

CC hat’s the problem?” asked a
professor. “If you want to con-
duct interdisciplinary research

with someone, just knock on their door”
But our experience as PhD candidates at the
University of Michigan in Ann Arbor, where
we study sustainability, suggests that bridging
the ‘silos’ — doing research that crosses disci-
plines and engages people and organizations
outside academia — is not that simple.

We wanted to strengthen the impact of our
research by overcoming the inertia and lack
of incentives for non-conventional collabo-
rations. So we created MUSE, the Michigan
University-wide Sustainability and Envi-
ronment network. Since it began in 2014, as
an informal get-together for like-minded
students, MUSE has snowballed to include
a biweekly research workshop, an annual
conference and a growing interdisciplinary
network of PhD students and postdocs.

Our research examines a variety of issues,
including how to make cities resilient to
climate change; how developing countries
can ensure food for their citizens; and how
human behaviour influences the success of
water-saving programmes.

To answer such questions, we must be
willing to expand our skill set and integrate
ideas from fields beyond our own. But doing
so requires partnerships between disciplines
and departments. And, because we want our
research to help society, we must improve our
collaboration with non-academics, including
engineers, policymakers and the public.

So why do many US PhD programmes not
teach or even encourage collaboration skills,
particularly those that researchers need for
working with scientists in other fields?

We don’t have all the answers, but we’re
making a start. Our MUSE conference in
February drew more than 100 students and
faculty members from across the university.
To encourage the participation of early-stage
PhD students, we included ‘lightning talks at
which presenters introduce their research in
five minutes and receive feedback in a con-
structive atmosphere. We are now building a
digital forum for university researchers who
are interested in working together.

We'’re grateful for the administrative
support we have received for MUSE, but
PhD students still face institutional barriers
to collaborative research. Faculty members,
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even those supportive of interdisciplinary
work, caution that such research could
confuse our academic identity and degrade
our disciplinary worth.

This pervasive viewpoint leads to the kind
of silo that many across academia love to hate.
Yet we need to simultaneously broaden and
deepen our research to further good steward-
ship of the planet, and collaborations beyond
our discipline help us to get there.

Innovative PhD programmes should
cultivate students’ capacity and willingness to
go beyond our initial disciplinary perspective.
This type of education would nurture leader-
ship and help us to close the chasm between the
lab and the real world. It would foster interdisci-
plinary research. And it would connect research
with practice to encourage implementation. But
the model doesn't yet exist.

That’s why we created MUSE. For exam-
ple, working with urban geographers
and engineers gave our research practi-
cal importance by focusing on how people
can access health care, food or education
(T. M. Logan et al. Environ. Plan. B http://
dx.doi.org/10.1177/2399808317736528; 2017).

We aim to solve the grand challenges
that are associated with energy, food, water,
climate and health by ignoring disciplinary
boundaries and engaging with people in the
community who also care about these issues.
Maybe institutions aren’t ready for this
essential change. But we young scholars are
creating our own path. m

Tom Logan and James Arnott are PhD
candidates at the University of Michigan in
Ann Arbor.
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