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Resilience? 



Being like Batman 

• I think of being resilient as being like Batman 
• In practice resilience isn’t usually a perfectly elastic process 

• Recovering from adverse situations can, and preferably should, increase your 
ability to deal with future challenges 

• Just like Batman 



Who am I? 

Formative years: rural 
upbringing, GCSEs and 
A levels (Maths, Phys, 

Chem) in Wales  

BSc Hons: Physics and 
Astrophysics, Queens’ 
University of Belfast 

MSc: Optoelectronics, 
Queens’ University of 

Belfast 

Research 
Assistant: 
Adelaide 

University 

PhD student: 
Spaceborne 
gravitational 

wave 
interferometry, 

University of 
Glasgow 

PDRA, University 
of Glasgow 

Research Fellow, 
University of 

Glasgow 

SUPA Graduate 
School Co-ordinator 

Research Fellow, 
UoG 
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And why should you care who I am? 

• I am fortunate – I’ve only had to be resilient to 
‘standard’ academic travails 
• I am (as far as I know) relatively fit and healthy… how hard 

could it be? 
 

• I have been employed as a researcher for ~12 years 
• Hopefully you can benefit from hearing about some of my 

experiences 



Am I a resilient researcher? 

• Yes 
I am employed on an open-ended contract… 
… that is funding dependent 

 
• Proof of resilience to follow 



The termination letters 

 



10 years later 
• I have had at least 12 

“Notice of Termination” 
letters since 2006 
• This can erode your 

belief that your 
institution values you 

• Try and look beyond the 
letter – there is a process 
that has resulted in this 
letter 

• Universities are charities, 
but they can’t be loss-
making organisations 



I’m still here 

Thankfully, I’ve had >12 
“Funding Continuation” 
letters! 



And then there’s the job applications 

 



My stats 

• 8 fellowship applications 
• 2 interviews, 1 appointment 

• 6 lectureship applications 
• 1 interview (so far), 0 appointments 

• 1 Research Management position application 
• 1 interview, 1 appointment 



Resilience, or stubbornness? 

• So why do I keep 
coming back? 
• This all sounds 

very negative, 
maybe I should 
have taken the 
hint? Staying employed might require 

resilience; doing what you like 
about your job doesn’t 



Success comes, eventually 
• Various funding applications have been successful 

– hence my continued employment 
• I have won >£0.75M worth of funding as PI 
• I have been Co-I/joint submitter for many £M of 

funding 
• Part of a successful Marie Curie Initial Training 

Network bid (at the fourth time of applying) 
• I was the Knowledge Base Supervisor on a KTP for 

which I wrote the bid 



Time management 
• If you’re in academia, you probably have a tendency to want to do 

everything that comes your way as it all seems worthy 
• How often have you thought “I don’t have enough time”? 

• You have exactly the same amount of time as everybody else 
• You do have enough time – but not to do everything 

• Prioritise: “That activity is not high enough on my priority list to do” 
• Be ruthless 

• Keep a good calendar – and look at it!  Think of your calendar as a vital tool 
rather than an onerous task 

• Block out time for non-meeting activities e.g. 
• “Prepare for meeting” 
• “Go over notes from meeting” 
• “Complete actions from meeting” 
• “Lab time” 
• “Paper writing” 



Efficiency 

• As a PhD student I spent long hours in 
the University 

PhD 



Efficiency 

• As a PDRA my working 
pattern changed 

PhD PDRA 



Efficiency 

• And eventually as a 
Research Fellow 

PhD PDRA RF 



And then this happened… 
• From a logistical point of view, 

babies are challenging 
• I estimate that having a child – 

once it is a few months old – 
blocks out 4 to 5 hours of your 
day 

• The expectations on your 
outputs absolutely do not 
decrease 

• So something has to give… 



Efficiency 

• Now I have 
less 
flexibility 
• And less 

sleep 

PhD 
1 1.8 1.3 2 

PDRA RF RF + child 
Normalised productivity estimate 



Efficiency 

• I’ve had to learn to be more efficient 
• As they say “work smarter, not harder/longer” 
• It’s taken a long time to improve my efficiency 

• And it’s still a work in progress 



What happens to work content 

• In general the more senior you become, the less time 
you spend researching 
• You spend more time on management (sitting in front of a 

computer or in meetings) 
• You have to learn to work as part of a team and to delegate 



Taking a break is a good thing 

• Make time in your schedule for a break 
• It is highly unlikely that you can operate at peak 

efficiency for 12 hours straight 
• Go to the gym – actually put it in your diary 
• Go to group coffee, this counts as work 
• Take a lunch break 
• Have holidays – and don’t feel guilty 
• Wine helps 

• (in moderation) 



Take control 

• Are you happy in your work? 
• Yes 

• Great – plan ahead to keep it that way! 

• Sometimes/maybe/no 
• Do something about it – make a long-term plan and try 

to work towards it – you are in control of your career!* 
 

*There is an element of random walking in every career path, but you can at least partially steer it 



The bigger picture 
• Working in an academic research environment is a privileged 

position 
• It might not seem like this when you are doing lab demonstrating/filling 

out forms/mopping the lab 
• You are surrounded, mainly, by other privileged people, which can 

make this less obvious 
• But cast a thought to what other people do to pay the bills 

• We are, generally, paid from the public purse 
• (Which also leads us on to different topics such as why you should 

conduct outreach activities and try to generate impact from your 
research…) 

• When you feel demotivated, try and put things in perspective 



Summing up 

• A research career is challenging 
• Which is probably part of why you are doing it 

• The best coping mechanisms I have found are 
• Careful time management 
• Becoming more efficient 
• Taking a break, e.g. not working on the weekend 

• Try to be objective: are you happy in your work?  
If not, why not, and what do you need to do? 



And finally 

Being Batman 
is great, but 

being yourself 
can be pretty 

good too 


