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Dear HR, Learning and Development and Training Professional: 

 

Here are some comments and questions I hear from people in roles like yours:  

 
• “My scientists won’t come to any workshop that takes more than (fill in the blank -an 

hour, a half day, etc.). They say they’re too busy.” Or, “Do you run workshops that take 

only an hour?” 

• “The scientists in my institution only want workshop X (fill in the blank – one specific 

workshop in the list of 11 that I offer). They’re not interested in the others.” 

• “Do your workshops teach emotional intelligence?” 

•  “The scientists in my institution have no management training and for some of them it 

really shows in how they treat the people in their group. How can I get them to 

understand that they need to learn these skills?” 

I concluded long ago that if a scientist doesn’t believe that good management, leadership 

or interpersonal skills are important in getting their work done then there was very little I 

could do to convince them otherwise. Of course, there are decades of research in the 

management and social science literature showing the relationship between these skills 

and productivity, but scientists will argue (incorrectly) that those studies don’t apply to 

scientific research enterprises. 

 

What we should focus on is not whether science managers want or even think they need 

such training.  What is important is that you as institutional officials and they as 

managers have a responsibility to ensure that your scientists are being managed and led in 

accordance with the best possible principles and practices. Poor or uninformed 

management and leadership skills are every bit as dangerous as toxic chemicals in the 

lab. They harm people, they affect people’s well-being and can impact the life and career 

trajectories of trainees. These skills are therefore the direct responsibility of institutional 

officials and of people in your roles. You wouldn’t think of allowing a graduate student 

or postdoc to be exposed to dangerous and harmful agents in the lab without the proper 

training. Why then would you allow scientists untrained in management, interpersonal or 

leadership skills to negatively impact those they manage? You shouldn’t.   

 

The acquisition of these skills should not be an option but a requirement for being a 

manager in your institution. This is not a radical idea – pharmaceutical and biotech 

companies, many of whom are clients, invest considerable resources and time in training 

their scientists in management and leadership. A valued client, the National Institutes of 

Health, requires anyone (including their most senior leaders) who manages or supervises 
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even one other person, to participate in management and leadership training not once, but 

every three years.     

 

Exactly which workshops or training programs are needed in your organization is to 

some degree up to you. And I mean you, not the scientists. Asking a scientist what kind 

of management or leadership workshops they need is akin to asking a toddler what they 

want for lunch. You could do it to be polite, but they probably have no idea what the 

options are or what they need to remain healthy and grow.  At Science Management 

Associates we have carefully honed our workshop offerings to address the most critical 

skills that science managers need to acquire, based on our decades-long personal 

experience in the world of scientific research and in response to requests from people like 

yourself. We strongly recommend our core offering, the two-day sequence “Leadership 

and management skills for scientists” (Workshop 11),  a “boot camp” for new and 

seasoned managers alike as the place to start. The fact that it’s a two-day commitment 

emphasizes the importance you place on these skills. They are not skills that can be 

learned in an on-line 45-minute webinar – we firmly believe that real learning requires 

face to face interactive experiences including role playing, one-on-one and team 

exercises. 

 

The primary purpose of our workshops is not to improve the emotional intelligence, 

sensitivity or empathy of those who attend them – although we believe that does in fact 

happen.  Their purpose is to improve the scientific productivity of those who attend them. 

We firmly believe that scientists who are managed well, are given clear goals with 

helpful feedback, and who feel that their managers have an interest in their career and 

development are more motivated and productive than those who lack these advantages. 

The result is improved communication, collaboration and productivity. 

 

Finally, we strongly urge HR and other professionals to ensure that the scientific 

leadership of your organization is 100% behind your efforts to introduce our training. It is 

even better if senior scientific leaders personally introduce the workshops or even attend 

one or more of them. If support is half-hearted and if allocating time for training is done 

grudgingly scientists will get the message that it is not that important. 

 

I look forward to talking with you about your science management training needs.  

 

Carl M. Cohen, Ph.D. 

January 28, 2019 


