Inspiring Career Stories

The following stories shall serve as some inspiration for how diverse
paths in science can look like! These scientists have more than 600
publications and >100 000 citation acquired. Therefore, enjoy a look
into their past:

Prof. Dr. Dario Alessi

fzgi ubiquitylation that are linked to human disease
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Published +300 papers & Earned >5 Prizes including,
EMBO Gold Medal & Francis Crick Prize

+ President of an International Research Organization

o ‘l * His group works on protein phosphorylation and
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Don't Focus On Success, Just Follow Your Passion

If you had told me as a student that one day | would be the president
of the International Union of Biochemistry, win several prizes and
have my own group, | would have laughed.

Science, for me, has never been about climbing a ladder.

It has always been about the work itself—the thrill of uncovering
something new, the satisfaction of solving a difficult problem, the joy
of seeing an idea take shape in the lab.

| am not particularly exceptional. | wasn't a top student. | wasn't the
one with the natural talent.

In fact, my PhD project was not particularly successful. | spent almost
3 years to design a probe for an assay that within in minutes, was
proven to be dysfunctional.

| finished my PhD without having published, leaving me anxious
about my career. But | made it work.

Later, | spent most of my career at the University of Dundee, a
relatively small institution compared to the global giants. For a long
time, I've never had a first or last author paper in Cell, Science, or
Nature. Most of my work has been published in smaller journals.

In essence, | was not particularly lucky or talented, | simply had
ambition and never gave up.



To my mind, there’s a misconception that a successful scientific
career must follow a clearly rising trajectory—first a PhD, then a
prestigious postdoc, then high-impact papers, and ultimately a
directorship.

| never set out to do a PhD, but | did. | didn't plan on a postdoc, but |
found myself doing one. | never aspired to run a lab, yet | became a
principal investigator.

So if you're feeling uncertain about where your path is leading, don't
be intimidated.

Many of us started out feeling the same way. If your PhD isn’'t going
perfectly, that's not the end of your career. If your postdoc isn't as
groundbreaking as you hoped, that’'s not a failure. Some projects are
simply luckier than others.

There are always new opportunities—whether in academia, industry,
or an entirely different field. What matters is staying engaged, staying
passionate, and focusing on the work in front of you.

Prof. Dr. Igbal Parker

+ His group investigates pathways, cellular biology and
measures in cancer

F + Founding member and director of 2 scientific
organizations

+ Receiving various prizes including the award for “Outstanding
Contributions in Science, Engineering and Technology” by NSTF

Turning Challenges Into Serendipity

My journey developed in ways | could never have anticipated.
In fact, | never intended to study Biochemistry.

However, | grew up under Apartheid in South Africa. Under that
system, each racial group had its own segregated universities and
schools.

Therefore, opportunities were starkly divided. | found myself at an
institution designed for my racial group—a place that was
underfunded, uninspiring, and ill-prepared to offer a real education.



The only way to transfer to a so-called "white university” was to study
a subject that wasn't offered at my institution. For me, that subject
was biochemistry.

But what started as a loophole to escape became a passion.

When | arrived at the University of Cape Town, | discovered a field
that held the answers to life itself. That realization led me to pursue
an honors degree, then a PhD, and ultimately a lifelong career in
biochemistry.

Growing up in a segregated world meant that | had only ever been
surrounded by people like myself. Suddenly, at the University of Cape
Town, | found myself in a class of 200 students, fewer than 5% of
whom were non-white.

It was an overwhelming experience.

Communication was difficult, not just for me but for the other
students as well. We had lived in separate worlds. But over time, we
adapted. Curiosity and shared experiences broke down barriers.

Friendships formed, and | learned one of the most important lessons
of my life: before you can reach out to others, you must first become
comfortable with yourself.

After earning my PhD in biochemistry in 1979, my journey took me
across the Atlantic to the United States.

When | returned to South Africa in 198], | joined the Department of
Medical Biochemistry.

| would have never dreamed about a steep career but soon | was
appointed to the DG Murray Chair of Cancer Research and later
promoted Ad Hominem to full Professor in Medical Biochemistry, in
1998, even becoming Director of the MRC Oesophageal Cancer
Research Unit. Wow.

But for me, science has never been about the numbers. It's about
solid, robust research. This is what | embody, and this is what | teach
my students — this is the spirit of our scientific system.

The best science is not about being first—it's about finding out
something novel.



Looking back, | see a path that was anything but straightforward. |
embraced the situations as they arose, eventually finding a passion
that | followed until now.

Prof. Dr. Alexandra Newton

* Her group researches on phosphorylation with a focus
on Protein Kinase C

« Former president of an international research
organization & expert reviewer for the National Science
Foundation

+ Collected more than 33 000 citations for her work

Let Joy Drive You And Mentors Guide You

My career has always been fueled by the sheer joy of discovery.

In contrast to how many conceptualize their career, for me, it was
never about the specific field.

It was all about the thrill of uncovering something new.

As a child, | was endlessly curious, always trying to figure out how
things worked, and at one point dreaming about becoming a marine
biologist.

However, in university, exceptional teachers ignited my passion for
biochemistry.

My first hands-on research experience came during my third year as
an undergraduate.

My supervisor would bring in big green leaves from plants he grew at
home, and my job was to extract and separate the pigments. Using a
column, | would watch as the green pigments split into two distinct
colors: lime green for chlorophyll a and teal green for chlorophyll b. It
was a striking, beautiful visualization of what we were studying, and |
was hooked.

At that time, | wasn't even considering graduate school.

It was my professor who suggested it. He saw my enthusiasm and
said, “Kiddo, if you love research this much, you should get a PhD."



That conversation changed my life.

In my final year, | took a required biophysical chemistry course and
fell in love with it. Again, my professor stepped in and said, “If you love
this, you should go to Stanford.”

| applied, got in, and ended up earning my PhD in biophysical
chemistry.

In the end, my teachers didn't just educate me—they guided me into
the right opportunities.

Over the years | published more than 300 papers.

However, for me it has never been about getting published. It was the
science that drove me.

Becoming a senior scientist | found joy not just in doing research
myself but as much in training graduate and undergraduate
students in the lab.

| see myself in them— and over the years, I've mentored 30 PhD
students, and watching them grow into independent scientists has
been one of my greatest joys.

| always tell my students to keep an open mind. Many start with a
fixed idea of what they want to study, but often, they discover a
completely different passion along the way.

Science is about exploration—not just of the natural world, but of
yourself and your interests.

My own journey could have taken many different paths, but | found a
field that captivated me, and | followed that passion for 35 years.

In Essence

Even the most successful scientists did not plan out their career step
by step - they followed their heart.

Why is it that almost every group leader says passion is the most
important trait in a student? Because it is the fire within you that will
always guide you.

Therefore, do not be intimidated by their success, be inspired. It takes
a whole lot staming, resilience, and perseverance but if a job is for
you, all this pain will turn the struggle into a journey.
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