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usually short-lived, though sometimes, as people follow their
individual career paths, they find ways to work together again
as collaborators.

Very rarely, two people decide to prioritize their working
relationship over other opportunities, and they throw in their
lots together. These partnerships can last for decades: Brown
and Goldstein have run a lab at the University of Texas
Southwestern Medical Center for 50 years, publishing
hundreds of papers together and sharing the 1985 Nobel Prize
in physiology or medicine.

Principal investigators who run labs jointly say this structure
makes for a more fruitful creative process and a better

distribution of heavy workloads. Approached mindfully, a joint

lab can be less hierarchical, encouraging trainees as well as
PUGLIESE ET AL./RCSB PDB

Like streptavidin (ribbon structure) and biotin (ball and stick), some pairs

. of colleagues stick together for good. DOI:10.2210/pdb1AVD/pdb (10.2210/ndbh]AVD/pdh)
of institutional knowledge as shorter-term trainees pass _ . _

through.

professors to talk over ideas in depth. And having a scientific
partner for the long haul can help to even out the ebb and flow
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ASBMB Today interviewed five pairs of Pls who came to lead joint labs through a variety of paths. Here’s what they told us.

A creative duo

When prospective postdocs interview with Tobi Walther and Bob Farese Jr. about becoming part of the Walther and Farese lab, the
candidates’ first question is often, “How does this work? And why would you do it?”

The broad answer: The way it works is that they co-mentor everyone. And they do it both because it's fun and because they find
that they do better science together than apart. Still, Walther said, the questions can be tfough to answer in detail because, in
contfrast to matters of scientific fact, “With questions of how to do things — how to do policy, how to run a lab — there are many
gray areas.”

Farese and Walther recently chronicled lessons they've learned from nearly a decade running their lab together in the Journal of
Clinical Investigation (https://www.jci.org/articles/view/145966). They met when Farese, then a professor, spent a yearlong
sabbatical in the lab where Walther was a postdoc. They worked productively together, investigating how lipid droplets form and
grow.

After Farese returned to his own lab at the University of California, San Francisco, and Walther started as a group leader at the Max
Planck Institute of Biochemistry and later at Yale, they continued to collaborate. As lipid biochemists, they always were aware of the
Brown-Goldstein model for running a lab jointly. “But it would be a little far o say we had some master plan,” Walther a
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KENT DAYTON/HARVARD T.H. CHAN SCHOOL OF PUBLIC HEALTH

Bob Farese (left) and Tobi Walther in their lab at Harvard. The pair plan to move to Sloan Kettering in New York later this year. M
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ther person would do by
themselves — and hopetully better,” Farese said. “We experience that all the time. The work we do definitely comes out better than it

would have been with one of us or the other of us”

Creativity involves generating a lot of ideas and hypotheses. But not all of them will be good. “Some people think the correctness of
an idea somehow scales with the authority of the person that utters it — which is offen wrong,” Walther said. “My ideas can be just

as stupid and wrong as someone else’s”

Even so, employees tend to defer to their bosses. As peers, Walther and Farese more freely disagree over how tfo interpret data or
the next step in a project — and this opens space in the lab’s culture for others to disagree with them as well.

Lately, the lab has studied sphingolipid accumulation in frontotemporal dementia: a subject that combines Walther’s expertise in
biochemistry and membrane trafficking and Farese’s training in medicine. Either of them could have learned enough to lead the
project on his own, Walther said. “But it’s just easier fo do this way. And because it’s easier, it frees up creative processes that
otherwise are much more difficult to access.”

Complementary intuition

When computer scientist Shantanu Singh talks about how well he knows his field, he doesn’t use the verbs “see” or “understand.” He
says “to grok,” an expression coined in science fiction and beloved among geeks.

_ oy _
“The idea of grokking something in computer science is more than just understanding it. You're almost a part of it,” Singh~=~glained.
TOP
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postdoc in computer science, stayed on as a staff scientist and
eventually became a senior group leader, leading a subgroup

embedded in the lab.
‘| joined her lab, and | refused to leave,” Singh joked.

He became co-Pl in 2021, and he credits Carpenter with the
smoothness of the transition. With a consortium of industry and

academic labs, they’re constructing a database

(https://www.google.com/url?g=https://jump-

BEARWALK CINEMA/BROAD INSTITUTE

Shantanu Singh (left) and Anne Carpenter apply their expertise in machine learning
and large imaging data sets, respectively, to guide their joint lab's research.

cellpainting.broadinstitute.org/&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1654267760117318&usg=A0vVaw1SMTIRdybbl13dwDMakCkw) of billions of

]

cells’ responses to chemical probes and genetic manipulation.

When reviewing data, Singh said, Carpenter often has insight into whether gene clusters make sense. “And then I'll have a much
better intuition about whether the statistics that we're doing or the computational methods could have caused some ki a._om.:
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Finding the

Some scientific partners are also life partners. That'’s true of Joan and Ron Conaway, who ran a lab jointly from the beginning of

P~ EEEEE TR

their faculty career until last year.
“We used to jokingly refer to it as a mom and pop biochemistry shop,” Joan Conaway said.

The pair, who met as graduate students, had been married for about two years by the time Joan Conaway’s thesis adviser, Roger
Kornberg, recommended that they team up to work on a project characterizing transcription initiation in mammalian cells. They
were loath to divide the subject when the fellowship came to an end.

“The beauty of a partnership like this is that you don’t have to artificially divide the work,” Joan Conaway said. “You can follow the
research where it goes and play off of each other’s strengths”

After a brief stint at the University of Texas at Austin, where Ron Conaway was on the tenure track and Joan Conaway was nof, the
pair moved to the Oklahoma Medical Research Foundation and later the Stowers Institute.

“A lot of universities and research institutes wouldn’t hire two people to do the same thing,” Ron Conaway said. But they were able
to find two long-term homes at which they could run their lab as equals. “In that sense, we were really lucky.”

The Conaways found that their working partnership was more supported at newer institutions that had greater m:osga_o::«\

and no rules preventing family members from working tfogether.
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“For a long time, people referred to us as ‘les Conaways,” as a team,” Ron Conaway said.
After they closed their lab at the Stowers Institute, Joan Conaway began work as a vice provost of the University of Texas
Southwestern Medical Center. Ron Conaway has retired and is pursuing a longstanding interest in bioinformatics. While they find it

strange to drive to work alone or to spend the day without a constant companion to bounce ideas off, the couple said, spending
their days apart gives them much more to catch up on at home.

At UTSW, research partnerships abound, Joan Conaway said. “Here, it's a way of life. Some institutions really get it, and others
don’t”

TOP

O



(/asbmb-today)

STOWERS INSTITUTE FOR MEDICAL RESEARCH
Ron and Joan Conaway recently retired after running a lab together for decades. Joan Conaway has served as the ASBMB's treasurer since 2019.
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Lusk and King chose tc nentoring style that the other

could help to fill. Both agree that the best training environment for a young scientist combines experimental rigor and challenges

with support and encouragement, and as principal investigators, each struggled to hit the right balance.

“My group meetings tended to be sort of nitpicky,” Lusk said, and although hearing and responding to constructive criticism is a key
skill for a scientist, “people aren’t inspired by that. ... They want to know what they’re working on has value.”

On the other hand, King had no trouble offering support, but pushing people didn’t come naturally to her. “Not challenging people

holds people back, because you don’t provide them with the opportunity for growth,” she said.

During the merger, they renamed one lab space Vermont and the other Canada, after the places they grew up, and came up with
the portmanteau LusKing to help end the friendly rivalry between the groups. They relied on Elisa Rodriguez, the joint lab’s

manager, fo combine operations such as ordering and tissue culture.

Rodriguez, who has worked with King since 2009, said that because King and Lusk are married with four children, “Obviously, they

were already a team””

Like co-parenting, Lusk and King said, running a lab together requires trust, mutual respect and a shared vision. But being
partnered at home opens some unique pitfalls at work.

“It is very fraught,” King said. “We need to be particularly careful to ensure that we avoid triangulating and being seen .a

monolith”
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whichever one serves
what to prioritize. Sometimes a trainee will return to report that they did “the Patrick experiment” or “the Megan experiment.” But
ultimately, Lusk said, developing a sense of judgment is a core part of scientific training. In the end, trainees do their own

experiments.

Unconventional academic models

Having two Pls isn’t the only unusual thing about Omar Abudayyeh and Jonathan Gootenberg’s lab at the Massachusetts Institute
of Technology. They also started it right after graduate school.

Abudayyeh and Gootenberg collaborated on CRISPR as graduate students with Feng Zhang. Both were interested in mining
bacterial genomes for CRISPR-Cas systems and related enzymes and in developing new gene and cell engineering technologies.

Aware that the field was booming, they were reluctant to split up their productive partnership as they approached graduation. Who
would hire two postdocs for one project — or allow a postdoc to collaborate closely with a rival lab in a competitive field? They
found a solution when the McGovern Institute for Brain Research at MIT announced plans fo launch a pilot program called the
McGovern fellowship that would enable Ph.D. recipients to take a nontenured research group leader position.

Gootenberg and Abudayyeh are eager fo remix academic norms. In their three years running what they call the AbuGoot lab, they
have landed several National Institutes of Health grants and have spun off three companies using new CRISPR systems for
diagnostics, genome editing and RNA targeting. They have found the biotechnology industry much more receptive to oao_m_,w

than academia is to co-Pls.
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When the McGovern funding concludes — the program officially provides three to five years of funding, but there doesn’t seem to
be a formal end date — Abudayyeh and Gootenberg plan to seek opportunities to move the joint lab to a new institution. Although
most departments don’t hire two people at once, Gootenberg said, “In general, it's becoming more widespread, and people are
understanding that unconventional academic models make sense. We have to experiment.”

Prospective partners

Although the number of jointly run labs seems to be increasing, it is still by no means a common path. For researchers who would
like to run joint labs, the way forward is not obvious.

University of California, San Francisco, postdoctoral researcher Zara Weinberg aspires to start a lab someday with a close
colleague from graduate school.

Like many of the joint Pls interviewed here, Weinberg has found that thinking through scientific questions with a partner is more fun
than doing the same work on one’s own — and can yield better insights.

But she also observed that postdocs are under pressure to differentiate themselves in order to compete for too few faculty
positions.

1t
“There’s a huge emphasis on being singularly talented,” and, if you study subject X, “becoming ‘the X person,” she said. .

. o : TOP
discourages close longitudinal collaborations.
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Lewiston, ME
DOF card

Assistant Professor (/asbmb-today) 1emistry/70314328/)
ME
University of Maine

Assistant Professor of Biology (https://careers.asbmb.org/job/assistant-professor-of-biology/70305621/)
Sherman, TX
Austin College

Assistant/Associate Project Scientist Cell/Molecular Biologist (https://careers.asbmb.org/job/assistantassociate-project-

scientist-cellmolecular-biologist/70230688/)
Santa Barbara, CA
The Department of Chemistry and Biochemistry at the University of California, Santa Barbara

Tenure-Track Assistant Professor Positions (2) Nanomedicine or Chemical Biology (https://careers.asbmb.org/job/tenure-
track-assistant-professor-positions-2-nanomedicine-or-chemical-biology/70164389/)

Vancouver, BC
University of British Columbia

View All Jobs (https://careers.asbmb.org/jobs/)
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Meet the 2023 (/asbmb-today) meet-the-2023-soc-
grant-awardec .,

Aug. 8, 2023

The ASBMB's Science Outreach and Communication grants fund public engagement activities that foster the appreciation of
science — particularly biochemistry and molecular biology — in informal settings.

Read More » (/asbmb-today/education/080823/meet-the-2023-soc-grant-awardees)

A IN MEMORIAM

In memoriam: George Kalf (/asbmb-today/people/080723/in-memoriam-george-kalb)
Aug. 7, 2023
He was an emeritus professor at Thomas Jefferson University and an ASBMB member for nearly six decades.

Read More ? (/asbmb-today/people/080723/in-memoriam-george-kalb)

& INTERVIEW a
Meet Enrique De La Cruz (/asbmb-today/people/080323/meet-enrique-de-la-cruz)
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Talking about science outreach and communication (/asbmb-
today/opinions/080123/talking-about-science-outreach-and-communication)

Aug. 1, 2023

Ann Stock, president of the ASBMB, has a conversation with Christina Swords about the Art of Science Communication,
Community Day, outreach grants and more.

Read More ¥ (/asbmb-today/opinions/080123/talking-about-science-outreach-and-communication)

A IN MEMORIAM

In memoriam: Thomas Hollocher, Nagendra Reddy (/asbmb-today/people/073123/in-
memoriam-thomas-hollocher-nagendra-reddy)

July 31,2023

Hollocher studied enzymes in the global nitrogen cycle and the fossilization of early dinosaurs. Reddy was a blood researcher
turned criminalist.

Read More ? (/asbmb-today/people/073123/in-memoriam-thomas-hollocher-nagendra-reddy) a
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