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Conferences play an important role in enabling trainees to develop and apply
competencies in science, in communication, and in networking during biomed-
ical PhD and postdoctoral training. This article offers guidelines for trainees
on how to use conferences to initiate, sustain, and strengthen connections, in-
cluding in virtual conference formats which could become the norm in the
future. Additionally, it provides tips for expanding professional networks via
broad mechanisms such as informational interviews. Recommendations in this
manuscript are applicable to trainees pursuing diverse career paths in different
STEM fields including education, scientific research, policy, advocacy, consult-
ing, and communication. © 2020 Wiley Periodicals LLC.
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INTRODUCTION

Communication and networking are pivotal
competencies of Science, Technology, Engi-
neering, and Math (STEM), PhD (Committee
on Revitalizing Graduate STEM Education,
for the 21st Century et al., 2018; Verderame,
Freedman, Kozlowski, & McCormack, 2018),
and postdoctoral training (National Postdoc-
toral Association’s Core Competencies List).
STEM trainees as well as established pro-
fessionals rely on oral and written commu-
nication to reach a wide range of audiences.
Similarly, the STEM work force relies on net-
working to kickstart, negotiate, guide, and
advance their careers. Both these competen-
cies are evident and essential in profession-
als and leaders in any scientific field (Sinche
et al., 2017). Successful communication and
networking enable leaders to be visible in the
community, obtain funding, find collabora-
tors, and develop key mentoring relationships
(Antes & DuBois, 2018). Beyond individual
advancement, effective science communica-

tion and networking also positively impact ed-
ucational policies and health reform, thereby
broadly benefiting society (Brownell, Price, &
Steinman, 2013).

Conferences provide members of the
STEM workforce with tangible opportuni-
ties to advance their careers beyond their
institutional setting. In academic institu-
tions, STEM PhD students and postdoctoral
scholars (referred to as trainees), routinely
present research with their labmates via lab
meetings, and with colleagues via depart-
mental seminars and annual retreats. For
PhD students, thesis committee meetings also
offer a chance to communicate new findings
and critically analyze them with a group of
experts. It is, however, essential for trainees to
also reach other professionals with influence
beyond their immediate academic circles.
Conferences make it possible for trainees to
formally communicate individual research
accomplishments as well as individual pro-
fessional traits to senior leaders, via platform
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Competencies gained and/or
applied at conferences

1. Communication
a. Platform talks
b. Poster sessions
c. Elevator pitches
2. Networking & interpersonal
a. New collaborations
b. Career connections
c. New mentors
3. Disciplinary & broad scientific
knowledge

Figure 1

Core competencies defined for PhD and postdoctoral training that can be gained and/or

applied by attending conferences and similar programs.

talks or poster presentations (Fig. 1). This
communication is critical for leaders to be
able to recognize trainees’ knowledge and
experiences, and to help advance trainees
within and beyond their scientific disciplines.
Trainees can also take advantage of informal
mechanisms to communicate and network,
such as sharing brief elevator pitches at
refreshment tables or social events during
conferences (Fig. 1).

There are two main types of conferences:
scientific or technical, and non-technical. Sci-
entific conferences range from relatively small
but global meetings that are highly specialized
to a subdiscipline (e.g., Gordon Conferences,
Keystone Conferences), to regional mid-sized
meetings usually still focused on specific dis-
ciplines or systems (e.g., Mid Atlantic Yeast
Meeting, Great Lakes GPCR meeting, Bay
Area Aging Meeting), and to very large na-
tional meetings with 10,000-15,000 attendees
hosted by major scientific societies focused
on a major discipline [e.g., American Society
for Microbiology (ASM), American Society
for Cell Biology (ASCB), Genetics Society
of America (GSA), or Experimental Biology
(EB)]. Non-technical conferences include pro-
fessional conferences themed around specific
topics such as pedagogy, education research,
science policy, science communication, or
research development, and those targeted at
inclusivity and equity in the sciences, such as
Annual Biomedical Research Conference for
Minority Students (ABRCMS) and Society

for Advancement of Chicanos/Hispanics and
Native Americans in Science (SACNAS)
annual conferences. Irrespective of the type,
all conferences offer many avenues to practice
communication and build networks, and are
critical for professional growth.

The goals of this review are to convey the
importance of attending multiple conferences
and of networking, and to provide guidelines
to make the most of your conference atten-
dance and to grow your professional network.
I will share best practices for:

a. Preparing and planning to attend confer-

ences

b. Networking inside and outside confer-

ences

c. Sustaining and growing networks

d. Building community and networks at

virtual conferences.

PROPER PREPARATION IS
IMPORTANT TO GET THE MOST
OUT OF A CONFERENCE
Conferences offer many short- and long-
term benefits (Fig. 2). Conferences give you an
avenue to both share your latest findings with
the immediate research community and access
latest research. Sharing research before it is
formally written up for publication, via formal
or informal interactions, has many advantages.
It allows you to formulate a narrative and test it
on an expert audience and potential reviewers,
with the benefit of addressing concerns or defi-
ciencies in the narrative if any are identified. It
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Give/Attend
Poster Presentation

O

Give/Attend
Platform Talk

Get New Ideas

Grow Your Career

Meet New Colleagues &
Grow Network

O

Collaborate on Future
Research

Figure 2 A schematic summary of the short- and long-term advantages that can be gained by

attending conferences.

also allows you as a trainee to showcase your
work early in front of influential professionals,
some of whom might play formal or informal
mentoring roles in your future careers. Confer-
ences also enable you as an attendee to hear
latest research findings from other laborato-
ries across the globe, often well before they are
published. The overall research advantages are
self-evident, as this can inform your own re-
search and often initiate formal collaborations.

Conferences, however, also often involve
a serious commitment in terms of time, effort,
and resources, and proper planning and prepa-
ration are essential to maximize the benefits
that you get from participating in a conference.
The type of preparation might vary slightly
depending on the type of conference that the
trainee is targeting, but the general principles
remain the same. Intentional planning and
active effort are required from individual
attendees. Planning and preparation involve
identifying ideal conferences, planning the
logistics of attendance, writing and submitting
abstract(s), preparing your talk and/or poster,
and reviewing the attendee list and making
early contacts and formal arrangements with
other professionals.

Steps for preparing to attend
conferences

a. Make a list of conferences in your disci-
pline or subdiscipline.

Do this very early in your training. This list
can be reused or edited in the future. Note
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that your lab might have a list of conferences
they routinely attend.

b. Visit past conference websites and make
note of topics covered.

Many conferences now allow sophisticated
searching of content. Look for alignment with
your research topic and career interests. Also
skim through attendee lists.

c. Pick 1-2 conferences that you want to
attend, based on your prioritized interest and
budget.

Note that your department or the university
may have funding for conference travel. For
example, at the University of Michigan, the
Office of Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies
at the Medical School and the Rackham Grad-
uate School provide funding for conference
travel.

d. For the 1-2 identified conferences, create
calendar reminders for relevant deadlines—
e.g., abstract submission, registration and ac-
commodation.

e. Work with your advisor to write a good
abstract (Andrade, 2011).

Note that most platform talks are reviewed
by the conference committee and selected
based on competitive criteria. Poster ab-
stracts in the biomedical field, on the other
hand, may not be reviewed prior to accep-
tance, but may be competitively judged at the
conference.
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f. Plan and practice both your presentation
and elevator pitch, tailored to the audience
and mode of delivery—platform talk (More,
Sjolander, & Chang, 2017; Fleming, 2018) or
poster presentation (Gundogan, Koshy, Kurar,
& Whitehurst, 2016; (Torigoe, 2018).

g. Share enthusiastically with the scientific
community that you are attending the confer-
ence. When sharing, include the title of your
accepted abstract, poster number, and time of
presentation, if applicable.

Using Twitter with the conference hashtag is
a great way of letting broader audience know
that you are attending.

Once you are well prepared, focus on
presenting your work effectively, building
new connections, and strengthening existing
networks, according to the steps in the next
section.

NETWORKING IS AN IMPORTANT
SKILL

Networking is the cultivation of productive
relationships when meeting new people, either
intentionally or by chance. It is a two-way
process that requires both parties to share
relevant information about each other and to
recognize that continued interactions have the
potential to be mutually beneficial. New rela-
tionships built by this process can be enhanced
or strengthened in the future, depending on
the purpose of professional growth.

Networking has powerful positive conse-
quences that can be attributed to the human
nature of connecting with others. Talking to
someone in person (or even via direct online
videoconferencing) gives a personal and in-
tuitive picture of the individual, far beyond
what e-mails or LinkedIn profiles can pro-
vide. These personal interactions also build
credibility and authenticity. Thus, the person
who could influence your career decisions
is able to make an informed, personal, and
confident recommendation or an employment
suggestion, based on what they know about
you as a real person. A 2016 LinkedIn Survey,
not surprisingly, indicated that 85% of all job
openings are filled because of networking
connections (Adler, 2016).

The act of connecting with new people
does not have to be awkward, insincere, or
selfish. Introverts are likely to find initiating
conversations and finding common ground
more awkward than extroverts. Introverts
and extroverts, however, have innate qualities
of being good listeners and good speakers,

respectively, which contribute to networking
effectiveness. With intent, preparation, and
practice, both personalities can tailor their
networking approaches to match their comfort
level. Therefore, although experiences and
initial outcomes can be different for people
with different personalities, it is important to
emphasize that networking is a critical skill for
everyone to develop. Networking has also of-
ten been viewed, especially in some academic
circles, as being disingenuous in intent or done
simply to gain favors. Genuine networking
has neither of these attributes. Rather, it needs
to be based on trust, humility, and reciprocity,
which are key enablers of strong network
connections.

Although networks can be built using many
different methods and spaces, conferences
offer easy venues and opportunities to build
human connections (Fig. 3). For example,
your presentation or poster is likely to nat-
urally attract scientists in the field whose
research is related to yours, or whose research
could be advanced by your knowledge or
expertise. These scientists could serve on the
review panel for your manuscript or grant
submission, be on future search committees
where hiring decisions are made, or be on a
study section where your future grant propos-
als are discussed. It is, therefore, beneficial to
actively pursue interactions. Senior, more in-
fluential scientists are often appreciative when
trainees proactively invite them to attend their
talk or visit their poster. This creates excite-
ment and a subtle commitment to further
engage from otherwise busy professionals.

The chance to interact and hold a scien-
tific discourse with leaders in your field, if
taken advantage of, can give you an inside
track to a future prospect, or even create
customized or as yet unadvertised positions
for you to apply to their lab for a postdoctoral
position, or to their university for a faculty
position. Networking at a conference can
give you a sneak-peek into other job open-
ings, guide you on alignment with upcoming
funding opportunities, and help establish new
collaborations—all ways to start building your
niche.

Informational interviews offer another pos-
sibility to rapidly expand your relevant profes-
sional network at conferences (see Key Refer-
ences and Internet Resources on informational
interviews). Informational interviews help you
gather data or lived experiences from an expert
on topic areas, which can be used to guide your
future professional decisions. Much like with
scientific data, gathering information from as
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A

~85% of all jobs are

filled due to
network
connections!
Networking is not
about asking favors
and need not be
awkward!
Networking-

is a learned skill

should be sustained

needs pro-activiteness

benefits should be reciprocal
leads to unseen benefits

can grow into mentoring relations

Where?

Conferences
Career fairs
Networking events
Alumni meets
LinkedIn, Twitter
Social gatherings
Qutreach events
Campus groups

Who?

Peers, faculty, staff, alumni

- alma mater(s) '

- current university
Professional circles

- scientific interest

- career interest
Social media contacts,
Friends, family

- Chance meetings, anywhere

Preset meetings in-person at
conferences, gatherings

Informational interviews
via video or in-person

How?

Figure 3 (A) A schematic that lists the many characteristics of networking. (B) Basic layout and details of

how, where, and with whom networking can happen.

Informational Interview Sample Questions

¢ How did you choose your career?

e What skills are needed to apply for a
starting position in this career path?

¢ What does a typical day in your job look
like?
in this career?

¢ What does growth look like in your
current position?
of your company?

* How can | connect with more
professionals in these career paths?

¢ \What are the metrics to measure success

¢ How would you describe the work culture

Figure 4 Sample questions for trainees conducting informational interviews with new connec-

tions.

wide a network as possible helps you make
informed choices based on recurring trends.
It is important to realize that informational
interviews are not job interviews, or opportu-
nities to ask for jobs, and should not be treated
as such. Rather, the underlying purpose of
these interviews is to start making connections
with professionals in the field and collect as
much relevant information as possible, effi-
ciently, in a short time span. Because the focus
is on efficiency, decide on your objectives and
prepare conversation topics well before you
head into the interactions. For example, dis-
cussion topics may include learning about
new career fields as well as the skills required
and metrics of success, about new research
tools or methodologies, or about actualities
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on the work culture of a potential future lab
or an employer. See Figure 4 for sample
questions.

Steps to organize your conference
networking meetings

a. Make an itemized list of your short and
long-term professional goals.

A quiz assessing career interests, skills, and
values such as myIDP enables goal setting
(see Internet Resource).

b. Browse through the abstract book and
conference website to get an attendee list.

c. Contact the relevant attendees, via a pur-

poseful and short e-mail (see Key Reference
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)

O

Dress professionally (phone
or video meetings too)

Be punctual

Start with brief introduction
& reminder of meeting purpose

Stay on topic

Be an active listener

Have an updated resume ready
and handy to share

Convey gratitude at the start
and finish (and as applicable)

Figure 5 Tips for professional presence in a networking meeting.

on e-mail networking) with whom you want
to meet 1:1.

The list can include can be future postdoc ad-
visors, collaborators, mentors.

d. Create a set of questions for the person
who you asked to meet.

These can be created via the guiding prin-
ciples of informational interviews discussed
later in this article.

e. Update your CV or resume to have it
handy during the conference.

f. Write and practice short and long ele-
vator pitches (see Key References on elevator
pitches).

g. Have a professional presence in a goal-
driven networking meeting (Fig. 5).

SUSTAINING AND GROWING
NETWORKS ARE CRITICAL FOR
LONG-TERM OUTCOMES
Relationships are often easier to initiate
than to sustain, because sustaining and grow-
ing a relationship takes dedicated time and
intent for many people. For the connection
to grow, an engagement from both parties is

needed. Your goal is to communicate that you
value the relationship. Therefore, it is impor-
tant to follow up immediately and periodically
thereafter. In following up with your new con-
nection, convey that your engagement with
them was productive and that you would ap-
preciate the chance to continue engaging with
them. Another key determinant for sustained
relationships is repeated in-person interac-
tions. Such repeat engagements are more
effective in settings that enable open-ended
conversations. The optimal conditions for
such conversations are social gatherings
or smaller-sized conferences such as Gor-
don Conferences. Open conversations are
powerful in deciphering behavioral traits
and getting to know people via stories and
anecdotes. These frequent interactions often
emerge as long-term and mutually beneficial
connections.

Best practices to sustain your network
by prompt and actionable follow up
a. Follow up with a thank you e-mail within
2 days.
i. Thank them for their time.
ii. Talk about next steps discussed (short-
and long-term).
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iii. Indicate the next time you may reach

out (e.g., in 2- or 6-months).

b. Follow up (per time-stamp above, e.g.,
after 2- or 6-months) and/or provide status up-
date: a new paper or funding success, activity
in the job market, a time-bound new question,
or a simple thank you for a lead that came from
their connection.

c. Follow up if you are able to reciprocate
with any help or resources you can provide.

d. If they use social media, connect with
them on LinkedIn with a short personal note
and follow and engage them on Twitter.

BUILDING NETWORKS AT
VIRTUAL CONFERENCES IS THE
PRESENT AND THE FUTURE
Recently, most academic and other engage-
ments have gone remote via video conferenc-
ing apps. Online conferences can be hard and
unfamiliar to navigate because the familiar
in-person connections made during poster ses-
sions, at breakfast and lunch tables, and during
coffee breaks are no longer available. More-
over, it is impossible to run into someone in the
hotel lobby or registration booth. Therefore,
the mechanisms and planning for online con-
ferences are different than for in-person con-
ferences. Video conferencing software tools
as well as app-based platforms are being used
for daily meetings and for conferences. App-
based platforms can be helpful to initiate new
connections and ask the organizers questions.
This is an emerging critical topic of discussion
and innovation in academic and non-academic
circles, and I anticipate that more resources
will become available in the coming months.

Best practices for engaging in virtual
conferences (refer to Key References for
virtual conferences)

a. Keep your schedule free as though you
are attending an in-person meeting and create
out-of-office auto replies from your e-mail to
avoid distractions.

b. During the conference, keep your video
on as much as possible, especially when ask-
ing questions or engaging in discussions.

c. If you are a primary caregiver of
young kids or other relatives or have pets
at home, interruptions can sometimes be un-
avoidable, so turn video off as and when
needed.

d. Use the chat function to comment or dis-
cuss the talk with colleagues. Use chat to add
signal and not noise.

e. Always be courteous and professional in
your communication.
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f. If you see folks you want to engage, send
private chat messages to them either via the
conference app or the Zoom chat on how to
follow up. Do not wait for a later time to e-
mail them.

g. During 1 on 1 Zoom meetings, hide self-
view to better engage and to provide a more
real-life experience.

If you are presenting in an online con-
ference (refer to key reference on virtual
presentation):

1. Check lighting, camera, sound, and

slide deck.

2. Keep a neutral background.

3. Have water and/or a hot beverage on

hand during the talk.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, conferences offer highly
valuable opportunities for building compe-
tencies in communication and networking.
Proper preparation and intentional behavior
will allow trainees to develop strong and
meaningful networks that can drive their ca-
reer and professional success. These networks
need tender care for initiation and growth. Be-
ing kind, respectful, and humble while being
confident is a balance that brings strength and
power to the relationship. These relationships
grow even stronger when they are reciprocal.
Finally, expanding your network by intro-
ducing your connections to others allows
networks to develop nodes and branches, and
for people in all capacities to pay it forward!
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