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For graduate school, the PI is the most important thing. You will be embedded into their 'family' or 'lineage', which 
comes with an extensive network of potential collaborators, friends, grant reviewers etc..... 
     
Although having a great PI does not mean you’ll be successful in graduate school, having one gives you the best shot to 
do your best work without being miserable. Make sure whoever you plan to work with has most of the following 
qualities: 
     

(1) They do science you are genuinely interested in.  
 

When I joined my grad school lab, I had no idea what I wanted to do, as my undergrad major was Anthropology. 
Hormones and behavior sounded cool, and I had done some work on testosterone and cortisol measures in 
humans. So…I applied to work with a well-known behavioral endocrinologist, which I thought would be a perfect 
fit. Well it turned out that I didn't end up focusing on behavioral endocrinology, and veered off towards cancer. 
But, my advisor was great and basically let me follow this interest without giving me crap about doing things 
that are not normally done in the lab. If you don't like what you're going to be doing in the lab, then you're not 
going be happy (as you'll spend ~8-24 hours a day doing this stuff). I lucked out on this one. 

     
(2) They are currently publishing (should have multiple papers THIS year).  

 
This indicates they don't 'sit' on something forever....just hoping that one more experiment will make it a Nature 
or Science paper...it almost never does. It also means they are letting their students get their papers out. 

     
(3) They respond to emails quickly.  

 
AKA they are on top of things, this is especially important during your first year(s) when you have no idea what 
you're doing and need more help than later on in grad school 

     
(4) They let you, as the student, have ownership of your work.  

 
The majority of PIs don't let their students submit their papers and be the corresponding author. Some post-
docs I know have no idea how submitting a paper works, as their PI always did that 'for them'. This is really 
important because if you are the corresponding author, YOU get the email inquiries about collaborations, 
project follow ups, reviewer invites, and invitations to travel and speak about the work. This gets your name on 
the map. This is rare though, and there is a lot of middle ground here. 

     
(5) They have a proven track record of success. 

 
When I applied to work with my grad school PI, their website had an alumni section with >17 graduate students 
and post-docs listed. ALL of them were employed as either a professor or in a high paying industry job (and one 
is a lawyer somehow).  

     
(6) They have money. 

 
Don't join a lab that doesn't have any funding. If there's no money, you won't be able to do much work....and 
you'll just spin in circles accomplishing nothing, no matter how cool the research seems. You can look for 
funding by typing in their name on NIH Reporter to see active grants (for biomedical science).  

     
(7) You like them as a person.  

 

https://projectreporter.nih.gov/reporter.cfm


This one is hard to quantify, but you need to be able to get along with them, as you will be connected to them 
for your entire career. You need to be able to talk to them about anything without fear (both experimental 
pitfalls and major life events). If you break into a cold sweat just thinking about talking to your PI, it’s going to 
make you miserable. 

     
(8) Finally, the grad students and alumni you talk to have GOOD things to say about the PI.  

 
If everyone leaves the lab miserable, then you probably will too. My relationship with my PI was great, and I 
have (almost) nothing bad to say about him or how he runs his lab. Make sure get the scoop on how things 
really are from current grad students/post docs. 

     
    Hopefully these traits to look for help you in your grad school searches! Feel free to send me some qualities I’ve left 
out (on twitter @jborniger) or if you have constructive criticism of the ones I listed.  
     
 


