
Summary of department-wide conversations 

Between the 13th and 20th of May, 2016, the Safe Spaces Committee (SSC) hosted three 

conversations about the culture of our department and of academia broadly. All members of 

the Biology department were invited to participate, and our facilitator opened the discussion 

with three questions: (1) Is there a problem? (2) If so, what is it? And (3) What have you 

noticed about it? 

Is there a problem?  

Many expressed that they felt there was a problem, or noticed that others thought there was 

a problem, but few knew exactly what it was. Faculty members expressed concern that they 

did not know about recent newsworthy events in our department related to sexual 

misconduct. The fact that a NY Times article was the first they heard of the situation 

signaled that there is a major gap in communication between trainees (technicians, 

students, and post-docs) and mentors (PIs, advisors, and committee chairs). Our 

conversation revolved around issues of sexual harassment as well as other abuses of power 

(intellectual property issues, ethical disagreements, trainees feeling powerless in the 

workplace). Some saw these as related problems, with the source of both being the 

structure of The Lab. Others saw them as separate issues. 

A lack of training  

A recurring theme throughout the discussions was interest in receiving training, both for 

trainees in crisis, and for mentors who are learning how to mentor by trial and error. Very 

few attending the discussions knew what to do in case of crisis, and it was even less clear 

what to do in more ambiguous situations when something seemed strange or 

uncomfortable. Because crisis is usually preceded by conflict, and conflict is natural and 

inevitable in trainee/mentor relationships, if we know how to address conflict we may be 

able to prevent dangerous or career-damaging crises from occurring. 

The autonomy of labs makes it harder to form community  

Trainees expressed discomfort confiding in officials that they didn’t know personally, which 

illustrated the need for stronger relationships between trainees and PIs who are not their 

mentor. Many cited the feudal-esque autonomy of labs in a department as a barrier to 

intervening, assisting, or even recognizing a conflict in someone else’s lab. Many described 

experiences of not knowing what to do as a bystander. The feudal-esque lab structure also 

makes it difficult to compare notes between trainees’ experiences in different labs. It’s 

difficult to evaluate when something is “inappropriate” versus when something is “just the 

way it’s done in this lab”. Students mentioned that it is often helpful to have someone 

outside the lab affirm if there is an abuse of power taking place, but it feels dangerous to 

even begin that process. A student who had recently been through a conflict discussed the 

value of having a community to feel welcome coming back to, after the dust has settled. 

The imbalanced impact of confrontation on trainees compared to mentors  

The issue of how to communicate about conflicts between trainees and mentors was 

discussed. The way most labs are structured, a trainee may suffer greatly from coming out in 

the open about a conflict (many end up switching labs, being set back years, suffering in 

reputation, forfeiting work they love, or dropping out of the academic track), but the 



repercussions for mentors are much less, if there are any at all. This means that the path of 

least resistance is often silence on behalf of the trainee. This is not only relevant to the 

dramatic cases of unethical behavior, but also to daily lab culture. Many expressed a desire 

for some type of feedback mechanism, so that mentors (and their superiors) can know if 

there is a problem in the mentor/trainee relationship. The fact that there is no formal 

evaluation of a PI’s mentoring seemed problematic to many. There was much discussion 

about the possibility of retaliation on a trainee who does mention a conflict, and the need for 

anonymity, which is difficult given the small size of most labs. 

A broad range of needs and ideals 

The desire for feedback on PI’s mentoring raised the challenge of defining what good 

mentoring is. Each lab, mentor, and trainee has different needs, and often the definition of a 

good mentor changes greatly between each pair of people. Some expressed desire for a 

unified set of values, commonly agreed upon by the whole department. Each lab can then 

intentionally work towards these values in its own style. It was mentioned that there is great 

value in a mentor setting a time once a year to talk with each trainee about how it’s going, 

what each person would see as a conflict, and what to do in case of a conflict. 

How do we incentivize/prioritize responsible mentoring? 

Some expressed concern that, because everyone is already so busy, there is not enough 

incentive for mentors to take these issues to heart and perhaps attend trainings. Should our 

department incentivize, or even require, faculty to participate in mentorship training? If so, 

how could we measure the qualitative nature of mentorship to determine whether training 

reduces lab conflict? 

Looking forward  

There was hope and optimism that our culture can shift in a positive direction, and there 

was acknowledgement that this will not happen on its own. Open discussions about these 

issues, shifts in policy, stronger connections between labs, and an emphasis on mentoring 

when hiring new faculty will all be important factors. 

The SSC, along with a working group composed of faculty, grad students, and post-docs, will 

continue to discuss the topics that arose during these department-wide conversations. We 

will create a list of tangible goals for our department, with outcomes we hope will reduce lab 

conflicts, prevent misconduct, create a better-connected community, and perhaps even 

provide a blueprint for how other institutions can improve mentor-trainee relationships and 

outcomes. 

Some existing resources were mentioned in response to faculty members’ desire for 

mentorship training: 

• Medical School’s Faculty Mentorship Training 

• Center for Faculty Excellence - the Being Better Faculty Research Mentors (BBFRM) 

training program is offered multiple times a year 


