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For the October panel in the NIH Fellows Committee (FelCom) Career Development Series, we hosted biotech industry professionals and startup entrepreneurs to advise us on entering the biotechnology arena and discussed their transition from academia to private sector, essential business skills and the pros and cons of industry.

Out first panelist was Velasco Cimica, PhD, a Scientist in Virology working at American Type Culture Collection (ATCC) for BEI Resources (Manassas, VA), a National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID)-funded repository for infectious diseases agents. He obtained his PhD in Molecular Biology at the University of Göttingen, and was a postdoctoral fellow at Stony Brook University and Albert Einstein College of Medicine, studying cancer, pharmacology, immunology, and virology. Velasco also performed vaccine research at TechnoVax Inc, prior to joining ATCC. Velasco has broad experience in emerging viruses such as Zika Virus, Dengue Virus, Hantavirus, and Chikungunya Virus, as well as expertise for developing Virus-Like Particles (VLPs) vaccines for Respiratory Syncytial Virus (RSV) and Dengue Virus. At his current position, a regular day involves many meetings and seminars within the company and with collaborators in academia. Velasco enjoys most the open working environment and the opportunities to interact with professionals from different backgrounds and to learn from them. His current position allows him to extensively collaborate with universities (George Mason University), research institutes like NIH and other companies. 

The next panelist was Inbar Friedrich Ben-Nun, PhD, who is a senior scientist in the Cell Therapy Research and Technology Team at Lonza. She obtained her PhD in Molecular and Structural Biochemistry at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem and was a postdoctoral fellow at the Scripps Research Institute working with pluripotent stem cells. Inbar joined Lonza five years ago as a Scientist, with the task of establishing the induced Pluripotent Stem Cells (iPSC) lab. Two years ago, she joined the Cell Therapy R&D team as a Sr. Scientist, managing iPSC-related projects. At Lonza she focuses on developing innovative methods for iPSC generation and expansion to produce cell therapy-applicable iPSCs. Her regular day at work involves working in the lab and training others; attending meetings with project management, focus groups, and the regulatory department; preparing project reports and meeting presentations. For this type of career, besides field-specific technical skills, one needs time management, appreciation of deadlines, communication skills, team work, documentation skills, and self-motivation. Inbar highlighted that during a job interview one should stress the contributions one can make and come well-prepared with questions. She also re-emphasized the importance of networking, and suggested seeking the help of mentors and colleagues during the job search process.

Seth Blackshaw, PhD, was our third panelist. He is a professor of Neuroscience at Johns Hopkins University School of Medicine (JHMI) and the co-founder of CDI Labs. Seth obtained his PhD in neuroscience at Johns Hopkins in 1997 and did his postdoctoral work at Harvard Medical School and rejoined Hopkins in 2004 as faculty. In addition to his Keck Distinguished Young Scholar award, he has received awards from the Sloan Foundation, the Whitehall Foundation, the Klingenstein Foundation, the Ruth and Milton Steinbach Foundation, and a Basil O’Connor Starter Scholar award from the March of Dimes. At JHMI, Seth holds joint appointments in the departments of neurology and ophthalmology, and is a member of the Center for High-Throughput Biology and the Institute for Cell Engineering. 80-95% of his time is focused on running his research lab on molecular mechanism that control cell-fate in retina and hypothalamus. 5-20% of his time is spent as scientific advisor to CDI labs, which develops microarrays and ultra-specific monoclonal antibodies. He mentioned that although the financial rewards are slow in coming, with his startup Seth enjoys the chance to do something different and interesting. For those who want to establish their own startup companies, Seth suggests that they should seek to work with natural entrepreneurs (ENTPs) and try to fund their startups with grants (small business grants like STTR and other NIH grants like R01, R21 etc.) rather than venture capitalists who dilute the value of the company. Although there can be low points, like delayed funding, in the path of establishing a startup company, Seth encourages taking the chance and being patient. It is absolutely possible to successfully run an academic lab and simultaneously establish a biotech startup.

Our next panelist was Marie Rossi, PhD, the Senior Manager of Technical Communications for Intrexon Corporation. Marie received her Ph.D. in Biochemistry from the University of Rochester School of Medicine and Dentistry and then joined the National Institute on Aging as a postdoctoral fellow. Towards the end of her postdoctoral fellowship, Marie was applying for many research positions without much success. She attended the Communication and Presentation career panel organized by FelCom and liked it. This motivated her to look for an alternate career option in writing/communication and move away from bench research. Like others, she stressed the importance of networking and arranging for informational interviews. During her selection process, besides phone, screen, and in-person interviews, Marie was also given writing exercises and had to provide writing samples. At her current position, Marie is responsible for communicating Intrexon’s mission, expertise, and capabilities, as well as applications of the Company’s technologies to broad audiences, to support business development and advancement of Intrexon’s position as a leader in the field. Her work involves writing, reviewing and editing science oriented papers for broader audience, press release, legal reviews, information in graphics and company website etc.  She has to be cautious about not inadvertently releasing confidential information and following SEC guidelines. Sometimes, to meet tight deadlines, Marie requires to work late at night and over the weekends. Besides strong communication skills, this type of career it is necessary to have time management skills, team work, and public relations skills. Marie states that her scientific background is key to her success at the company. 

Our final panelist was Liron Abuhatzira (Abuhsira), PhD, Associate Director Clinical Development Scientist, in the Cardiovascular/Metabolic Disease (CVMD) area at MedImmune. She obtained her PhD in Biochemistry from Hadassah Medical School at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, studying epigenetic factors that play key roles in neuro-developmental disorders.  Following her PhD, Liron completed a postdoctoral fellowship at the National Cancer Institute. Later, inspired by her own daughter’s diagnosis of diabetes, she decided to switch fields and completed a second postdoctoral fellowship (continuing on as a Research Fellow) in the National Institute of Dental and Craniofacial Research. In her present position, Liron is involved in the scientific and strategic drug development of biologics, bridging the scientific understanding with execution in clinical trials. Her position requires her to attend many meetings and be up to date about all aspects of projects. The transferable skills required in this type of career include critical thinking, multitasking, data analysis and interpretation skills, troubleshooting, team work, and communication. She utilized the internal skill development opportunities at NIH including joining the NIH Toastmasters, serving on the NCI Fellow Editorial Board and on the NIH Career Symposium steering committee. She also participated in the LabTV initiative. Liron highlighted that in her job one must master a field in a short time and thus self-motivation is important. To emphasize the importance of networking, she told her own story of obtaining the position at MedImmune. She also mentioned that it is important to follow up with everyone on the interview board after a job interview. 

Key Takeaways:
1. Priorities change rapidly in the private sector and one needs to adapt to that type of environment.
2. Companies encourage employees to maintain a healthy work-life balance.
3. Many companies now encourage publishing.
4. Networking, informational interviews and follow-ups are crucial!



