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What contributes to a successful career as a physician-scientist?
There are skills like identifying important and well-crafted research
questions, choosing the right study design, implementing a
rigorous methodology, attending to high quality data generation,
ensuring the proper statistical analytic plan, and disseminating
findings efficiently and accurately. There is the context of
professional development that relies on committed mentors and
colleagues who apply wisdom to the elements of research that
aren’t typically taught, like building effective teams and problem-
solving when unexpected obstacles arise. And then there are
the personal traits that tend to be most predictive of a successful
career as a physician-scientist like tenacity, intense curiosity,
an unwavering commitment to finding a way to do the work
well with a deep sense of purpose. To all these personal traits,
I propose adding gratitude.
Why gratitude? In today’s world, gratitude has become somewhat

of a bumper sticker concept- “practice gratitude” “attitude of
gratitude” “# grateful!” And yet gratitude is not a superficial task to
check off each day. It is a foundational part of our life’s curriculum
and serves to elevate the work we do, regardless of whether
it is at the bench, bedside, or beyond. Research shows that gratitude
is associated with optimism, autonomy, environmental mastery, and
personal growth. It also seems tomitigate anxiety and depression1,2.
All of these effects could benefit the physician-scientist.
Gratitude is inextricably linked to our own humility and

vulnerability. It allows us to reach out to others for help and
acknowledge the importance of what we don’t know, rather than
only leaning on what we know or think we know. There is power
in gratitude, as it fuels the ability to learn from everything.
Nothing wasted. I’d like to share three common scenarios where
gratitude could be used to re-energize our focus and scientific
contributions.
Scenario 1: Your grant was scored but not funded. Then revised

and not scored. You are fairly certain your idea is really good.
Do you move to another idea or try again?
Many of us have experienced this scenario, or some version of

it. We begin with taking a deep breath and giving ourselves a day
or two to provide space between our reaction and our strategic
next step. Then we take a fresh look at our research question to
ensure it is still relevant and meaningful. We conduct a literature
search to make sure the idea is still innovative. We look again at
our study design to find opportunities for improvement. Rather
than allow the mindset of disappointment and denial to guide our
next steps, we can bring a sense of appreciation for continuous
quality improvement. This allows ourselves to rise above our
perspective and learn from others. What did the reviewers note
that we didn’t? What could make the proposal even stronger?
Also, we can be honest with ourselves to examine our passion and

commitment to the scientific question posed. Sometimes, we
might even learn that our thinking has evolved or other science
has emerged to influence a revised research question. While other
times, we re-double our efforts, renewed in our commitment to
the work. Gratitude, as well as tenacity, helps us to move forward
productively, grateful that we work in an environment that allows us
to continually learn and improve in our scientific contributions.
Scenario 2: Recruitment is going much slower than expected

and you are worried you won’t be able to meet the necessary
sample size to test your hypotheses. How do you alter your plans
to achieve your goals?
This is highly likely if you conduct clinical or community trials. In

fact, during the pandemic many original study designs could not
proceed as envisioned. Rather than focusing on the number of
participants enrolled, focusing on our processes and participants
allows fresh strategies to emerge. A sense of gratitude for our teams
who are in the field recruiting, our partners at our recruitment sites,
and, most importantly, our participants, allows us to focus on why
recruitment is challenging and solicit ideas that are grounded and
value-added. It allows us to pause and gain different perspectives.
For example, in one of our past studies, our original recruitment
plan included participating in health fairs as part of the community.
We quickly learned that we had very limited return on our efforts.
The questions we raised to our staff, community partners, and
potential participants were, “What do you think is contributing to
this?” and “How could we make this better for you?” By asking
questions, rather than assuming we had the answers, we learned
that in our community, health fairs were about information sharing
not about study recruitment. Due to the insights of our partners, we
pivoted our approach using health fairs for information delivery
only and then co-locating ourselves within community organiza-
tions for ease of recruitment after trusted community members
provided information about the study opportunity3. Taking time
to express our gratitude to our research staff and partners and
emphasizing that research is a team sport, leads to higher functioning
teams with better outcomes4,5.
Scenario 3: You are completing your research study and are

unclear what comes next. How do you identify your next research
question?
We often choose our next scientific questions based on what

we know. In this time of rapid explosion of information and new
research tools, we have an opportunity to expand our collabora-
tions to integrate novel expertise and augment innovation. For
example, while my research predominantly focuses on behavioral
interventions and the reduction of health disparities in pediatric
obesity, I turned to genetics due to emerging scientific findings
from the GIANT consortium6,7. At the time, this shed light on
the potential genetic contributions to obesity. Around the same
time, an article about epigenetics emerged8. While I am not a
geneticist, I reached out to colleagues who were and started to
learn about the potential and promise of how this component
might contribute more insight into why some children emerge
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into early obesity while others don’t. This changed the lens in
which I asked and answered research questions around pediatric
obesity, opening up new avenues for scientific understanding9,10.
Gratitude for new discoveries created a fertile environment to
consider new questions and explanations for why obesity interven-
tions seem to work for some populations and not for others. And we
are not done. How many unexplored contributions exist? What
about their interaction? What about the timing and duration of
their exposure?
All these scenarios are bound by the glue of gratitude for the

people around you. As physician-scientists that includes our
teams, our collaborators, and our research participants. Gratitude
looks like listening deeply. Gratitude sounds like acknowledging
the contributions and ideas of everyone in the room with
genuineness. Gratitude feels like an expansion of possibilities
and the gift of learning each day, from each person.
Yes, you will face all manner of obstacles and opportunities as a

physician-scientist. Be grateful for them, all of them, for they allow
you to rethink your work to lead to your greatest impact.
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