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Abstract: Publishing and securing funding are considered our “academic currency”, and there-

fore, both should be emphasized during training, both residency and fellowship. Trainees should 

make an effort to find funding opportunities at or outside of their institutions and try to identify 

their short- and long-term goals. Establishing a track record of publications can help trainees 

get hired, funded, and promoted as junior faculty, and effective networking and mentorship are 

critical determinants of academic success. Given the positive effects of mentorship, trainees 

should understand what comprises a good mentor–mentee relationship and how to optimize the 

mentoring process. The objective of this article is to discuss few key considerations for trainees 

in residency or fellowship regarding mentorship and career planning in academic medicine.
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Introduction
Publishing and securing funding are considered our “academic currency”.1–3 After 

patient care, trainees should prioritize publishing and securing funding, and therefore, 

both should be emphasized during training, both residency and fellowship.

Career planning
Exploring many areas of multidisciplinary research early in a career can be a helpful 

strategy as collaborations can broaden trainees’ understanding of different research 

methods and offer new perspectives of their own research. Trainees should identify 

their short- and long-term goals. This will keep them stay focused, while simultane-

ously helping them avoid getting “trapped” in an area outside of their objectives. For 

instance, many trainees take on a research project during their residency or fellowship 

that does not fully fit within their goals, but because it was the best option at the time, 

they stick with it longer than they would like to. The research project during training 

should be viewed as a vehicle for what comes next. What trainees learn now will help 

them tell their story later. The research project, during residency or fellowship, allows 

trainees to collect data, get funded, and get a career development award later in their 

research career. Therefore, it is important for trainees to find the right fit.

Establishing a track record of publications can help trainees get hired, funded, and 

promoted as junior faculty.4–6 Case reports or letters to the editor are always a good start 

and show trainees’ commitment to their area of interest. Publishing should be an objec-

tive from the start of an academic career; if trainees do not consciously make time for 

it, it will not happen. Furthermore, writing quality will improve as one writes more and 
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it will help a trainee to refine their research focus. Trainees 

might not be thinking about funding so early in their career, 

but most institutions have a number of opportunities, such as 

pilot grants and seed grants, available to young researchers. 

These funds can be enough to begin a small project, which 

can lead to larger projects and more funding opportunities. 

Trainees should make an effort to find these opportunities 

at their institutions, as well as outside of their institutions.

Mentorship
Effective networking and mentorship are critical determinants 

of academic success.1,2,4,7–13 Trainees who have strong, com-

mitted mentors are more likely to exhibit higher research 

productivity, career retention, promotion, and personal 

development.4,10,11 Given the positive effects of mentorship, 

trainees should understand what comprises a good mentor– 

mentee relationship and how to optimize the mentoring 

process.8 Mentoring is a dynamic process and a successful 

mentoring relationship is a win–win situation,5,6,9,10,12–14 and 

different studies have shown benefits for trainees mentored 

by faculty as well as for peer mentoring among trainees,15,16 

in particular, between fellows and residents.17 As a mentee, 

though, trainees should know what they want to get out of 

the relationship. The mentoring relationship is different for 

everyone, but there are a few key elements mentors and 

mentees should be looking for.12,13,18,19

A good mentee is always prepared, organized and proac-

tive, has a positive and enthusiastic attitude, is interested in 

academic growth, expresses a willingness to learn, is recep-

tive to critical feedback, and has a shared agenda before 

he/she interacts with their mentor in their scheduled meet-

ings.7–9,12,13,18–20 Successful mentees learn from the experience 

of others, ask questions, and indicate when help is needed. 

They are willing to accept the strengths of their mentor, 

along with their limitations. Also, being a finisher is the 

key: if a trainee has committed to doing something, he/she 

should do it. A good mentor is patient, supportive, interested 

in teaching, genuinely invested in their mentee’s goals, and 

willing to advocate for a trainee.7–9,12,13,18,19 A skilled mentor 

is productive, is well published, and is well funded with 

expertise in the trainee’s area of interest, encourages open 

communication, provides structured learning opportunities, 

facilitates career and personal development, and has a good 

track record of mentoring others.

The actual mentoring process may be optimized by 

1)  identifying shared interests, goals, strengths, and needs; 

2) setting ground rules and mutual expectations; 3) plan-

ning meetings with clear agendas; 4) defining goals and 

ways to track  progress; and 5) having ongoing bidirectional 

feedback. At times, multiple mentors – from within or 

outside the  institution – may be desirable to address dif-

ferent domains (career, research, and social/interpersonal 

development).7–9,12,13,18–20

In conclusion, funding, publishing, career planning, and 

finding a mentor are all critical – and challenging – compo-

nents of starting a successful academic career, regardless of 

the specialty or the subspecialty. Trainees should always set 

aside the time to sketch out their long-term goals to be able to 

focus on how and why they plan for their research projects that 

are more likely to lead to a successful trajectory in academia.
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