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7 HABITS OF A MODERATELY SUCCESSFUL EARLY-ISH 
CAREER EPIDEMIOLOGIST
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A DISCLAIMER

¡ This is list of things that might be 
helpful to you

¡ Not a “one-size-fits-all” approach

¡ Best (worst?) part of being an 
epidemiologist

¡ Don’t let yourself be constrained 
by my experiences!
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7. Find a topic that you love.
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• Having more than one interest is 
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Obesity
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healthAging
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measurement bias

selection bias
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6. Epidemiology is a team sport.
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work
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REMEMBER: DATA COMES FROM REAL PEOPLE

¡ Secondary data analysis is cool and all, 
but have you tried primary data 
collection?

¡ There is no data without study 
participants
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Age group N 
(Percent)

75-79 5985 (11.7)

80-84 16309 (32.0)

85-89 15639 (30.7)

90-94 9362 (18.4)

95-106 3660 (7.2)

Unique challenges of working with this population 
(mean age=86y)
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5. Swim upstream.
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CHALLENGE EXISTING PARADIGMS

Just because something’s always been done a certain way, doesn’t mean it should continue to be done 
that way.
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Dr. Katherine Flegal, PhD

Normal 
weight 
BMI ≠ 
healthy
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Two takeaways:
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BMI is not a supervillain.

It’s a ratio.
Problem (most often) lies in how it’s used and interpreted. 
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4. Think outside the box



WE’RE NOT BUILDING A CLONE ARMY
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Is obesity protective among individuals with chronic 
disease?

Are BMI categories a valid measure of obesity 
status?

Should we just ignore age-related change in body 
composition?

Muscle mass is hard to measure. Let’s skip it?



TELL YOUR STORY CREATIVELY
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Evaluation criteria: originality of the proposal, innovation
•Evaluate whether the proposed work applies novel concepts, methods or technologies or uses existing concepts, methods, 
technologies in novel ways, to enhance the overall impact of the project.
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Evaluation criteria: originality of the proposal, innovation
•Evaluate whether the proposed work applies novel concepts, methods or technologies or uses existing concepts, methods, 
technologies in novel ways, to enhance the overall impact of the project.

Practice the art of storytelling



EXAMPLE: D3CR AS A MEASURE OF MUSCLE MASS

¡ Muscle mass is critically understudied in population health 
research
¡ Essential for health aging, preventing morbidity, and mortality

¡ Previously: required DXA, CT, MRI scan to measure muscle 
mass

¡ First-ever remote measure of muscle mass in postmenopausal 
women
¡ Cancer (R37CA258761)

¡ Diabetes (R01AG078249)
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BE INNOVATIVE, BUT SHOW US YOU CAN DO IT

¡ Pilot grants, seed funding, small awards are 
absolutely essential for success

¡ Easier to get than big awards 

¡ Show proof-of-concept

¡ Great for building your CV
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3. You are going to fail.
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I nearly failed Grade 12 calculus.

I was rejected by CIHR Master’s/Doctoral awards 5 separate times.

My current NIH R01 was funded on its 4th (!!) submission

I cannot even begin to count the number of times my papers have been rejected by journals



YOUR CV OF FAILURES

¡ It’s not about how many times you 
are going to fail, it’s about how 
quickly you get back up again

¡ Refer back to epidemiology is a 
team sport

¡ Figure out what works for you
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We need to normalize failure!

(Cao & Ngetich, 2023)
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2. Be generous.
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2. BE GENEROUS

🤑❓🙅 🤓



TIME IS OUR MOST PRECIOUS COMMODITY 

¡ My first interaction with Matt Fox was a cold email
¡ His generosity made a huge impact 

¡ There are a lot of very nice people in our field

¡ A lot of the motivation for SERious Epi cames from my own questions

¡ Ethos of ‘giving back’ to the community
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PEER REVIEW 

¡ Generosity of time: contributing to the peer review process 

Provides constructive feedback to authors

Advances the field

Makes you a better researcher & writer

Keeps you informed
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IT’S OK TO SAY NO 
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“Dr. Banack, we have this clinical dataset of 50 patients and want to know if you would calculate p–values for us”

“Dr. Banack, we are requesting you complete your peer-review in 7 days”

Set boundaries!



LEAVE THE WORLD (FIELD) A BETTER PLACE THAN WHEN YOU FOUND IT

Your training makes you a hot 
commodity (and don’t forget it!)
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YOU

Everyone
 else
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1. This is your life and you get to do 
what you want with it.



You did a postdoc in BUFFALO? REALLY?
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should I go for my PhD/postdoc/job”?

¡ {insert classic epidemiology joke here}
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¡ I often get asked by trainees: “where 
should I go for my PhD/postdoc/job”?

¡ {insert classic epidemiology joke here}

It depends!



YOU CAN BE SUCCESSFUL NO MATTER WHERE YOU ARE

¡ Going to {insert big name school here} doesn’t guarantee success, not going to 
{insert name of big name school here} doesn’t guarantee lack of success

¡ There is fantastic epidemiology, PH, and health sciences research in a lot of 
places

¡ Diversity is our strength

87



88

YOU CAN BE SUCCESSFUL NO MATTER WHERE YOU ARE

¡ You need to figure out what you 
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to look like. 

(then you have to make it happen)
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Life happens while you’re 

in grad
 school, for 

everyone.
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Thank you!

hailey.banack@utoronto.ca




