
Challenges of Collaboration between MDs and PhDs – Case Study 
 
Dr. S’s Perspective  

• PhD bench scientist, has been on faculty for 12 years 
• Past history of funding but struggling to get grants in past couple of years 
• Encouraged by departmental leaders to find MD collaborators and do more translational research in order to get 

funded 
• Open to idea but doesn’t have a lot of experience collaborating with MDs; they tend to be loud, talkative, and 

assume everyone else understands all the acronyms they use 
• At a research event, meets Dr. B, MD, clinician investigator – find mutual research interests and complementary 

skills – decide to collaborate on writing a grant 
• Grant gets funded and project begins 
• At the beginning, everything seems easy – Dr. B is talkative but kind and enthusiastic about collaboration  
• Because of Dr. S’s expertise, he has to do much of the early research but they have weekly to bi-weekly check-in 

meetings 
• Just as the part of the research that Dr. B can be more involved in is about to begin, Dr. B is forced to take on 

more clinical work and becomes much more unavailable – their communication starts to be more by email and 
their check-in meetings become quite infrequent 

• Dr. S is anxious to keep the project going and be able to publish results, but it doesn’t seem that Dr. B shares the 
same priorities. When Dr. S shares his concerns, Dr. B snaps back that she doesn’t have the luxury of time that 
he does, and that he should be able to continue to move the project forward. She seems to think that 
overseeing the final stages of the research should be sufficient since simply having her, an MD, on the project 
should help it get published.  

 

Dr. B’s Perspective 
• Dr. B is a physician scientist who has been on faculty for 8 years 
• Had a K award and has been trying to launch her career as an independent researcher; has had some protected 

time but now losing that protection unless she can secure external grant funding 
• Enthusiastic about opportunity to collaborate with Dr. S, bench scientist, though she never has had an 

interdisciplinary research collaboration before 
• Dr. S has a lot of demands on her time and a growing pressure of taking on more clinical work, which would 

make it nearly impossible for her to have a successful research career 
• As collaboration begins she feels belittled by Dr. S, whose expertise is at the center of their work. He also seems 

to have endless amounts of time to dedicate to the research, whereas she has constantly competing priorities of 
home and work, and clinical and research work at work.  

• Their weekly meetings start to feel like a waste of time with Dr. S lecturing her about everything he is doing, 
with little room for her thoughts on the project, so she tries to decrease their frequency 

• Suddenly, just as her clinical obligations are increasing, Dr. S sends her angry emails about not doing enough to 
contribute to their project and for the slow progress they are making 

• Dr. S wants to see their project be successful but feels overwhelmed by everything else on her plate that seems 
more time sensitive. She is hurt and frustrated by the way Dr. S is approaching their collaboration.  

 

Discussion Questions 

1. What do you see as the major barriers to an effective collaboration between Dr. B and Dr. S? 
2. What could they have done differently from the beginning of their relationship to have better set the stage for 

an effective collaboration? 
3. What can they do at this point to salvage the collaboration?  


