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What do individuals “know” about their social worlds?

How do they perceive, process, and store this information?

How can they use this information to make decisions?
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We use an integrative approach to carefully parse 
potential connections between sociality and cognition

Computational 
modeling

Experimental 
manipulation

Behavioral  
observations 

Within single species & comparing across species



Hacking your work life to create more time (and maintain your creativity)
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Hack your time 
management

Track, manage, 
and cultivate 

your ideas

Cultivate 
a good 

environment

Hack your 
writing 
practice





Maintain your 
health



Academia can be overwhelming

http://phdcomics.com/comics/archive.php?comicid=125



Academia can be 
overwhelming

“A lot of our graduate students were good at 
school [as undergraduates] but didn’t learn to 

be independent,” says chemistry professor 
Heino Nitsche, “and they have a hell of a time 

swimming in the deep end of the pool.” 

Under these circumstances, it can be difficult 
or impossible to feel a sense of progress and 

accomplishment.

http://berkeleysciencereview.com/article/mind-grad-school/



Science can take forever



The Thesis Whisperer
https://thesiswhisperer.com/2017/03/08/how-to-stop-flipping/

Academic research ~ entrepreneurship / running small business 

• Problem one: There are a lot of opportunities that could turn into nothing, 
so it’s best to say yes to everything and deal with the possible overwork 
problem later

→ Leads to being over-committed

• Problem two: Since no one is really telling you what to do with every 
minute of your time, it can be hard to choose what to do next – especially if 
all the tasks seem equally important.

→ Makes individual days hard to organize, leading to decision fatigue and fractured 
attention states

Work days are filled with activity, but you can’t see deliverables



Mental health in academia
• Talk to others you trust about negative experiences in grad school, especially those where 

you feel victimized, hurt, or badly treated. Don’t wait until you are overwhelmed with anger or 

self-loathing, or you’ll be too paralyzed to stand up for yourself.

• Monitor your negative self beliefs. 

• Replace negative beliefs actively with positive ones 

• Get enough exercise (and sleep!!)

• Interact with others about the process of your work, not just the content (writing / science 

groups)

• Take action to understand the politics, climate, and expectations of your department and 

your advisor. Those who know the landscape are less likely to be taken by surprise and to fall 

into self-blaming habits. 

• Avoid isolation. You are not alone, and your experiences are not as rare as you think.

• Read positive articles about how to cope in academia

Adapted from http://academicladder.com/depression-in-grad-school-and-beyond



Celebrate successes

Jar of Awesome

Wall of Doneness

Tim Ferriss (https://www.businessinsider.com/tools-of-titans-tim-ferriss-ambition-millennials-2017-1)



Develop a support network

Shelton et al. 2021



Hack your time 
management



You do not need to work 80 hours a week to succeed in academia
5 15-hr days / 6 13.3-hr days / 7 11.4-hr days

“There are labs where the principal investigator is a 
workaholic, and nobody else in the lab is allowed to 
have a life” Anthony Ryan, chemist at the University 

of Sheffield, UK

“Everyone benefits from time away from work. You 
have to think about the whole person.” Meghan 

Duffy, biologist at University of Michigan

https://dynamicecology.wordpress.com/2014/02/04/you-do-not-need-to-work-80-hours-a-week-to-succeed-in-academia/
http://www.nature.com/nature/journal/v546/n7656/full/nj7656-175a.html



Track your work hours

“People who claimed their “usual” workweeks were longer than 75 hours 
were off, on average, by about 25 hours. You can guess in which direction. 
Those who claimed that a “usual” workweek was 65–74 hours were off by 

close to 20 hours. Those claiming a workweek of 55–64 hours were still about 
10 hours north of the truth.”

https://www.fastcompany.com/3008791/truth-about-how-much-workaholics-actually-work



Track your 
activities to 
see how you 

allocate 
time

www.rescuetime.com



My ideal day (happy + productive)

Mix of:

- Block of writing time → End with new section / new ideas

- Block of coding / analysis time → End coding with new plots

- Whiteboard time (creative brainstorming)

- Socializing with collaborators/coworkers (mix of science & life)



Work guilt



Managing work guilt



Juggling metaphor: rubber balls vs glass balls

Bryan Dyson, commencement speech at Georgia Tech



Rocks / pebbles / sand metaphor

http://leadingtoexcellence.com/blog/rocks-pebbles-sand-the-important-things-in-life/



Maker vs manager schedules

Manager
Reactive

Short blocks of time

Lots of “putting out fires”

https://fs.blog/2017/12/maker-vs-manager/

Maker
Proactive

Long blocks of time

Focus deeply on few tasks



“Getting Things Done” (GTD) -  David Allen
• Capture everything. Your to-dos, your ideas, your recurring tasks, everything. You want to capture 

everything as soon as it happens so you don't have to think about it again until it's time to do it.

• Clarify the things you have to do. Break tasks into actionable steps

• Organize those actionable items by category and priority. Assign due dates where you can, and set 
reminders so you follow up on them. You're not actually doing any of the items on your list right now, 
you're just making sure they're in the right buckets for later, and your reminders are set. 

• Reflect on your to-do list. See what your next action should be. Also, give your to-do list an in-depth 
review periodically to see where you're making progress, where you need to adjust your priorities, and 
determine how the system is working for you.

• Engage and get to work. Choose your next action and get to it. Your system is, as this point, set up to 
make figuring that out easy. Your to-dos are organized by priority and placed in categories. You know 
what to work on, and when. They're broken into manageable, bite-sized chunks that are easy to start. 
It's time to get to work.

Adapted from http://lifehacker.com/productivity-101-a-primer-to-the-getting-things-done-1551880955



The Thesis Whisperer: “Write a good to-do list”
https://thesiswhisperer.com/2017/03/08/how-to-stop-flipping/

Use verbs in your to-do list; keep tasks very specific

• Do a proper, systematic literature search

• Download papers that look interesting

• Shallow read all the 140 papers you have downloaded 

• Note key themes

• Start a document with the key themes you noticed as headings

• Make a short list of papers you will deep read

• Deep read the most interesting-looking of the papers



THE NEXT-STEP METHOD

For every to-do list item, 

write down a next step. Every time.

Todd Henry (Accidental Creative podcast)

https://www.fastcompany.com/40540800/do-this-one-thing-to-make-your-to-do-list-more-effective

http://www.accidentalcreative.com/


How to prioritize
From: 5 Questions to Help you Prioritize your To-Do List (Liz Huber)

1. Which tasks are related to your goals?

2. Which tasks have the highest impact on your goals?

3. Which tasks make other tasks obsolete, faster or easier?

4. Which tasks did you choose proactively?

5. Which tasks are Urgent vs. Important? Or Both?

6. Start your day with your Most Important Task

https://medium.com/@refinedliz/5-questions-to-help-you-prioritise-your-to-do-list-
bd0ed4598f06



The “Eisenhower Principle”

https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newHTE_91.htm

Urgent Not urgent

Important Putting out fires ***

Not important Time sucks Wasting time

"I have two kinds of problems: the urgent and the important. The 
urgent are not important, and the important are never urgent." 

-- former U.S. President Dwight D. Eisenhower (quoting Dr J. Roscoe Miller), 1954

https://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newHTE_91.htm


Productivity: Efficiency & Effectiveness
“Efficiency is doing things right; effectiveness is doing the right things.”

Peter Drucker

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/efficiency-vs-effectiveness-matrix-andrew-cooke

“There is nothing so useless 
as doing efficiently 

that which should not be done at all.”
Peter Drucker 



Deep work vs shallow work

“Deep work is the ability to focus without 
distraction on a cognitively demanding 

task…. deep work is like a super power in 
our increasingly competitive twenty-first 
century economy. And yet, most people 

have lost the ability to go deep—spending 
their days instead in a frantic blur of e-mail 

and social media”

http://calnewport.com/books/deep-work/



Urgent / important task matrix

Time sensitive Time insensitive

Deep work
New analyses, writing, coding 

for projects with upcoming 
deadlines

Generating and developing 
new ideas & projects

Shallow work
Tweaking plots, formatting 

references, etc.

Paperwork without hard 
deadlines, some parts of 

literature review



Scheduling tasks to 
preserve your ideal 
schedule

• Meetings with self
• Plan “white space” into your week
• Block time for idea generation / writing
• Pre-deadlines (complete sub tasks)



“Eat The Frog” Method 
A simple system to make consistent progress on your most 
important goals

Coined by Brian Tracy (https://www.briantracy.com/blog/time-management/the-
truth-about-frogs/) after quote by Mark Twain

“Mark Twain once said that if the first thing you do each morning is to 
eat a live frog, you can go through the day with the satisfaction of 
knowing that that is probably the worst thing that is going to happen to 
you all day long. Your “frog” is your biggest, most important task, the 
one you are most likely to procrastinate on if you don’t do something 
about it.”

https://doist.com/blog/eat-the-frog-todoist/

https://www.briantracy.com/blog/time-management/the-truth-about-frogs/
https://www.briantracy.com/blog/time-management/the-truth-about-frogs/


Track, manage, and 
cultivate your ideas



What inspires your creativity?





Keep track of your ideas

www.evernote.com



Workshop your ideas

• Test out your “pitch”

• Find other perspectives

• Refine your logic/explanations

• Find collaborators/brainstormers

@SFI: “Research Jams”



“Nerd snipe” other researchers to refine ideas/methods

FYI: At SFI, nerd sniping is not evil and more about requesting someone’s help 
with a cool problem. It is good practice to ask “can I nerd snipe you about 

something” before engaging in nerd sniping

https://xkcd.com/356/

https://xkcd.com/356/


Keep aware balancing breadth of input & depth of 
development

https://www.etsy.com/listing/1155666960/saying-no-
to-things-punch-card-pack-of-5



Project pipeline method for consistent output

Trello.com



Hack your 
writing 
process



Hack your writing process



Framing your writing

• Why is this research interesting and important? 

• What are the driving research questions? (Make these general)
• “We don’t know this yet” / “No one has studied this topic/spp yet” is a very 

flimsy justification

• What will your discoveries do for your field of study / conservation / 
society / etc?

• What is previously known, where are the gaps in knowledge, and 
what new work would you need to do to fill those gaps?

• Don’t surprise your readers, give them hints on where you are going (no 
murder mysteries in science!!)



Baby-werewolf-silver bullet writing method
Andrew Hendry: http://ecoevoevoeco.blogspot.com/2014/10/how-to-writepresent-science-baby.html

“As an editor, reviewer, supervisor, committee member, and colleague, I have read countless papers and 

proposals and have seen similarly countless presentations. Some work well and some don’t. Beyond the 

picky details of slides that are too wordy, speaking that is too fast, sentences that are poorly constructed, 

and so on – the most critical problem is making clear why the work is interesting and important. 

Why should we read further rather than moving to the next paper on the pile? Why should we give you 

money as opposed to your competitor? Why should we listen to your talk instead of tweeting about the 

party last night? This simple and yet pervasive inability to engage the reader and have them buy 

into your work is likely the single greatest flaw in the writing of every student (and many postdocs 

and faculty members). In this post, I will explain a simple metaphor that can help you to solve this 

problem in each and every one of your papers/proposals/presentations.”



Topic/structural questions as an outline

• For each paragraph, write out the question that that paragraph will 
answer

• Intro:
• What is the main topic (what do your readers critically need to know?) and 

why is it important? (the “baby”)

• What gaps do we need to fill and how would that help? (the “werewolf”)

• How will your work add to our knowledge? What is the main point of the 
paper? (the “silver bullet”)

• When you write, just answer the question for each paragraph



The “Shitty First Draft” Method
(inspired by Ernest Hemingway, popularized by Anne Lamott)

“The first draft is the child’s draft, where you let it all pour 
out and then let it romp all over the place knowing that no 
one is going to see it and that you can shape it later.”

Get words out of your head into digital form as quickly as 
you can. Then they concretely exist and you can mess with 

them

https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/11/22/bird-by-bird-anne-lamott/

https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/11/22/bird-by-bird-anne-lamott/


Be wary of perfectionism

Perfectionism → Procrastination → Paralysis

http://webstandardssherpa.com/reviews/breaking-the-perfectionism-procrastination-infinite-loop/



Writing sprints can reduce your inner editor
Sprints: https://teralynnchilds.com/word-sprints/

pomodoro-tracker.com 4thewords.com



For more advice, I highly recommend 
Raul Pacheco-Vega’s blog

www.raulpacheco.org/tag/academic-writing/



Cultivate a good 
environment



Design your work space to work for you



Cultivate good work/collaborator relationships



Find an accountability partner



“Your relationship with your advisor is a huge 
deal,” says Galen Panger, a PhD candidate in the 
School of Information. “It almost can’t be 
understated when it comes to the correlation 
between your advisor relationship and your 
wellbeing and satisfaction in graduate school.”

http://berkeleysciencereview.com/article/mind-grad-school/

Think carefully about your 
mentoring needs



You should not depend on one person for all 
your mentoring needs!

• Different people have different styles, skills, training, and 
perspectives

• Having multiple mentors also spreads out the work of mentoring so 
you are not 100% dependent on any one person

Shelton et al. 2021



YOUR 
NAME

MENTORING 
NETWORK

SIGNAL WORKSHOP

Constructive 
feedback
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[ Name ]

[ Name ]

[ Name ]
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[ Name ]

[ Name ]
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Goal 
setting

Planning

Skill 
development

Career 
information

Hidden 
curriculum

Access to resources 
& opportunities

Emotional 
support

Role 
models

Accountability

Collaboration

Work/life 
balancing

[ Name ]

[ Name ]



Hacking your work life to create more time (and maintain your creativity)

Work on physical & mental health 
Exercise, commiserate, celebrate successes, manage expectations/guilt

Figure out how you work best
Prioritize efficacy, don’t get bogged down in busy work, keep big picture in mind

Promote creativity, save future ideas to come back to
Collaborate, nerd snipe, don’t get stuck in a perfectionism spiral

Find/create/maintain an environment that supports you 
Creativity & productivity in science are much easier and enjoyable when you are 

happy and supported

Get words on page faster, edit afterwards
Plan your writing process & structure your goals
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