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Ever since she first began studying pharmacy at the Catholic University of Louvain,
Nathalie dreamed of working in a laboratory. So she decided to pursue a specialty in
Clinical Biology and met Dr. Damien Gruson while taking one of his endocrinology
classes. Now in the third year of her Clinical Biology Master’s program, Nathalie and her
Mentor Dr. Damien Gruson reflect upon their working relationship and the challenges
that lie in their profession.
The Mentor-Mentee Relationship

based on exam performance. As with any industry, networking is

Nathalie and Dr. Gruson have developed mentor-mentee relationship essential, and mentors can help students expand their opportunities.
at the Catholic University of Louvain. Not only do they work in the According to Nathalie, “Most of the supervisors at the university
same field, but also the same laboratory, where they work together hospital like to teach, and they would be glad to give their time to
on projects through an internship at the Cliniques Universitaires help with interpretation of results and supervision of projects. I think
St. Luc Academic Hospital. It began with a project on salivary cortisol, you just need to see what they propose for research projects and if
which they worked on together last year. Since then, Nathalie had the they have time to show you their daily routine.”
opportunity to attend several conferences and visit another laboratory Mentor Training
to conduct a method comparison study, all thanks to Dr. Gruson’s
Dr. Gruson’s background is in pharmacy, and he decided to stay in the
network.
academic world to pursue a specialization in laboratory medicine.
According to Dr. Gruson, the most valuable part of a mentor-mentee After Ph.D.-level training in chemistry, endocrinology, and hormone
relationship is the first-hand transfer of knowledge and experience.

testing at the University of Louvain, he went on to practice at St. Luc

“From a teacher’s point of view, we are sharing knowledge of Academic Hospital.
endocrinology and we are also the lab directors sharing experience of
To become a laboratory director in Belgium, one must be a pharmacist
lab practices and how to face the evolution of laboratory medicine,” Dr.
or MD and then obtain an advanced degree specializing in laboratory
Gruson shared. “There are more and more challenges, and we should
medicine. This is a very specific field of study in many European
act as funnels and calibrators for the mentees, providing them with
countries. Once obtained, the degree prepares a practitioner to
standards for the challenging laboratory environment.”
become a lab director in the private sector, work in a commercial lab,
Nathalie agrees that the most valuable part of their mentorship is the
or practice in non-academic and teach in hospitals. Especially in the
ability to tap into the knowledge and resources of someone who has
latter instance, it is highly recommended to study scientific research
professional experience.
at the Ph.D. level.
“When I have questions about my work, I can refer to a mentor to
As you might expect, this is a lengthy process that requires
explain it,” she shared. “For research, it’s great to have someone with
approximately 10 years of education and training. That’s broken
experience and an expanded network to put you in touch with people
down into five or six years of pharmacy or MD education, followed by
and help you go through it.”
five additional years of training in laboratory medicine. This training
Finding a Mentor
typically involves at least a year studying hematology, a year of
There’s a huge push for training in science and medicine in Belgium microbiology, and a year of chemistry in a laboratory environment.
right now, and young scientists are selected for mentorships largely
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“We are in this world of

Benefits of Mentorship

economic crisis, so I would say

Nathalie says that she enjoys having a mentor to supervise her work, especially as it

they should be prepared to fight

pertains to research, technical analysis, and interpreting results.

for a job,. You will find a job,
but for management positions,

“I certainly have no experience, and it is great to have someone who has professional
experience to supervise my work and give me feedback,” she said.
In addition to Dr. Gruson, she has other mentors to ask for advice about interpretation and

it has become more and more

also communicate with clinicians.

challenging. Expectations are

When asked how the mentorship program helps young scientists and laboratorians in

higher.”

their careers, Dr. Gruson replied, “I hope that it can deliver the basis for practices, lab test

Dr. Gruson

discussed with Nathalie – that it is more and more difficult to find a job in today’s world.”

interpretation, and to write articles and prepare communication – these are the points we

Being an Effective Mentor
Dr. Gruson has been mentoring residents since 2008 and has a few points of advice about
how to be an effective mentor:
• Have adequate general knowledge about laboratory medicine and its
environment
• Have enough time to dedicate to mentees and trainees
• Understand the challenges faced by mentees
• Be able to give practical tips on how to run a lab
• Understand how to conduct a method evaluation
• Be willing to listen to the mentees’ expectations
Challenges for Today’s Clinical Biologists
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As with many industries around the world, finding a job is the biggest challenge for young
scientists in this field.
“We are in this world of economic crisis, so I would say they should be prepared to fight
for a job,” advises Dr. Gruson. “Because of your background of specialist in laboratory
medicine, you will find a job, but for top management positions, it has become more and
more challenging, especially in big lab chains or reference labs. Expectations are higher
and additional competences are required.”
These days, lab consolidation is also a huge concern for emerging scientists and lab
directors, like Nathalie and Dr. Gruson. This translates into fewer job offers and more job
competition. Dr. Gruson advises his mentees to obtain as many management, teaching, IT,
and lab skills as possible because more skills are needed now than just a few years ago. But
the good news is that the industry’s playground is bigger and broader than it’s been in the
past. There are more options in private hospitals, and research labs, as well as the private
industry, so students must be open to all possibilities in their careers.
“This is an evolving and changing lab environment where mentees need mentors to help
maneuver the challenging and changing environment of laboratory medicine,” Dr. Gruson
points out. “To create a dynamic mentor-mentee relationship is essential, not only just to
teach and research, but to discover the potential of laboratory science.” _ The End

