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liked and didn’t like. I asked them to 
address the following questions:

c What impression does the site give 
about the person who made it? 

H ave you ever wondered what your 
colleagues think of your web-

site? I have. I know from experience 
that our peers judge us partly by our 
presence on the Web. Hiring commit-
tees often search online to learn more 
about job candidates, and review pan-
els use our sites to help decide whether 
to fund us. 

So I did an experiment to learn a 
bit more about what our colleagues 
look for in a website. I organize a 
Facebook group called Marketing for 
Scientists, where scientists, engineers 
and other interested professionals dis-
cuss issues related to science commu-
nication, science advocacy and STEM 
(science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics) careers. I suggested to 
the group that we take turns examin-
ing each other’s websites and critiquing 
them. Altogether, 26 people volun-
teered. They were a mix of faculty and 
postdocs, with a few science communi-
cation professionals thrown in. 

I made a list of all the websites, and 
I emailed everyone with assignments. 
I asked each volunteer to review three 
URLs. I instructed them to play with 
each site for a minute or so and then to 
write a few sentences about what they 

c Does the site make you want to find 
a way to work with him/her? 

c How could the site be improved?

At first I was worried that there would 
be no responses. If you’ve ever organized 
a meeting or a review panel of scientists, 
you know how hard it can be to stir our 
kind into collective action. But then a 
few eager folks sent in their critiques, 
initiating a chain reaction. Soon my 
inbox was flooded, and the constructive 
criticisms provided a wealth of informa-
tion and some real surprises. 

The basics
First, I heard a cry for more basic infor-
mation. Andras Paszternak, a chemist 
at the Hungarian Academy of Sciences 
and the founder of The International 
NanoScience Community social net-
work, suggested that scientists place an 
email address on their home page. In 
today’s world of social networking, it’s 
easy to forget about good old-fashioned 
email, but this mode of communication 
is still vital.

Next, I heard a broad demand for 
more images and video. “I would supple-
ment your homepage with more graphical 
things,” said Robert Vanderbei, chair of 

In today’s world of social 
networking, it’s easy to 
forget about good old-
fashioned email, but this 
mode of communication 
is still vital.

Marc J. Kuchner

What Makes a  
Good Website  
for Scientists?
Marc J. Kuchner

More and more scientists are creating their own 
websites to showcase their careers and interests. 
What constitutes a successful site to our peers? 
The answer might surprise you.

Thinkstock

Courtesy of Marc Kuchner



May 2012 | 17

the department of Operations Research 
and Financial Engineering at Princeton. 
“Please use some color and/or pictures,” 
said Stella Kafka from the Carnegie 
Institute of Washington’s department 
of terrestrial magnetism. 

Now, many of us recognize the 
importance of images—but forget the 
captions. We have photos of things that 
are important to us but unidentifi able 
to those who visit our sites! “Nice photo. 
Is it decoration? Art? Should it have a 
caption? Are we supposed to guess what 
it is?” asked Nancy Morrison, professor 
emerita of astronomy at the University 
of Toledo. I heard that sentiment several 
times: Please post descriptive captions 
that every scientist can understand. 

Passion and generosity

So far, you might have the impres-
sion that we were merely proofreading 
each other’s sites. But one element that 
multiple reviewers asked for caught me 
by surprise. If I could summarize it in a 
word, it would be passion.

“Maybe the homepage could include 
your personal motivation,” suggested 
Phil Yock, a professor in the department 
of physics at the University of Aukland. 
“I really like to know what scientists 
are passionate about, so I’d love to see a 
short write-up of what fascinates you the 
most about the universe.” Th at comment 
was from Emilie Lorditch, news director 
and manager at the American Institute 
of Physics.

Th e other feedback that really 
touched my heart was expressed well 
by Yale astronomy professor Debra 
Fischer. “I was impressed that you off er 
PowerPoint slides, poster presentations 
and tools/data from your papers: It’s 
generous and collaborative and makes 
me want to follow your example,” she 
said. Generosity: that’s not a value 
that was emphasized when I was in 
graduate school. But science has evolved 
since then, and in today’s collaborative 
environment, it seems to be a sought-
after trait. Th at generous site, by John 
Debes at the Space Telescope Science 
Institute, is chock full of free tools and 

PowerPoint slides that send a warm 
message of science love. 

Next time I’m up late tweaking 
my website, I’ll know just what to 
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post: full contact information with an 
email address on the homepage; video 
and pictures with descriptive captions; 
a passionate written description of my 
research; and generous freebies that my 
colleagues can download. 

Th ere’s something else I learned from 
this experiment. Our personal websites 
are not the only ones that can help us 
interact with our colleagues: It was, after 
all, a Facebook group that made this 
experiment possible. t

Marc J. Kuchner (marc@marketingforscientists.
com) is an astrophysicist at NASA, a country 
songwriter and the author of the book Marketing 
for Scientists: How To Shine In Tough Times. 
His website can be found at www.marketingfor-
scientists.com.

Postdoc
This site, created by a post-
doctoral fellow at the National 
Center for Ecological Analysis 
and Synthesis, features an 
inviting smile and a good use 
of white space. A steady stream 
of updates attests to a busy 
research program. Contact 
information is easy to fi nd.

Successful Websites at Every Career Level

Senior Researcher
This site for Robert Vanderbei 
at Princeton University 
features lots of graphics and 
is well-labeled. It displays a 
creative personality with a 
vast array of professional and 
personal passions.

Early Career 
When the group of 
reviewers visited this 
site for astronomer John 
Debes, they loved the 
“tools” page with its 
generous freebies.

http://jarrettbyrnes.info/

www.stsci.edu/~debes/tools.html

www.princeton.edu/~rvdb/
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