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Young scientists devote substantial 
time to academic training by learning 
sophisticated measurement, model-
ling, and data analysis techniques. This 
is challenging and leaves little time for 
activities such as additional training in 
transferable skills (such as scientific 
writing, project and time management, 
presentation techniques) and network-
ing among colleagues. However, these 
skills and networking activities are in-
dispensable for a successful career in 
science and require venturing beyond 
the confines of the university or re-
search group. 

The main source for connecting to a 
network of scientific colleagues is one’s 
academic advisor. This source for net-
working largely depends on the advi-
sor’s willingness and active efforts to 
share their scientific network. An addi-
tional and independent source can be 
networks established among young sci-
entists themselves that provide access 
to the international community of sci-
entists in an early career stage. Today’s 
young scientists may become future 
leaders in their field and active net-
working among these colleagues pro-
vides the foundation for future collabo-

rations and projects.
This article provides an overview 

of networking activities in two inter-
national young scientist networks. At 
first, the objectives of the networking 
activities are described, followed by 
discussing the tools used for connect-
ing young scientists, membership sta-
tistics, and concluding with considera-
tions for improvements.

The FLUXNET Young Scientist Net-
work (YSN) and the GHG-Europe YSN 
are two examples from the iLEAPS com-
munity that connect young scientists 
internationally. Their overall objectives 
are to establish a network among col-
leagues at an early career stage, and to 
provide an informal exchange platform 
for questions regarding research, ca-
reer and funding opportunities. Both 
networks consider young scientists to 
be students (from undergraduate to 
PhD level) or postdocs, who do not lead 
their own research groups and who are 
not main supervisors of PhD students. 
‘Young’ in this case refers to the ca-
reer stage, and not the actual age of the 
members (‘academic age’ concept). 

The main tools used for networking 
among the young scientists are a mail-
ing list, an interactive website, and more 
recently an online networking plat-
form called ResearchGate (RG,www.re-
searchgate.net). These internet-based 
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networking activities are complement-
ed by informal social meetings at con-
ferences that provide the opportunity 
for direct interactions with colleagues. 
Such events are traditionally organized 
at big conferences (such as EGU Gener-
al Assembly, AGU Fall Meeting, iLEAPS 
Science Conference) with attendance 
typically ranging from 20 to 40 people. 

The mailing lists are currently the 
most actively used component of the 
YSNs, and are used to distribute job 
offers and announcements for work-
shops, summer schools and social 
meetings. To archive announcements, 
for scientific discussions, file exchange 
and to present oneself, the FLUXNET 
YSN has been using an interactive web-
site (MS SharePoint -based). This setup 
is, however, limited to one particular 
network and cannot be linked to oth-
er platforms easily (nota bene: many 
members are part of several networks), 
or retained when not being ‘academi-
cally young’ anymore. Therefore, and 
with the increasing popularity of social 
networking media, both YSNs have re-
cently implemented the platform RG to 
complement the networking activities. 

RG is a social networking platform 
that can be seen as the ‘Facebook for 
Scientists’, but which extends Face-
book’s capabilities into a profession-
al context and provides specific tools 
for the scientific community. While Fa-
cebook is mainly used for private net-
working, RG is intended for profes-
sional networking among scientific 

colleagues. Among these tools are dis-
cussion, file sharing and poll function-
alities as well as the sharing of publi-
cations including citation and impact 
statistics. RG also provides a personal 
profile to present oneself with scientif-
ic interests and expertise, a key feature 
that is largely underestimated by young 
scientists so far. 

Once an RG profile is created, it can 
be easily linked to other workgroups 
at RG, such as the recently emerging 
FLUXNET group with experienced sci-
entists. The workgroups within RG are 
closed (on invitation only) and used 
within the YSNs to compile informa-
tion on job offers, conferences, work-
shops and summer schools, to discuss 
emerging research topics, and to as-
semble helpful information on scientif-
ic writing, reviewing and young scien-
tist life (Fig. 1). First experiences with 
this new and powerful tool have shown 
the potential for improved network-
ing among young and experienced sci-
entists across the globe, and also for 
bridging the gap between them.

The number of members in these 
two YSNs has been increasing since es-
tablishment (FLUXNET YSN in 2004, 
re-launch in 2009; GHG-Europe YSN in 
2011) and regular status renewals are 
performed to keep the member lists 
updated. In April 2012, the FLUXNET 
YSN had about 300 members from 38 
countries with the majority being PhD 
students (56%) and post docs (30%, 
Fig. 2). Because of project-related ge-

ographical confinement, the GHG-Eu-
rope YSN is much smaller (25 mem-
bers) but with similar composition 
(mainly PhD students) and some cross-
over, with 20% of the members also be-
ing members of the FLUXNET YSN. 

Much potential still remains for 
young scientists to benefit more from 
their membership in these networks, 
where most of the contributions are 
currently made by the organisers. The 
increasing popularity of social net-
working media provide great potential 
for young scientists to participate more 
actively in networking activities using 
state-of-the-art communication tech-
nology.

Further information about both 
YSNs can be found on their web-
sites: FLUXNET YSN (fluxnet.ornl.gov/
young-scientists-network), GHG-Eu-
rope YSN (www.ghg-europe.eu/in-
dex.php?id=165). A good overview on 
RG is given by an article published by 
the New York Times in January 2012 
(www.nytimes.com/2012/01/17/sci-
ence/open-science-challenges-jour-
nal-tradition-with-web-collaboration.
html). 
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Figure 2. FLUXNET YSN member composition
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