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Who is your current employer and what do they do? 
Astellas Research Institute of America (ARIA)
Astellas is the second largest pharmaceutical company in Japan, ARIA is a research and 
development facility located just outside of Chicago, IL.  We are involved in drug discovery 
research.

What is your job title and what does the job entail?
Manager in drug discovery R and D
I do some bench research using my biochemistry skills and some people management.  
We are a small group trying to identify new targets and therapies.

How did you achieve your current position?   
After my PhD I did a postdoc at University of Leeds in Peter Stockley’s lab.  At that point I 
was not sure if I wanted a career in Academia or in Industry.  Peter is a great mentor, he was 
supportive of my desire to work for a short time in the USA.  I was leveraging some of his 
contacts and also scouring Science and Nature jobs section for opportunities. I applied for 
a few positions and got a call back from a Pharma company in the Chicago area who had 
run a large scale ad in Science.  I got an interview and was offered a position to work in their 
protein purification facility.  I thought I would go for 2 years but ended up staying for 15!  
That company had a policy to constantly retrain, so I started in protein purification, moved to 
cloning and molecular biology, then genomics, then diabetes drug discovery, spending on 
average 3-4 years in each area.  I loved the fact that my job was never boring, I was always 
on a huge learning curve.

In 2007 the company closed its Diabetes Research Area and I was jobhunting again.  I 
interviewed at several companies and took a position at Astellas.  I met the hiring 
managers at a Job Fair at University of Chicago and also had a former colleague who 
was already part of the organization.  I was really lucky be hired by Astellas, they are a 
great company to work for.

How do you feel you have used the skills and/or knowledge developed during your 
research degree in your career to date?
I am still using the research skills I developed every day in my R and D job.  For PhD I 
studied the structure and function of an enzyme from yeast.  For drug discovery we study 
enzymes and proteins from Humans, but the song remains very much the same.  While 
there have been huge innovations in the field since the late 1980s, the basic science 
remains the same. 

My PhD mentor, Linda Gilmore, had a big influence on me; she is a real “go for it” person 
who would try anything.  When I was looking for positions in the US many people were 
doubtful they would hire a young Scottish woman, but I tried anyway and guess what…..
they did!


