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Pollution researchers Steve and Deonie Allen often work together on one project for one salary to get the work done in the most effective way.

HOW SCIENTIST DUQS MARRY
WORK AND HOME LIFE

You can work successfully with aromantic partner.
Meet the researchers who have cracked it. By Rachael Pells

teveand Deonie‘Dee’ Allen’s fates were

sealed when their respective dogs,

two kelpies, spotted each other from
acrossamarinain Brisbane, Australia

and became friends. The pair were

living on boats three berths down from one
another — and the rest, as they say, is history.
Twenty-two years later they are happily
married, with one boat, two PhDs and parallel
careers as microplastic-pollution researchers
at Dalhousie University in Halifax, Canada, and
the University of Birmingham, UK, respectively.
The Allens, as many in the field will attest, are
an infamous double-act, sharing work and
hobbies, and travelling the world together
for their sailing hobby and for research. They

literally finish each other’s sentences — and
e-mails — and they are indubitable proof that
yes, itreallyis possible towork witharomantic
partner without growing to despise them.

In the Allens’ case, Steve says, “It means we
areacomplete mobile research unit.”

The power of two

Romantic duos are by no means uncommon
in science. A 2008 study by researchers at
Stanford University in California suggests
that around 40% of women and 34% of men
inacademia are in a partnership with fellow
academics’. Among scientists, 83% of women
and 54% of meninacademic couples are part-
nered with another scientist.
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There are clear benefits: a support system
and a shared understanding of all work’s
stresses, including the highs and lows of a
careerinscience, areimplicit. And couples who
collaboratereport higher productivity levels?,
“The fact we share the same project goals and
workload allows each of us the chance to
explore new methods or equipment while the
work progresses, whichis pricelessinorder to
keep up with the field,” says Steve Allen.

When the COVID-19 pandemic hit in 2020,
Justine Ammendolia and Jackie Saturno were
able to turn a period of travel restrictions
and cancelled plans into a creative, collab-
orative project. Stuck at home in Toronto,
Canada, Ammendolia and Saturno, both
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environmental scientists, quickly noticed the
growing number of face masks littered around
the community. “It became our weird idea of
adate night, walking around the community
pickingup garbage,” jokes Saturno, whois cur-
rently a network manager at an eco-forestry
programme in Halifax, Canada, called the
Family Forest Network.

The couple hatched a plan to monitor plas-
tic waste in the area, turning it into research.
“It began as a grass-roots, informal project,
but we eventually picked up funding dollars,”
says Ammendolia, aPhD student at Dalhousie
University. From there, they started a consul-
tancy company and were contracted by the
federal government to produce areport on
the scale of the issue®.

Ammendoliaand Saturno met asundergrad-
uates at the University of Guelph in Canada,
around 12 yearsago, and have worked together
in both official and unofficial capacities ever
since. “Our strengths play off each other,”
says Ammendolia. “Scientifically, we're
pretty streamlined. Emotionally, we balance
each other:Jackie is more laid back, calm and
collected, and I will admit to being a bit of a
firecracker.”

Key to their success in working together,
Saturno thinks, is a willingness to “put egos
to one side”. “Otherwise, things can unravel,”
she says. “We’re always checking each other’s
balances, but in a respectful way. We like to
make sure that we have a sound project and
we’re not just each other’s ‘yes’ person.”

Two bodies, one goal

Like many couplesinscience, Meaghan Creed
and Alexxai Kravitz met at a conference. Both
are now associate professors at Washington
University School of Medicine in St. Louis,
Missouri. “We were in the same scientific circles
and interested in similar research questions,”
says Creed. “It was great to meet someone who
thoughtand cared deeply about the same ques-
tions thatIspentasignificant proportion of my
time thinking and caring about.”

In 2019, the couple were recruited to the
same institution, and their laboratories are
now adjacent. As a result, they frequently
undertake collaborative projects, and they
share alab manager and meeting schedule.

Getting to this secure pointintheir careers
wasn’teasy, however. When applying for posi-
tions early on, Creed says, she was advised to
keep quiet about the ‘two-body problem’ in
interviews and wait until she had been offered
ajob to disclose that her partner is also an
academic.

“This is great advice, but didn’t work for
us, and just led to a lot of disappointment
and frustration,” she says. Creed and Kravitz
were seeking two tenure-track positions, and
many publicinstitutions couldn’t offer a sec-
ond such position without alengthy approval
process. It would alsorequire aninstitutionto
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Justine Ammendolia (left) and Jackie Saturno are environmental scientists.

conduct another full candidate search.
Although Kravitz was willing to take a step
back from the tenure track to maximize the
likelihood of them finding two jobs together,
“that ended up not being necessary”, says
Creed. Onreflection, she thinks “it helps tobe
flexible and to emphasize the value youbring
together”. “Ithink we got lucky,” Kravitz adds.
Luck, inmany cases, seems highly dependent
ontheattitudes of those doing the hiring. When
Creed and Kravitz were looking forjob opportu-
nitiesinthe same city, the dean of Washington
University School of Medicine heard through

“It’s abuilt-inface
time wherewe’renot
running around
multitasking.”

word of mouth that the couple were ideally
looking for acareer ‘package deal’.“He saw the
opportunity to make two great hires for two
openpositionsindifferentdepartments,” says
Creed. “There are at least five other couplesin
our research sphere here at Washington Uni-
versity, so I think the institute sees attracting
scientific couples as a strength.” But not many
institutions take such a proactive approach.
The two-body problem comes with
well-documented challenges. For one, finding
theright positionin the right location can be
twice as difficult when you share a speciality
and are effectively competing with your own
partner for roles. “Scientific funding does not
typically support couples working together,”
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says Dee Allen. “Because we are so closein our
subject matter, there’snormally only ever one
jobgoing, nottwo.”

The Allens’ solution has been to pitch
themselves to prospective employers or
grant funders as a two-for-one package that
produces what they think equates to the work
of three people, owing to the long hours they
rackup together, withinevitable late-night and
early-morning brainstorming sessions.

Theresultis that they will often end up work-
ing together on one project for one salary —
something they don’t necessarily recommend
to others. “But it works for us,” says Dee. “It’s
alsomuch more funresearching together and
allows us to get the work done in the most
effective way.”

At the Yale School of Medicine’s Cardi-
ovascular Research Center in New Haven,
Connecticut, five pairs of spouses work
together across adjoining labs runbyJohn Hwa
and Kathleen Martin, who is a co-director of
the centre. The phenomenonstarted adecade
ago, when Martin and Hwa — who have been
married for 28 years and colleagues for 23 —
made the decision to hire their postdoc’s wife
alongside him,inabid to save the couple from
moving elsewhere for work.

Martin and Hwa'’s first couple hire fared so
well that they extended similar offers to other
couples whenever the opportunity arose.
“When couples are able to work together in
the same department or even lab, it helps to
ensure the success of both individuals,” says
Martin. “In addition to reading and provid-
ing feedback on one another’s work, we can
also provide support in the face of stressful
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deadlines, challenging critiques or other
work-related issues.”

Research suggeststhat hiring couples brings
clear advantages: offering dual positions can
help toattractstar talent, compensate for jobs
beingin less desirable locations and, impor-
tantly, help labs to attract a diverse pool of
faculty members?.

In the 2008 study’, Stanford University
researchers concluded that failure to accom-
modate couples at an institution can lead to
avoidable recruitment challenges. Inasurvey
as part of the study, 88% of respondents who
were hired as part of a couple said they would
have gone elsewhere if their partner had not
also been taken on.

Challenging assumptions

The often-precarious nature of academiais one
reason partners should be prepared to stay flex-
ible. When Ammendoliareceived opportunities
tostudyinGreenlandin 2014 and onthe remote
Fogo Island off the coast of Newfoundland in
Canadain 2016, her relationship with Saturno
was tested: “l was really surprised when Jackie
said she would wait for me,” she says. Now, the
couple agreeit goes without saying they would
supporteachotherfromadistance once again
iftherightjob came up.

Asaqueer couple, Ammendoliaand Saturno
say they feel fortunate tolivein Canadawhere
rights for LGBT+people (those from sexual and
gender minorities) are protected and people
are welcoming, onthe whole. When travelling
tolesstolerant countries or regions, however,
Saturnonotes: “It’'sunfortunate but we have to
present as straight best friends, just because
it's safer and we don’t know how we would be
perceived otherwise.”

“It’s a constant dance of figuring out who
you’re with, what the landscape looks like and
what the socialnorms are there,” Ammendolia

e

adds. “Justbecauseyou’reinaprogressive coun-
trydoesn’t mean everyone holds those values.”

It’s clear that more could be done to pro-
tect queer academics and other people from
under-represented groups when conducting
fieldwork, says Saturno. “When you're sent
out to do fieldwork, there’s no university
guidebook or safety protocol that’s handed
toyoutoadvise howtosurvive that. We do hear
comments, and oftenworry about safety. A lot
of it’sup to your intuitive nature to figure out.”
She would like to see universities implement
formal guidance for safety protocolsas afirst
step towards helping LGBT+ researchers to
navigate fieldworkin challenging or unfamil-
iar places.

Saturno and Ammendolia have learnt from
their own experiences of vulnerability, and say
this has made them more sensitive and empa-
thetic towards research participants when
conductingsocial-science studiesin thefield.
“It encourages us to think about the things
we’re asking of people,” says Ammendolia.
For example, “what benefits does this project
have, and whatbetterment are we bringing to
the world? Does it risk bringing harm to the
communities we’re working with? These are
important questions to keep asking ourselves.”

The fact that the Allens work together so
closely makes it more obvious when discrim-
ination and sexism rear their heads. “Because
Steveisawhite, older male, everybody assumes
that he’s my boss or my professor,” says Dee,
who is a younger, petite, white woman, and is
often mistakenly assumed to be less experi-
enced. Attimes when Steve says he can “geton
[with a project] without anyone questioning
me”, Dee is asked to “fill in every single form
going”.Steveis frequently paid morethan Dee
and given the benefit of the doubt.

“We battle it wherever possible and do
our best to be strong advocates for getting
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Cardiac researchers Kathleen Martin and John Hwa have worked together for 23 years.
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women and other under-represented groups
heardinscience,” says Dee.

Betting on boundaries

Many people agree that retaining a level of
independence in any partnership is crucial:
“Don’t be competitive with each other or so
collaborativetothe point of poorly integrating
or not having bandwidth to collaborate with
others,” warns Creed.

It would be easy to advise couples to sep-
arate their work and home life, by putting a
ban on science chat at the dinner table, for
instance. Butevery scientist who is passionate
about their subject knows that’s a hollow goal.

“Wetalkabout workalot,” admits Creed, but
she views this as a positive. “Our talk at home
ismore about thescienceitself, whichwe love.
It'sthereasonwe gotinto thesejobs, butit can
get easily pushed to the back-burner during
the workday by other responsibilities.”

Having adjacent labs does make taking
lunch breaks together easy, she adds. “It
soundssilly, butit’s abuilt-in face time where
we’re not running around multitasking.”

Debriefing with a partner athome about the
day’s work can be a fun stress reliever, Creed
says. Fortunately, there’san adjudicatoronhand
ifitgets toomuch: “Our three-year-old daughter
isbecoming much more opinionated and will
put her hand over our mouthsandimploreusto
‘Stop talking about that!” — which helps.”

Martin says that when worries or scientific
inspiration strike after hours, it’s advanta-
geous to have a colleague at the ready. “But
it'sabalancingactto make surethat thereare
also work-free times to focus on our family
and each other,” she says. “We probably have
less separation between work and home than
couples who don’t work together, especially
in the work-from-home era, but date nights
and getting together with friends are helpful.”

Couples agree that sharing hobbies and
leisure activities can help to keep the romantic
spark alive. “Spending a lot of time together
for work can easily become repetitive,” says
Saturno. To combat that, the couple seek new
challenges. “We are learning to restore furni-
ture together, and we gorock climbing.” Others
might consider taking up another adventure
sport: “It’s the only time we’re not thinking
about work, because in the moment you just
can’t,” says Dee Allen.

“It’s true we wake up talking science and go
to sleep talking science,” says Steve. “But we
wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Rachael Pells is a freelance journalist in
London.
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