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Breaking the

age barrier

Many scientists continue to run productive and innovative
research programmes well beyond typical retirement age.

But in many countries, tough retirement laws make staying
inthe lab a challenge. Laura Bonetta reports.

hen Jack Strominger and his
wife moved booan apartment
just @ 15-minure walk froem
thee laby, Strominger thoughe b
winild be able to do his reading and writing
fromm howne, Yet b ranely makes it out of the
office betare six in the evening, The head of a
14-merher group at Harard University, Stro
minges has an ambitswus research agenda by
any standasds, but even more so becanse he
tarned 80 this month
The impvanchsgiss 15 best known for his
work with Dioa Wiley on the protens that the
Thenty wsees bodastirguly its o cells from foe-
eign ones. But these days, bie enjors applyin
h.l?‘wnrml experience Lo new prrﬁlex.mr_E
a5 autgimune diseases. “My pral has abways
heen to stayariginal.” hie says. “When [ean'tdo
that any mare, mayhe 1 wall spersd miore time
ndmglwatnwfann
Eighty-vear-old Janet Rowley, a cancer
geneticastat the Universing of Chicago, has also
teaed with the sdea of dhosang down. T was
thinking of going part-tivme bt warited W see
what winkl happen 1o my latest grant.” she
says. “We got funding for another three vears,
somow | can postpone that decision” Rowley
miade her mark by discovering that pieces of
chromnsomes in cancer pabients can break off
and joan om to other chromasomes. She had
something of a late start in research, having
warhed asa dinician for several yearsand then
at @ part-time rescarcher while raksing four
anna. But she s more than made up for st
time. “1 have had a fromt-row seat ina never-
encling suspense story” she swve
'mEEnl..xa:r_rmllmlmu. Many researchers
continue tolead active and innavative research
programimes in their 7 and &, quashing the
nation that sCiende is 8 PoIng person’s gans:
“Age ratters, bt not that wiuch, And it naz-
ters bess an the life sciences than in physics”
says Paula Srephan, An economist an Georgi
Atane Universiny, Atlanta, Stephan eo-wrote 2
hook in 1992 called Striking the Mother Lode i
Science: The Importance of Age, Place and

T

Tie, in which she examined the relationship
bemween age and productvity hased on publi-
cation fecord,

Theere prery eveen be some advantage o age
“Trcan reayhe belp vou focus on larger prab-
lems)” savs | aseph Gall of the Carnege Insitu-
tion in Baltimore, Maryland, whe at 77 sull
wrles at the hench all day. T yos feel vou have
made your marlk, you can sit hack and look at
the higger picture, In a way that is what hap
pened with our work an the Cajal body” First
described rore than 1R years ago, this cell
atrueturne was hrought out of ebseuriny in the
et deeade by Galls work sheseing that it is the
ansembly site ol for ey proteing that nod-
ify R modecules o malie them funetion.

‘Generation gap

Bt there are drawhackes too. “T is definitely
harder b recruin students and postdoes” te.v&
Strominger “But it is understandable My
grandehildren are almost the age of oy
dhents It s hardher o relame s vour grandfather”

Writing grants can also begin to get tedious
alter so many years . ARG, Herman Fisen, an
immumnalogist a1 the Massachusetns Insaitute
of Technology {MIT} in Canchnadge, decided
tor let his last tederal grant run out. “Tt was
unrealistic to keep writing grants,” he says
“For ane thing, Thad stopped taking
beause [ oould not conrmat to them for sev-
eralyears, And alsoon someleve it felt enbar-
rasaing: 1 would he competing with former
passdocs and stadents”

Bat Fisen is not out of worke MIT let him
keep his lab space, where he contimes o
phug away at the bench aided by a part-time
assustant and a suecession of undergraduate
students. “Itis still very fascinating. The probs
lems 1 chionse today are precisehy those that
appeal to rea lot” Fisen says

The: lure of finding one o piece of the
puzzle is what keeps thoughts of leaving
risearch at hay for many ageing soentise,
cant think of a.day that [ did not want 1o come
torthe lak. Mayle when my papers start getting

rejected, 1 will start thinking about doing
somithing el says Gall.

Sesentists in the United States can enntinue
wiorking aslong as they can get gramts becanse
lbr_:ml:un dlﬁﬂwﬂl‘\‘\llll ﬂar;wl.:mnrn.llm
ment in 1964, Anstralia, Mew Zealand and
same provinees of Canada have followed suit
Tt in nunyl!umrwunrnunrri.:undm ],lpnn,
acieritists working a government-funded uni
versitics have hitthe chodes bt to retire some-
tirne hetween the ages.of ol and 70, regardless
of their level of productiviey. As a resulr, the
Unitied States bas benefited trom the influs of
several superstar Foseagn scienlists trying (o
wicape this fate.
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Sz Nobe lawrvate B Wiithsicl? s e
1o the Seripps Research Institute in La Jodla,
California, in 2001 caused a scandal in the
Furapean press. Five years belore reaching
retirement age, which is 65 in ‘:i’wit:u:rlm:r
Whithrich tried b2 negotiate a Five year exten
hon tn his appsintment with the Swiss Faderal
Institute-of Techmology in Zurich. “But on very
friendly terms, my request was denied,” says
Wiithrich, who will be 67 in October. As a
result, hie aceepited one af the many job offers

b had aluained shroad.
“The situation quickly changed in 2002 when
Wiithrich received the Nohel Prize in Chem-

istry 'I'hr&u‘issruriimv’nrrlnmd an extraor
dinary law to let him his tin
Switzerland, although he had already set up
shopin the United States, Wathrich, who now
aplits his tinoe hetwoeen the b positons, says
el thi prew b biavs mot vt helped aither Swss
acadenii,

Perhaps ome reasom lor the resistance
1o change, siggests Wiithrich, is that seniar

“One should not throw away
active people who can be useful
to society.” —

Pierre Chambon

Willing workforce: (checkmise from bop left) Jack
Sirominger, Piene Chamksn, Joseph Gall and
Bamat Rovwlay, whe haree all continued their
rasaarch projects wall Bayand rebirement aga.

schenbists in Europe scquire many benefits that
aredifficult for unversities to mainkain f a sci-
entist is not productive. "My chair m Zurich
carried anon-competitiveendosoment foe the
aalaries and consurmables for a team of caglt
scientzsts and technicians. [ stap being pro-
cuctive at 55 but lase my time uneil 65, this
huge investrment is noe well used,” he saps.

Cold shoulder
[apanese scicntists Baoe a similar plight. “The
ayatem in Japan is considered o be hased on
achievement, bub the reality is not ol says
Woshiak Ity whio-at a3 traded in his retinement
froen Kioto University for a podition at the
Instituge of Malecular and Cell Bickogy in Sin-
sapare. According 1o 1o, lapanese colleagues
wha want 1o continaie working pad relirement
age have to scramble to find positions at pri
vake institutesor companies, ar head ahroad, 1
never thought of stopping work, My work is
going sovwell right nonw” says Tio, who believes.
he is bt on the heels of @ genetic pathway
fundamental to cancer. “To set o marndasory
retirerent age at 63 is eruel. It s like curting
vourhead olf in the madedle of your carees”™

In Crermany, the situmtion is a litle beter, as
retired professors ean apply for grants, pro-
vided their home institution lets them have
somie lab space b continue working, But that

“Ta zat a mandatory retirement age
at 63 is cruel. It is like cutting your

head off in the middle of your
ki lte

career.”
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oy i far from ideal, acoording to inrmaniolo-
gisn Klaus Rageswsky, whio left the University of
Coolagne in 2000 to tabe up a postat Harvard
University. “The ks wears woektivg i Cologr
waereoften paychologically depressang. My ool
leaggiaws, whe wen: same ageas |, wene wonder-
img b L deaal with FHL?I'?ETIHLS!ME\-\T'HM
talk abaut trving to pet a EIIJI.'I‘ in somenne
elee’s lab i keep working,” recalls Rajewsloy
“Teamie b the Uil States andd had a eonbract
without a time limit and all those discussions
carne toan end. [t was a relief™

Farced out

Seientists m Furope and Japan are seeprical
ahout whether thear universties will do away
with mandatary retirenent artime soen. A
thie University of Tolpn, the decision to extend
the retirement age from Gk to &5 by 2013
drew fire because mamy felt it weonld shone
apportunitics for new faculty appoantments
(sce Niature 407, 5505 200H1),

The end of mandatoey retiremient in the
Unibed States had rassed scamilas concerns, b
Ronald Elaenlserg, professor of industrial and
lalsowir redatzons at Cornell University in
Ithaca, Bew Yook, sy they are masplaced.
“The consensus is that peogle who would have
retired before age 7 in the absence of manda
tary retirement are contimuing b retive, and of
the penple whio were constrained by manda-
tory retiremsent, some are staying longes,” he
aaye " People whe stay past age 70 tend to be
these individuals mast driven by work and
st productive, especally in sehences whese
vou hiavea system in which vou have o gener-
ate research grants o do your wark "

Pierre Charmbion, founder of the Instituge of
Genetics and Malecularand Cellular Biology
in Strashourg, thinks that judging a persem by
hasor her age makes licthe sense, “Some people
et old faster than others,” says the hinlogist,
ey b 1oy setine Froen the institure’s dinectos-
ahip in 202, “One should not throw away
aetive people whacan he wseful w sacien”

This attitude s not unigue o scientists. In
May 2005, the UK-based H5BC Bank pub-
lished a survey of some 12,000 people in ken
dll‘ﬁ'rrntmlntmjmpm@-mmmagﬂng
and retirement. The report, The Future of
Refirensent, claims that &% of people world-
wide want by scrap mandatory retirement, a
trend partly attributed to the increase in lifie
expertaney.

Clamben nanaged to find a way to keep
wardking, allseit o a volurtary basis, by fsund-
imp an mastitute that is affiliated with the Uni-
versity of Strashoarg bot that eperates ina
semi-private way, “It's like telling someanse
wha hasabways dimbed mountzins: Sow, pou
cannat clirmb mountains any mese, not even
walk in the moantaing” saye 74-vear-old
Chamhan, T am ot pretending Tean climb
thie sk fastas [ did 200 vears agi bt | snill
wank o be bn the mountans” L]
Laura Bonettals a freelance writer based i
Bethesda, Maryland.
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