INDIVIDUAL DEVELOPMENT PLAN (IDP)
What is an IDP?
Simply put, and IDP is a tool to assist in career and personal development no matter
what your career choice is. It’s purpose is to help you PLAN your career and it
includes planning for both short and long-term goals. Importantly, it is a dynamic
method of career planning and not a performance evaluation tool or a map that you
only look at once a year. But every career has its unique challenges, and careers in
science are no exception.
Challenges facing academics
Once upon a time (and probably a very short time at that) “everyone” knew that an
academic career was clear: get that PhD, complete a postdoc to improve skills, take
your first faculty position and move up the ranks. That is certainly no longer the
case – in fact, the number of PhD level scientists and engineers working in academe
has dropped from 55% in 1973 to 44% in 2008 and most of us recognize the
increasing difficulty of finding and succeeding in an academic career. Further, there
is increasing recognition that in science, as in business, there is a significant
advantage to those receiving career mentoring. Studies have shown that mentoring
is associated with improved career outcomes from higher compensation and greater
job satisfaction to a more positive view of career trajectory and a stronger
commitment to that career. This has been recognized by the federal funding
agencies who now have multiple mentored grant award mechanisms, ALL of which
require (and score on) clear and comprehensive mentoring plans. While a
mentoring plan differs from an IDP, having an IDP is a big boost in creating a
mentoring plan that will both benefit the mentee and lead to greater success in
terms of a scored section in a grant proposal.
How do I create an IDP?
• It starts with honest self-assessment (and often ends there because this is
hard)
o What are your strengths? Not just scientific, but also interpersonal
skills, decisional methods, personal style
o What are your skills? Scientific (e.g. programming languages),
academic (writing ability)
o What are your accomplishments? (hint: think about the new NIH bio!)
§ This MUST include publications because this is going to be
important in T&P decisions as well as in funding
§ Depending on your field, patents or inventions go here
o What are your weaknesses?
§ Start with where you are – what do you need to be the BEST at
what you are currently doing?
§ What areas need to be strengthened? Do you need more
publications, more first authored publications, more grants,
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more time at the bench . . . . what is needed to make you feel
even more successful?
§ This is not a focus on the negative – and the goal is not to plan
to become an expert in everything – this is more of a
prioritized list of things you WANT to improve or learn
§ Keep in mind that you are working towards a goal, and
prioritize accordingly
o Where do you want to go?
§ Generally formulated as a “5-year plan” but that doesn’t really
work for everyone
§ A good idea is to think about the path you are on
• Are you happy with this path?
• Are there alternatives?
• Do you have another path you might be equally happy
with?
• What if this just doesn’t go as expected – what would
you do then?
o Then ask what the next step is
§ E.g. you are currently an Asst Professor and want to move to
Assoc
o In what time frame? Keep in mind that the institution
makes one for you – there is a 7 year tenure clock at
UAMS, so that is the MAXIMUM amount of time you
have
o Know what you need to accomplish your goal
§ How many pubs
§ How much grant money
§ Do you have to be PI on two consecutive grants,
or can you be co-I
§ What kind of service and how much does it
count?
o To accomplish your goal, what new skills do you need to
add? How can you do that?
§ Set up a time frame – small goals in short times (milestones)
§ Re-visit regularly!! This is your game plan, be sure it stays on
track and correct as necessary
Having an IDP is a good start, but it is more useful if you have someone to
bounce your ideas off of
o Look for mentors and keep in mind they do not have to be colleagues,
at your level or above it, or even in academia to be helpful
§ Knowing the “rules” – especially the ones that no one writes
down – is critical for success
§ Networking is hard work and mentors can help – but you can
and should also make your own opportunities!
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o If you have the opportunity to sit down with others who are also
working on an IDP, get together and brain storm your approaches to
the problem
There is help out there in formulating an IDP. Science has set up a web portal
to help academics create an IDP that comes complete with articles and a
step-by-step process: http://myidp.sciencecareers.org/
Here’s a template created for business that gives an idea of how to organize
your IDP but there are many others

