
Learning to Prioritize Our Collaborative Opportunities: 
Overcoming the Bright Shiny Object Syndrome

Ross C. Brownson, PhD [Steven H. and Susan U. Lipstein Distinguished Professor of 
Public Health and Director],
Prevention Research Center, Brown School, and Alvin J. Siteman Cancer Center and Division 
of Public Health Sciences, Department of Surgery, Washington University School of Medicine, 
Washington University in St. Louis, St. Louis, Missouri.

Danielle R. Adams, PhD, MSW [NIMH Post-doctoral Fellow],
Center for Mental Health Services Research, Brown School at Washington University in St. Louis, 
St. Louis, Missouri.

Adjoa Anyane-Yeboa, MD, MPH [Assistant Professor],
Division of Gastroenterology and Instructor of Investigation in the Clinical Translational 
Epidemiology Unit of the Mongan Institute, Department of Medicine, Massachusetts General 
Hospital and Harvard Medical School, Boston, MA.

Byron J. Powell, PhD, LCSW [Associate Professor and Co-Director]
Center for Mental Health Services Research, Brown School; Co-Director, Center for 
Dissemination and Implementation, Institute for Public Health; and Assistant Professor of 
Medicine, Division of Infectious Diseases, John T. Milliken Department of Medicine, Washington 
University School of Medicine, Washington University in St. Louis, St. Louis, MO.

Abstract

There are multiple opportunities to participate in team science, leading to long-term benefits (eg, 

research impact, novelty, productivity). Scholars are not well-trained in how to choose among 

these opportunities, often learning via trial and error. The ability to navigate collaborations is 

framed by several principles and considerations: (1) locus of control (what control we have over 

our own behavior) and how it affects academic job satisfaction; (2) the scarcity mindset that 

may manifest as a result of the fear of missing future opportunities; and (3) power dynamics 

and inequities (eg, among women and racial/ethnic minority individuals). To provide a more 

systematic approach to weighing academic opportunities, the authors offer 30 questions across 

six overlapping domains. The domains include: the big picture (eg, Is the opportunity a building 

block for your career?), context (eg, How much do you have on your plate?), person (eg, Who is 

asking?), team (eg, Is the team productive?), role (eg, Will you lead or assist?), and outcomes (eg, 

Might the opportunity lead to publications and/or grants?). We offer advice for decision-making. 

For example, when presented with an opportunity involving a significant time commitment, it is 
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useful to allow at least 24 hours before deciding. The authors offer advice and sample language for 

communicating your decision. Although every situation is different, there are several fundamental 

issues and questions to consider when one is presented with a new opportunity—these questions 

are suggested for mentors and mentees.
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PROBLEM STATEMENT

Team science involves collaboration with more than one individual in an interdependent 

fashion, leveraging the expertise of professionals across disciplines.1–3 There are many 

long-term benefits from team science, including increases in research impact, novelty, 

productivity, and reach.1,4 In the near term, team science facilitates skill building and 

career satisfaction.5 Core competencies in team science include leadership, communication, 

and collaborative problem-solving.6 New opportunities for participating in team science 

help scholars in building networks across diverse teams; fostering these networks is a core 

element of effective mentoring,7–10 leading to the creation of support systems and lasting 

collaborations.11–15

Several principles shape our ability to maximize new collaborative opportunities for team-

oriented scholarship in the health sciences. It is worth considering locus of control (ie, what 

control we have over our own behavior16) and how it affects academic job satisfaction. 

Work locus of control is a sense of control over events in the workplace.17 Employees with 

a higher internal locus of control—the belief that one’s capacity influences events—report 

higher job satisfaction,18 and internal locus of control is relatively high among university 

professors.19 This ability to make choices in work priorities in the academic setting is 

juxtaposed with the curious mind of a scientist, clinician, and educator—we are often 

attracted by many opportunities (“bright shiny objects”) and end up with more interesting 

projects than time. There may also be a scarcity mindset at play—which can manifest as 

a “fear of missing out,” which is often leveraged to motivate consumers.20 Early career 

faculty may also worry that they will not be considered in the future if they turn down an 

opportunity. Consequently, these scholars typically say “yes” to nearly every opportunity.21 

Early career choices help in shaping the trajectory of one’s career, so weighing them 

carefully is crucial. Taking on too much can lead to “burnout, mental and physical health 

problems, and an ironic lack of bandwidth to say yes when more valuable opportunities 

arise.”21

It is also important to recognize power dynamics and inequities in academic settings, 

as in other work environments. Power involves the influence—formally via position or 

informally via respect or admiration—of one individual over another.22 Although power 

dynamics are inherent in every organization based on hierarchy,22 career stage,23 biases,24 

leadership dynamics,25 and culture and climate of the organization,26 underrepresented 

scholars often face extra pressure to say yes. For example, women and racial/ethnic 
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minority individuals retain an “unequal distribution of emotional labor related to supporting 

trainees and performing discipline-related service” (pg. 5).27 These training and service 

activities often do not garner adequate credit toward promotion and tenure for the time 

involved. On top of an unequal distribution of emotional labor, women also manage an 

unequal division of labor in the household, which adds an additional layer of complexity 

when balancing professional opportunities.28 Furthermore, faculty from underrepresented 

racial/ethnic subgroups experience an additional toll of the “minority tax”—being asked 

to participate and lead diversity initiatives while not being adequately compensated or 

given credit for their time and energy and time related to counseling and mentoring of 

students and trainees.29 Each of these uncompensated activities has the potential to reduce 

scholarly productivity related to research, teaching, clinical work, and service,30,31 yet 

underrepresented faculty may feel pressure to say yes given underlying power dynamics, and 

a sense of responsibility, particularly if they are the sole underrepresented faculty in their 

division or department. In addition, there is often a multiplier effect for all faculty who are 

talented, productive team members as they are asked to join more projects and teams.

Taking on any new activity comes with an opportunity cost, that is, choosing one 

activity lessens your ability to complete existing projects or take on a different activity.32 

In assessing opportunity costs, it is helpful to consider the stakes or intensiveness of 

commitments, but it is important to recognize that even taking on many low-stakes 

commitments adds up. Examples of low-stakes opportunities include manuscript reviews, 

one-time, virtual consultations, covering colleagues’ clinical shifts, and guest lectures. 

Medium-stakes opportunities include speaking or training with travel, periodic and ongoing 

consultation, professional society committee membership, and advisory groups that meet 

infrequently (eg, quarterly). High-stakes opportunities often involve multiyear research 

projects in an investigator role, teaching a new course, leadership roles (eg, in your 

institution, in your professional organizations), study section membership, and professional 

guideline panels. Particularly for medium- and high-stakes decisions, it is crucial to confer 

with mentors and peers when assessing opportunities.

We are not well-trained in how to choose among these multiple opportunities, and we 

often learn via trial and error. In addition, we are sometimes socialized to believe that 

saying no is impolite or inconsiderate.33 To provide guidance and a more systematic 

approach to weighing academic opportunities, we have assembled a set of questions to 

inform decision-making. These questions are designed primarily for individuals working in 

academic health sciences settings, who commonly balance clinical duties, research, teaching 

and mentoring, and service (within and outside their institution). Our team has primarily 

worked in academic settings and represents four career stages: a postdoctoral scholar and 

early-, middle-, and later-career faculty members.

SOLUTION

Proposed Questions

Based on our experiences as mentors, mentees, and team members, along with lessons from 

the published literature, we provide 30 questions (including some with subquestions) across 

six domains. Within each domain, we have organized questions roughly in priority order 
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knowing that every situation is distinct. Some domains or questions may be less important 

if you have previous experience with an individual or team (eg, the “person” questions may 

already be answered). These questions are intended primarily for medium- and high-stakes 

opportunities.

The Big Picture

1. What might you learn/what skills might you gain?

2. Is the opportunity a building block for your long-term career plan?

3. Does it align with your personal and professional values?

4. Could the activity have an impact within your organization or profession (eg, 

change in promotion/tenure guidelines, hiring a key new leader, developing 

practice guidelines, future scale-up potential of your work)?

5. What are the opportunity costs (ie, the relative value given the time spent)?

The Context

1. How much do you already have on your plate?

a. How much will you have on your plate when the new opportunity 

becomes a significant time commitment?

2. Will a given collaboration extend your network in meaningful ways?

3. Are there power dynamics at play?

a. How might you learn about the power dynamics, knowing these are 

often more acute in your own institution?

b. How might you navigate the power dynamics (within your locus of 

control)?

4. If you work in an academic environment, what is your right mix of research, 

teaching, clinical responsibilities, and service, and does the opportunity help to 

blend these areas?

5. Are you and others in your environment keeping an eye on equity (eg, competent 

and productive people are asked to do more, the “minority tax” in academe29)?

The Person

1. Who is asking?

a. If it is your supervisor, you often may feel pressure to say yes.

b. Is there a quid pro quo (a favor owed to a person or group)?

c. Are there risks to saying no (eg, closing off future opportunities)?

2. Is the person reliable, productive, and enjoyable to work with?

3. Is this a person from whom you could learn a new skill set?
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a. Is this a collective effort of unlike minds that may lead to an important 

scientific discovery?

4. How will you learn about the person if you have not worked with them 

previously?

5. Do you have a list of people you are more likely to say yes to?

a. What are your reasons for saying yes to those people?

The Team

1. What is the functional level of the team that you may join (eg, across the stages 

in Tuckman’s model: forming, storming, norming, performing34)?

a. How long has the team worked together?

2. Is there evidence of the productivity of the team?

a. Has the team shown evidence of scientific innovation?

b. Have others benefitted from working with this team?

3. Will joining help you learn new skills and approaches to team work?

4. Is it clear what value you will add to the team?

5. Are the roles of team members clearly defined?

a. Is there a clear division of labor among the team?

The Role

1. Will you lead or assist?

a. Is your role clear?

2. Do you have the requisite skills?

3. Can you get an accurate estimate of the time commitment?

a. When and how often will meetings occur?

4. What is the timeline for completing the project?

5. Is your role similar to other opportunities that you recently took on with little 

added benefit (eg, adding another presentation on the same topic)?

The Outcomes

1. Might the opportunity lead to publications and/or grants, especially early in your 

career?

a. Are you confident that authorship order will be determined fairly?

2. Will it help with your promotion/advancement/tenure?
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3. Returning to your career goals, may the opportunity lead to longer-term 

impacts outside of the academic metrics (eg, practice/policy changes, developing 

community partnerships, building capacity in practice settings)?

4. Will it build your network (internal or external) and lead to exposure and new 

opportunities?

a. Are there leadership opportunities?

b. Will it help you build social capital?

c. Will it help you leverage resources?

5. Is it paid—will your effort be covered?

a. How much do you need the salary coverage (ie, working in primarily a 

hard money or soft money environment)?

b. May you confer with colleagues on whether a paid opportunity 

from an external collaborator should be consulting (generally smaller 

obligations) or covered time via a subcontract (generally larger 

obligations)?

Deciding

After receiving an invitation, our first piece of advice is to sleep on it—allow yourself 

at least 24 hours before deciding and often longer for high-stakes decisions. While in the 

deciding period, it is often helpful to confer with trusted mentors, peers, and others who 

know you well (eg, aloved one). Use the questions above to guide your conversation with 

your mentor. Remember that mentorship styles vary—some mentors nearly always advise 

colleagues to “go for it” and others take a more nuanced approach. It is also useful to 

talk with people who have worked with the team you are considering joining to determine 

whether the team provides a supportive environment.

In any of these decisions, the communication channel matters. For example, there may be 

more immediate pressure in a face-to-face discussion of an opportunity and more urgency 

with a text than with an email. For decisions involving high stakes and negotiations, a 

conversation (in person or by phone) is often better than emailing or texting.

Once you have considered the questions we have provided and made a decision, there are 

multiple ways of communicating your decision. Remember that yes or no does not need to 

be binary. A simple yes is the easiest. In some cases—your answer may be a “soft no”—you 

want to take on the new opportunity, but want to clear up some details or negotiate for more 

time—or you may be able to join a team later (Table 1 for sample language). There may be 

a “rebound no”—after you say no, the person comes back with an alternative approach that 

may allow you more time to decide, a different role, or some other inducement. Importantly, 

saying no and balancing opportunities looks different for everyone, and we acknowledge 

that it may be more or less difficult based on power dynamics and the identities an individual 

holds.
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When replying with a firm no, the “sandwich method” is often helpful. The sandwich 

method involves beginning with something positive, declining the opportunity, then ending 

with something supportive or positive (Table 1).33 After saying no to an opportunity, it is 

best to not look back. When we make a decision that allows us to later change our minds, 

we are less satisfied with the decision.35 Therefore, it is useful to focus on the good that will 

come from saying no, not the guilt or regret.35

Reversing a Yes

Among the most challenging situations, there are times when it becomes clear that one has 

made the wrong choice and needs to drop a commitment after initially saying yes. This 

may involve situations where the ask is different than what you had been told (more labor 

intensive), there is conflict within a team leading to loss of productivity (even a “toxic” 

collaboration), the collaboration is unlikely to be fruitful, or you are simply overbooked.

In these situations, it is helpful to consider the trade-offs. For example, youmay feel 

guilty about saying no after initially saying yes; however, if you cannot follow through 

on your commitment, the opportunity is unlikely to lead to high performance and effective 

networking. When shifting from a yes to a no, it is useful to be assertive and clear without 

overexplaining.36 If you provide a short explanation for your change in decision, it is likely 

to be more positively received.36

A Note for Mentors and Supervisors: Making the Ask

Our set of questions is important not only for the person being presented with an 

opportunity, but also for those doing the asking. The best supervisors, mentors, and 

colleagues—those making the ask—give their collaborators time to decide on projects (eg, 

they do not demand an immediate answer) and help them feel comfortable saying no. The 

issues we cover can be a starting point for mentoring discussions, and this topic (making 

choices about competing opportunities) can be formally incorporated into training programs. 

We have provided sample language for making the ask (Table 1). Our set of questions is 

extensive and in any given situation, some of the questions we have posed have unknowable 

answers. For mentors, a use of our list could involve discussions with mentees to identify 

a core set of 4 to 8 high-ranking issues for a particular collaboration decision (eg, gain in 

skills, networking, publication/grant opportunities). This could be the basis for reflection 

and discussions with mentors and peers to answer a smaller set of questions that are 

particularly relevant for a specific collaboration decision.

CONCLUSION

We present a framework to assist trainees and faculty in decisions surrounding professional 

opportunities in the health sciences. We urge consideration of these questions to improve 

mentoring, mentored training programs, and approaches for fostering team science. 

Although often an emphasis on professional development, mentoring competencies, and 

mentor training programs do not typically place an explicit focus on the ability to weigh 

and negotiate competing professional opportunities.9,37–40 Importantly, mentors and mentees 

should consider power dynamics when delegating and accepting opportunities. For example, 
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a mentee may find it difficult to say no when there is a large power differential. To conduct 

effective teamwork, several useful models and competency frameworks are available.6,41,42 

Although every situation is different and there is no single formula for decision-making, we 

have outlined some fundamental issues and questions to consider when one is presented with 

a new opportunity, especially an activity involving a significant time commitment.
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Lessons for Practice

• Faculty and trainees in the health sciences are often presented with a wide 

range of opportunities and are sometimes chasing the “bright shiny object.”

• To make the best use of time and enhance impact in one’s career, answering a 

set of questions across six overlapping domains (the big picture, the context, 

the person, the team, the role, the outcomes) can inform decision-making.

• Mentors who are making the ask should provide an environment where it is 

comfortable for mentees to say no.
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