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Bredt Lab in Eli Lilly and Company

Eli Lilly and company is a global pharmaceuti-
cal company established in 1876. The head quar-
ters and major research laboratories for Lilly are
in Indianapolis, Indiana which is about 200 miles
south of Chicago. Indianapolis is the world’s auto-
racing capital. Each May, more than 400,000 peo-
ple watch the Indy 500, which is the world’s larg-
est single day sporting event.

I have worked as a postdoctoral fellow at Lilly
for almost 3 years. In Indianapolis, Lilly employs
approximately 20 postdocs, who conduct re-
search for 2-4 years. As postdocs are expected to
look for jobs outside of Lilly, their primary pur-
pose is to publish good papers. Although manu-
scripts / abstracts must be approved by corpo-
rate committees, I haven't heard of rejections.
Most postdocs are interested in working for phar-
maceutical companies and ultimately get posi-
tions in industry. The research environment for
postdocs at Lilly is excellent. Research funding is
plentiful. By working in a pharmaceutical setting,



we have access to special resources, including
proprietary chemical tools and high-throughput
assay systems.

My mentor, Dr. David Bredt, has made enor-
mous contributions in neuroscience. His pioneer-
ing research includes the purification and cloning
of neuronal nitric oxide synthase, and functional
analysis of PDZ proteins and their ligands. His
group’s recent work involves the discovery of
transmembrane AMPA receptor regulatory pro-
teins (TARPs). He has received numerous pres-
tigious awards, including the Young Investigator
Award from The Society for Neuroscience, the
John J. Abel Award from American Society of
Pharmaceuticals and Experimental Therapeutics
and the Daniel H Efron Award from the Ameri-
can College of Neuropsychopharmacology. David
received an MD, PhD degree in Solomon Snyder’s
lab at Johns Hopkins University. He moved to the
Department of Physiology at UCSF in 1994 as an
assistant professor, and then became full profes-
sor in 2000. He became a vice president in Eli
Lilly and Company in 2004.

I joined the Bredt lab at UCSF in 2002, and
identified the ubiquitin ligase, which recognizes
the ectodomain of the obligatory NMDA receptor
subunit, NR1. I moved to Lilly in 2005 and found a
new class of TARPs.

Bredt’s lab comprises both associates and post-
docs, but David spends most of his time oversee-
ing all of Neuroscience Research and Clinical In-
vestigation at Lilly. He is quite busy, but very en-
thusiastic for science. When we send new data or
new ideas to David, he responds quickly with
short but effective comments, such as the most

important next step and suggestions with new
experimental conditions.

David sets clear and intriguing standards for
new project selection. He says that new projects
must have one of three features to provide us
competitive advantage: ‘history’, ‘unpublished da-
ta’ or ‘crazy idea’. History means we have done
related research and know the field better than
others. Unpublished data means we have unex-
pected data, which are not publicly disclosed.
Crazy idea is one so unusual that one else is likely
to try it.

David has many favorite words to evaluate ex-
perimental design and / or data. These are quite
valuable for us. One of the examples is ‘unbiased’.
He often tells us that all good biological projects
involve “finding a needle in haystack”. As exam-
ples he speaks of protein purification, forward ge-
netics and high throughput screening. He is cau-
tious of research the turns out exactly as “ex-
pected”. Another concept he stresses is having
robust data—he says that he likes “big effects”.
He discourages from pursuing research that
lacks a “black and white” signal.

I was struck that he is cautious to inter-
pret—or even read—papers that do not fit the
standard mentioned above—even if the papers
are published in top journals, such as Nature, Sci-
ence or Cell. His way of thinking helps to sift infor-
mation from numerous publications to a just a
few nuggets.

I hope to make long-lasting contributions in bi-
oscience during my postdoc at Lilly. Hopefully, I
will come up with plenty of good ideas and ques-
tions for my next job.
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