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Tommy Norin

ommy Norin is a Senior

Researcher and newly estab-
lished group leader at the Nation-
al Institute of Aquatic Resources,
Technical University of Denmark.
His research focusses on physio-
logical variation in animals, and
the functional, ecological, and
evolutionary consequences of
this variation.

Tell us about your background. How did
you first become interested in animal

physiology?

As far back as | can remember, I've
known that [ wanted to be a biologist,
but my interest in animal physiology
wasn't always there. This began during
my Master’s studies when | took an
advanced hands-on animal physiology
class at the Section for Zoophysiology
at Aarhus University. This course and
its passionate teachers really sparked
my interest in how animals work, and
how physiological processes integrate
to shape whole-animal functioning
and performance. That’s when | decid-
ed to pursue a career in animal physi-
ology and academia.

What is your lab working on currently?

We're currently working on answer-
ing one of the big open questions in
biology — why metabolic rate chang-
es (scales) with body size the way it
does. We've known for more-or-less
a century now that metabolic rate
generally doesn’t increase in direct

proportion to body mass, but rather
in a curvilinear fashion, so that larger
organisms get lower mass-specific (per
gram) metabolic rates. However, there
are still mixed and very strong opin-
ions about this important metabolic
scaling relationship and whether it is
governed by fixed physical principles
for all organisms or if there is system-
atic variation in how steeply metabolic
rate increases with body size. We're
investigating the latter using an indi-
vidual-based approach, quantifying
lifetime (ontogenetic) scaling of, in our
case, individual fish as they grow from
larvae or juveniles to adults. We hope
to determine what roles variation in
growth and selection on growth rate
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play in shaping metabolic scaling. You
can read more about these ideas in
this recent paper.’

What does a typical day look like for you?

I've only recently transitioned into a
role as Pl and research group leader,
so a large part of my day is current-

ly spent getting my lab set up and
established, and helping new students
to get their projects up and running. |
must admit that I've been a bit sur-
prised by just how much time it takes

* Norin T. 2022. Growth and mortality as causes
of variation in metabolic scaling among taxa
and taxonomic levels. Integrative and
Compara-tive Biology 62, 1448-1459.
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Above: Tommy is measuring oxygen uptake rates of small fish using so-called intermittent-
flow respirometry to quantify the fish’s metabolic rates.


https://academic.oup.com/icb/article/62/5/1448/6587053
https://academic.oup.com/icb/article/62/5/1448/6587053
https://academic.oup.com/icb/article/62/5/1448/6587053

to plan, order and build equipment
for structuring and starting up a new
lab and research group. So overall, I'm
spending less time in the lab myself
and more time doing administra-

tive tasks, supervising students, and
writing grant applications. As 'm in a
researcher (as opposed to a lecturer)
position, I don’t have a whole lot of
teaching right now.

What do you most enjoy about your work?

Although I'm spending less and less
time in the lab myself, one of my fa-
vourite things as a researcher is the ex-
citement of analysing the data from a
new experiment and seeing the results
come together. The satisfaction that
eventually follows when those results
get published and, especially, when
they are used by others in their work
is worth all the sweat and tears that
often come with experimental work. I
also really enjoy mentoring students
and passing on my knowledge and
own excitement about experimental
biology. Seeing the students succeed
and continue on their chosen career
path is very enjoyable. In general,
while academia and its “publish or
perish” culture can be hard and cut-
throat, the collegiality of academia
and network of amazing students and
colleagues who often become good
friends is worth it all for me.

What is your lab hoping to work on in the
future?

We'll continue to work on metabolic
scaling, trying to answer why there

is variation in how steeply metabolic
rate increases with body mass across
taxa and taxonomic levels. We're cur-
rently working on fish and mostly in
the lab, but the hope is to secure more
funding to expand to other groups
of animals and to the field. While lab
work under controlled conditions is
absolutely necessary to understand

« ne of my
favourite
things as a researcher
is the excitement of
analysing the data from
a new experiment and
seeing the results come
together”

biological phenomena like metabolic
scaling, understanding the biology
and, in our case, the energy expendi-
ture and demands of organisms in the
wild is ultimately what we aim to do.

What advice would you give to aspiring
scientists in this area?

For scientists wanting to work with
metabolic rate and metabolic scaling,
I would advise them to keep an open
mind. There are many theories and
strong opinions about how and why
metabolic rate changes with body size
(or vice versa), and how metabolic rate
and body size are affected by environ-
mental change. So reading the litera-
ture with an open mind and forming
your own opinions is very important.

Who are your scientific heroes?

There are so many amazing scientists
out there who have and continue to
inspire me. Naming only a few is a
tough task, but I'd have to start with
my PhD advisor, Hans Malte. Hans

is one of the smartest people | have
come across in academia, and he guid-
ed me down the career path I am on
now, which I'm very grateful for. Shaun
Killen is another of my scientific he-
roes. Shaun is not only a great scien-
tist but also an amazingly passionate
and inclusive mentor. Shaun took me
under his wing when [ was a young
postdoc in Glasgow, and he helped me
kickstart my career and form a strong

Left: Seven juvenile rainbow trout are having
their oxygen uptake rates recorded in small glass
respirometry chambers. The empty chamber
serves as a blank to control for any background
(bacterial) respiration.

international network. I also admire
people like Josefin Sundin, Fredrik
Jutfelt, and Tim Clark, who are strong
advocators for scientific integrity.
They, and others, have done the field
a great service by calling out research
misconduct while putting their own
careers on the line as whistle-blow-
ers. | did part of my PhD with Tim in
Australia, and he has been integral in
shaping my career and approach to
science.
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