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WHAT WE KNOW ABOUT POSTDOCS: 
Presenter – Maresi Nerad, University of Washington 
 

We have all heard stories about postdoctoral fellows prolonging their stays in temporary positions 
to assemble that last publication thought to be necessary to compete for a faculty position.  Also, popular 
in recent years have been stories of disappointed postdocs who were unable to find permanent academic 
research jobs.  Despite these stories, no recent comprehensive study on postdoctoral appointees and 
their experiences is available, given that the last national postdoc survey was published nearly 20 years 
ago.1  Rectifying this situation was one of the goals of the Ph.D.s—Ten Years Later study, which collected 
data on the career paths of doctoral recipients in biochemistry, computer science, electrical engineering, 
English, mathematics, and political science including the role of postdoctoral appointments. 
 

Addressing matters related to the educational and training environment of postdocs is a task 
complicated by the fact that few universities have a central authority overseeing conditions of postdoctoral 
appointments, such as duration, salary structure, benefits, and placement services.  Although in recent 
years a number of universities paid more attention to postdocs, still few can provide a truly accurate count 
of the number of postdoctoral fellows on campus.  These deficiencies exist due to the lack of a consistent 
definition among hiring units of what constitutes a postdoc, and because postdocs are compensated 
and/or recorded in several different ways—some are paid as university employees; some are paid through 
an entirely separate stipend account; and others are paid directly by foundations and foreign governments. 
 

Absent from many of the recent stories and reports are empirical facts and an understanding of 
the different nature of postdoctoral appointments in the various science and engineering disciplines, as 
well as an understanding of the people who become postdoctoral fellows and why they do so.  Does every 
life and physical science PhD recipient choose a postdoctoral appointment?  How long do they work in 
postdoctoral positions and how many positions do they hold?  What happens after they complete the 
postdoc?  How do they go about searching for more permanent employment?  What are their career 
outcomes?  What effect does the postdoc have on women and men, minority and international PhD 
recipients?  The absence of such essential information leaves a number of our present doctoral students 
confused about their career decisions and many universities slow to engage with their postdoctoral 
community.  The findings of the Ph.D.s—Ten Years Later study answer these questions, thus providing 
information for present doctoral students and postdoctoral appointees.  
 

Ph.D.s—Ten Years Later is a national study of the career paths of doctorates involving almost 
6,000 PhD recipients from six disciplines (biochemistry, computer science, electrical engineering, English, 
mathematics, and political science) from 61 doctoral-granting institutions across the United States.  The 
Mellon Foundation funded the study and selected analysis was funded by the National Science 
Foundation.  The survey population accounted for 57% of the PhDs awarded at all U.S. institutions in the 
six selected disciplines between July 1, 1982 and June 30, 1985.  The study had a total response rate of 
66% from domestic Ph.D. recipients (U.S. citizens and permanent residents) and a 52% response rate 
from international PhD recipients (temporary visa holders at the time of their doctorate completion), as 
seen in the accompanying chart on the following page.  The number of minority respondents was too 
small for a meaningful analysis.   

                                                           
1 Zumeta, William, Extending the Educational Ladder. The Changing Quality and Value of Postdoctoral Study.  Lexington Books, 
D.C. Heath and Company: Lexington, Massachusetts. 1984; See also earlier studies: National Research Council, Postdoctoral 
Appointments and Disappointments. National Academy Press, Washington, D.C. 1981; National Research Council, The Invisible 
University: Postdoctoral Education in the U.S. National Academy of Sciences: Washington, D.C. 1969. 
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Data as of August 6, 1999

Source:  “PhD’s--Ten Years Later” Study, Graduate Division, UC Berkeley

PhD Recipients in 6 Fields at 61 Universities: 
July 1, 1982-June 30, 1985 

Size of Surveyed Population and Response Rates

% Response RateMajor Field Men Women International Total
Domestic International

Biochemistry 694 268 97 962 70 50
Computer
Science

583 69 209 652 65 51

Electrical
Engineering

966 36 417 1,002 57 48

English 567 650 72 1,217 67 65
Mathematics 1,005 187 395 1,192 67 57
Political Science 630 199 144 829 68 47
Total 4,445 1,409 1,334 5,854* 66 52

* Excluded :- deceased (63)

 
 
The study consisted of a 22-page survey, mailed at the end of 1996 and early 1997, and individual 

in-depth interviews.  The study's questionnaire focused on the employment history of the participating 
doctoral recipients.  It asked whether they took a postdoctoral position, and, if so, how many and how 
long; it inquired about their job-search process and the factors influencing their decision to accept their 
first and current positions; it asked for a retrospective evaluation of their doctoral programs and whether 
they have found the doctoral degree useful; and it requested information on spouses and children.  There 
were also five open-ended questions.  In addition to the survey, in-depth interviews were conducted with 
56 people—about 8-10 from each discipline—to provide the context in which individuals make career 
decisions. 

 
Taking a closer look at the variability of postdoctoral appointments by field, we see that the 

majority of biochemists (86%) undertook a postdoc for an average of nearly four years, as seen in the 
chart on the following page.  About one third of all mathematicians (31%) were holding postdoctoral 
positions for an average of 2.5 years.  Fewer than 10% of computer scientists (7%) and electrical 
engineers (9%) opted for postdoctoral positions following their PhD.  And, unlike their biochemist and 
mathematician counterparts, they stayed in these postdoc positions on average for only 1.6 years.  
Similarly, few political scientists and English PhD recipients pursued postdocs (9% and 8%, respectively), 
and if they did, they left these positions between 1.5 and 2 years. 
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Data as of August 6, 1999

Source:  “PhD’s--Ten Years Later” Study, Graduate Division, UC Berkeley

Postdoctoral Appointments
by Field

Major Field Doing Postdoc
%

Mean
Years

Biochemistry 86 3.8
Computer Science 7 1.6
Electrical Engineering 9 1.6
English 8 2.0
Mathematics 31 2.5
Political Science 9 1.5

 
 
 There exists an informal ranking of postdoctoral appointments that places portable appointments 
sponsored by NIH or NSF as the most prestigious, followed by university-sponsored appointments, 
followed by appointments funded by faculty grants.  In mathematics an additional prestigious postdoctoral 
appointment is one undertaken in one of the few international mathematics institutes.  The majority of 
biochemistry postdocs had a faculty-specific postdoctoral appointment.  The majority of postdoctoral 
appointments in mathematics however, were university-specific.  Appointees were, therefore, employed by 
the department rather then by an individual faculty member.  In both fields, an equal small proportion 
(12%) held prestigious portable postdocs.  This was true for the women in both fields as well as seen 
below.   
 

Type of First Postdoctoral Appointment by 
Gender

 Biochemistry Mathematics 

     
Portable 12% 12% 12% 11% 

University 
Specific 

25% 20% 81% 67% 

Faculty 
Specific 

63% 68% 7% 22% 
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Clearly in biochemistry, taking a postdoctoral position has become the norm, the next necessary 
step after completion of the doctorate, as seen in the table below.  It is the postdoctoral appointment(s), 
not the PhD, that is the general proving ground for academic excellence, scientific entrepreneurship, and 
ultimate independence.  Given that the vast majority of biochemists undertake a postdoc, the mere 
completion of postdoctoral training in biochemistry was not an advantage when our respondents 
competed for a faculty position.  The three most important factors for increasing the likelihood of securing 
a faculty position were (1) to obtain the PhD at a top-ranked research university; (2) to undertake the 
postdoctoral training at a laboratory with a national reputation; and (3) to have received one of the national 
prestigious (portable) postdoctoral fellowships from NIH or NSF as 12% of the biochemistry respondents 
did.  
 

Data as of August 6, 1999

Source:  “PhD’s--Ten Years Later” Study, Graduate Division, UC Berkeley

Number of Postdoctoral Positions and 
Average Total Time in Postdoctoral Positions

B iochem istry M athem aticsPostdoctora l
A ppointm ents 86%  of Ph D s

d o Postdocs
M ean To tal
T im e (yrs)

in  Postdocs

31%  o f PhD s
d o Postdocs

M ean Tota l
T im e (yrs) in

Postdocs

O ne O nly 60% 3.0 60% 1.8

Tw o 31% 4.5 29% 3.1

Three 7% 6.9 8% 4.7

Four 1% 8.5 3% 3.8

F ive 1% – N one –

      N =564       N =234
 

 
In contrast to biochemistry postdoctoral appointments, a postdoctoral appointment in mathematics 

seems to be a much-sought-after prize because fewer are available.  Only one third of mathematics PhD 
recipients spent time in postdoctoral training.  And, unlike biochemistry doctorates, 20% of mathematics 
PhD recipients spent some of their postdoctoral period abroad (domestic 14%, international 36%).  The 
time invested in a postdoc significantly improved the possibility of gaining a faculty position at a research 
university, particularly if the mathematician had been among the 12% who received an NSF fellowship or 
had spent a year at one of the few internationally renowned mathematics institutes. However, this 
advantage was true only for men.  The other positive outcome for mathematics PhDs is that time spent in 
a postdoctoral position in mathematics, often called a visiting assistant professorship, seems to count on 
the tenure clock, which is not true in biochemistry.  
 

We found that the same percentage (60%) of biochemists and mathematicians took only one 
postdoctoral appointment.  With those who sought two or three postdoctoral appointments, the percentage 
for biochemists and mathematicians remained similar (31% and 29% for two positions, and 7% and 8% 
for three positions, respectively).  Not surprisingly, the greater number of postdoctoral appointments 
undertaken resulted in a greater number of years spent in postdoctoral positions.  These years are 
marked by relative low pay, limited benefits, lack of permanent employment, and an unknown future.  
Therefore, for many postdoctoral appointees, particularly those with families, the postdoctoral years can 
end up being stressful. 
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Biochemists who completed their doctorates in five or fewer years spent less time in postdoctoral 
appointments as seen in the table below.  The length of time spent in postdoctoral training did not seem to 
be a factor considered in the decision to appoint a postdoc to a faculty position in general.  However, if the 
postdoctoral period was five years or less, those who became faculty did so at top doctoral institutions.   
 

Data as of August 6, 1999

Source:  “PhD’s--Ten Years Later” Study, Graduate Division, UC Berkeley

Relationship between Time-to-PhD and 
Time in Postdoctoral Appointments

Biochemistry Mathematics

Time-to-PhD Mean Time in
Postdoc (yrs)

Time-to-PhD Mean Time in
Postdoc (yrs)

� 5.1 years 3.4 � 5.0 years 2.8

>5.1-7.3 3.9 >5.0-8.3 2.3

>7.3 4.2 >8.3 2.0

 
 

Biochemists, who on average completed their doctorates in six years, remained the longest in 
postdoctoral positions as compared to other science and engineering fields, as seen below.  Predictably, 
biochemists contained the smallest proportion of those who were tenured 10 to 13 years after completing 
the PhD, making them the oldest at the time they received tenure.  In fields such as biochemistry, it is not 
the time that it takes to complete the doctoral degree that we need to be concerned about, but the time 
taken to the first non-postdoctoral position. 
 

Data as of August 6, 1999

Source:  “PhD’s--Ten Years Later” Study, Graduate Division, UC Berkeley

Age at  %         %
Ten.    Ten.   T-Track

38.9   18%  16%

37.3   32%    4%

36.9   24%    3%

39.6   57%    6%

36.5   59%    6%

39.1   54%    8%

Time to 
Ph.D

Years 
Between

Years to 
Tenure

yrs

Age at Tenure and % Tenured and 
Tenure Track in 1995 in the U.S., by Field

8.7

6.9

8.9

6.4

7.6

5.9 4.1

6.2

5.6

5.9

5.7

6.1

6.1

0.5

1.4

1.1

1.3

0.5

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40

Poli. Sci.

Math

English

Elec. Eng.

Comp. Sci.

Biochem.
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Holding a postdoctoral position is not a standard component of an academic career in English, 
nevertheless, a small percentage (8%) of English respondents used this kind of position to stay in the 
academic “game.”  Those who assumed a postdoctoral position moved in a much higher proportion (73%) 
to tenured or tenure-track faculty positions in 1995 than those who did not.  Nonetheless, they tended to 
view postdoctoral appointments as another kind of “holding pattern.”  Contrary to the expectation that 
English PhD recipients might choose a postdoctoral position in order to revise their dissertations, when 
asked to specify why they chose such an appointment, most respondents indicated that it was “the only 
acceptable employment” or a “necessary step.”  While this holding pattern seems advantageous for those 
whose goal was a tenure-track position, the average 2.0 years spent in postdoctoral appointments did not 
seem to be reflected in shorter time to tenure. 
 

A large majority in all fields undertook postdoctoral appointments in university settings, as seen 
below.  However, those who held more than one postdoc shifted away from university postdoctoral 
appointments.  This move to postdoctoral appointments in non-academic research centers indicates a 
migration away from the university as a site of employment.   
 

Data as of August 6, 1999

Source:  “PhD’s--Ten Years Later” Study, Graduate Division, UC Berkeley

First and Last Postdoctoral Settings

Biochemistry Mathematics
First Last First Last

University 82% 74% 92% 85%
National Lab 3% 4% 3% 6%
Government Agency 5% 7% 2% 1%
Non-Profit Org. 7% 7% 2% 3%
Industry 3% 7% (1) 4%

Note: “Other” type of employment is not shown in this table:
1% of Biochemistry Last Postdocs and 1% of Mathematics 
First and Last Postdocs are categorized as such.

 
 

The study found that ten years after degree completion (1995) the discipline that moved faculty 
from tenure track to tenured positions the quickest was mathematics, as seen on the following page.  
There are many factors that impact the relatively short tenure clock in mathematics, not just postdoctoral 
appointments.  A full analysis of tenure achievement in mathematics is beyond the scope of this 
presentation. 
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Data as of August 6, 1999

Source:  “PhD’s--Ten Years Later” Study, Graduate Division, UC Berkeley

Percent Tenured, Dec. 95 
Academic Sector

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Year
1

Year
3

Year
5

Year
7

Year
9

1995

Biochem. Comp. Sc. Elec. Eng.
English Math. Poli. Sc.

 
 

By 1995, about half of all PhD biochemists who had held postdocs (49%) were employed in the 
business, government, or non-profit (BGN) sectors, and the other half (51%) worked in various jobs within 
academe, with 34% holding a tenured or tenure-track faculty position.  Not surprisingly, biochemists 
outside academia earned almost $22,000 more in median annual total salary (including consulting, 
overtime, summer research or teaching, and other income sources) than those employed within the U.S. 
in the academic sector ($57,000).  
 

Data as of August 6, 1999

Source:  “PhD’s--Ten Years Later” Study, Graduate Division, UC Berkeley

Employment 1995
by Postdoctoral History and Gender

 Biochemistry Mathematics 
 Postdoc No Postdoc Postdoc No Postdoc 

Employment 1995  
 

N=376 

 
 

N=143 

 
 

N=63 

 
 

N=20 

 
 

N=180 

 
 

N=37 

 
 

N=395 

         
 

N=85 
Tenured Faculty 20% 18% 21% (2) 75% 46% 56% 54% 
Tenure-Track Faculty 15% 16% 16% (5) 9% (2) 6% 5% 
Academic Researcher 3% 8% (2) – 1% – 2% 4% 
Academic Other 9% 17% (4) (5) 3% (5) 5% 3% 
BGN* Researcher 35% 23% 32% (2) 5% 30% 21% 18% 
BGN Manager 
/Executive 

12% 13% 13% (2) 4% (1) 5% 8% 
BGN Other 6% 4% (4) (3) 2% (1) 3% 8% 
Both Acad. and BGN (1) 1% (2) (1) 1% – 2% – 

 

 

* B = Business
G = Government
N = Non-profits  
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On average, the biochemists employed in 1995 in the academic sector had spent seven months 
longer in postdoctoral appointments than the 3.5 years of those employed in the BGN sectors.  The length 
of time spent in postdoctoral training did not appear to be a factor in the decision to appoint a postdoc to a 
faculty position.  However, if the postdoctoral period was five years or shorter, those who were hired into 
the faculty had a better chance to be appointed to a position at one of the top quarter2 of doctoral 
programs.  Individuals who received one of the national, prestigious (portable) postdoctoral fellowships 
from NIH or NSF, as did 12% of the first time biochemistry postdocs, were at an advantage when 
competing for faculty positions at the top quarter ranked doctoral programs. 
 

For women the motivation to enter postdoctoral positions was often connected to the desire to live 
in the same location as the “significant other,” and to combine family and career.  Sixty-one percent of the 
women in the survey were married to a spouse having a PhD, a JD, or an MD, but only 27% of the men in 
the survey had a spouse with such degrees.  One consequence of this marriage pattern is that in order for 
couples to live in the same geographic area, one of them must often accept non-tenure track employment. 
 

For a number of women in mathematics who did postdoctoral training in the hope of becoming a 
professor, the hope was unrealized.  Unlike married men in mathematics who held postdoctoral positions, 
women who were married at PhD completion and spent time in postdoctoral training mostly ended up in 
research positions outside academe, rather than occupying a faculty position as was their goal, as seen in 
the following table. 

 

Data as of August 6, 1999

Source:  “PhD’s--Ten Years Later” Study, Graduate Division, UC Berkeley

Family, Postdoctoral 
Appointments and Career

 Biochemistry Mathematics 
Did 
Postdocs 

Married at 
PhD 

Not Married Married at 
PhD 

Not Married 

         
Goal at End of Ph.D. N=182 N=77 N=192 N=73 N=66 N=20 N=119 N=15 

Wanted to Become a Professor 37% 26% 35% 32% 70% 55% 58% 40% 
First Employment after Postdoc* N=184 N=79 N=201 N=76 N=69 N=21 N=113 N=18 
Tenure-Track Faculty 25% 23% 27% 18% 71% 29% 62% 72% 
Academic Researcher/Other 24% 32% 20% 38% 16% 28% 19% (2)
BGN Researcher/Other 45% 41% 47% 39% (2) 43% 12% (1)

Spouses’ 1995 Education N=177 N=73 N=159 N=48 N=64 N=19 N=85 N=10 
Spouse had a PhD, JD, or MD 24% 75% 43% 56% 25% 84% 22% 80% 

Employment 1995 N=179 N=77 N=197 N=66 N=69 N=20 N=111 N=17 
Tenure-Track Faculty 15% 20% 15% 12% (4) (1) 11% (1)
Tenured Faculty 21% 17% 19% 18% 84% 35% 69% 59% 
Academic Research/Other 12% 23% 13% 29% (1) (1) 6% (4)
BGN Researcher/Other 39% 26% 42% 29% (5) 50% 9% (2)
BGN Manager/Executive 13% 14% 11% 12% (1) (1) 5% – 

 *First Employment after Postdoc may not total 100% because 
Tenured Faculty and BGN Manager/Executives are not reported  

 
Women postdocs in biochemistry, whether married or not, held tenured or tenure-track positions 

in 1995 at about the same proportion as men, although women stayed slightly longer in postdoctoral 
positions and thus advanced even more slowly to tenured faculty positions than men did, as seen in the 
following graph.  Furthermore, for women both in biochemistry and mathematics, the motivation to enter 
postdoctoral positions often seemed to be related to the desire to live in the same location as their 
partners and to combine family and career.  

                                                           
2 As assessed by the 1982 NRC evaluation of the quality of research doctorate programs in the U.S.  
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Career Paths of Biochemistry PhDs by Gender

Women
(N=183)

28%

Men
(N=471)

72%

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Postdoc TT Ten. NTT/Acad. Oth.
Acad. Res. BGN R&D BGN Mng./Ex. BGN Other

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Year
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4

Year
6

Year
8

Year
10

1995

Source:  “PhD’s--Ten Years Later” Study, Graduate Division, UC Berkeley, data as of December 1, 1999.  
 

There is a strong indication that after PhD completion women combine a committed relationship, 
family creation, and career with working in postdoctoral appointments that allow them to be in the same 
location as their partners.  The study found that women PhD recipients in mathematics were especially 
impacted by the dual-career academic couple phenomenon.  In mathematics, prestigious postdoctoral 
fellowships are a key stepping stone toward a faculty career in a research university.  However, the kinds 
of postdoctoral appointments that married women in mathematics held appeared not to have that stepping 
stone character.  Among women mathematics PhD recipients who wanted to become professors, their 
postdocs (or in some cases, organizing their careers around their husband’s postdoc) served to shunt 
them away from a tenure-track trajectory.  One of the women mathematicians, almost certainly married to 
a fellow mathematician, described the impact of postdocs on her career:  

 
“My husband and I made the mistake that when I finished my PhD we went to a 
temporary position for my husband – a great postdoc.  This was a mistake.  Our second 
move was much more difficult, and may have cost me any career.  We should have 
moved to permanent positions when we could.  The two-body problem is hard to solve.  
We did not get this advice.  Academia is not responsive to the problems of women.  In 
particular there is little recognition of the problems of two careers, or of the conflicts of 
tenure and child rearing.  It is easier to find two assistant professor positions than two 
associate professor positions.  Couples in two-body situations should solve their problem 
early.  This does limit opportunities, and women are disproportionately affected.”  

 
 After winning two extremely prestigious postdoctoral positions, she was working in a non-
tenure track position making $12,000 a year.  Her husband made more than $100,000 a year.  This 
case is a classic example of a more general finding: “For academic women, moves that advantaged 
their husband’s careers have certainly disadvantaged their own” (Miller-Loessi and Henderson, 1997; 
Ferber and Huber 1979; Marwell, Rosenfeld, and Spilerman, 1979; McElrath 1992, Brooker-Gross 
and Maraffa 1989).  While it is true that postdoctoral positions in mathematics for women did not lead 
to proportionately as many tenure-track jobs as men, many women PhD recipients in math, unlike the 
women quoted above, were able to avoid a non-tenure track employment path by finding employment 
outside the academy, thus abandoning their career aspiration to be a professor.  However, it is  
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important to note that job satisfaction for women who decided on careers outside academia was 
significantly higher than their female counterparts in either tenure-track or non-tenure track positions.     
 

Less is known about the careers of international students who studied in the U.S. in both 
disciplines.  The 1983-85 PhD cohorts comprised 10% international students in biochemistry3, but 33% in 
mathematics.  International and domestic PhD recipients in both disciplines assumed postdoctoral 
positions in about the same proportions.  Half of the U.S.-trained international mathematicians remained in 
the U.S.  For them, postdoctoral training did not affect the odds of their holding a faculty position.  With or 
without postdoctoral training, in 1995, 75% of these U.S.-trained international mathematics PhD recipients 
were in tenured or tenure-track positions. (Note that none of the prestigious U.S. postdoctoral fellowships 
are available to non-U.S. citizens.)  However, the postdoc gave them a hiring advantage for faculty 
positions at the top quarter research universities.  
 

The same proportion of international PhD recipients (temporary visa holders) who earned their 
doctorates from U.S. universities sought postdoctoral positions, as did domestic PhD recipients (U.S. 
citizens and permanent residents) both in biochemistry and mathematics.  However, they spent slightly 
less overall time in postdoctoral appointments, and held fewer appointments than domestic PhD 
recipients, particularly in biochemistry.   
 

In their search for more permanent employment, postdocs used various sources of help for the 
job search, but none of them seemed to be very useful.  The postdoctoral mentor was certainly important 
for biochemists in the job search, but less so for mathematicians, who returned to their PhD advisors for 
this significant support, as seen below.  Postdocs seemed to be left alone and mostly relied on answering 
job notices in the relevant journals.  Universities could certainly extend the placement services that they 
offer to doctoral students to postdocs.   
 

Data as of August 6, 1999

Source:  “PhD’s--Ten Years Later” Study, Graduate Division, UC Berkeley

The Job Search:
Most Used and Useful Sources of Help

Biochemistry Mathematics
Postdoc No

Postdoc
Postdoc No

Postdoc
Sources of Help Used Most

Useful
Used Most

Useful
Used Most

Useful
Used Most

Useful
Postdoc Mentor 59% 41% (4) (3) 31% 16% (2) (1)
Answered Job Notice in
a Professional Journal

57% 38% 22% 14% 51% 31% 47% 31%
PhD Advisor 42% 25% 36% 18% 60% 39% 58% 35%
Sent Unsolicited Vita 21% 7% 22% 13% 37% 13% 24% 11%
Other Faculty 39% 16% 35% 18% 56% 27% 40% 18%
Former Professional
Contacts

25% 16% 30% 22% 40% 28% 19% 12%
Answered Job Ads on
Campus

13% 3% 4% 2% 13% 6% 24% 11%

 
 

Although there are many negative features to the postdoc and many biochemistry postdocs 
complained about being exploited as cheap labor, there are a number of biochemistry PhD recipients who  

                                                           
3 Before 1985 relatively few international students (temporary visa holders) studied biochemistry in the U.S. 
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loved the time they spent in a postdoc. They were free from responsibilities and decision-making 
situations and they got a chance to be the pure bench scientists about which they had always dreamed.  If 
they had been paid a little more, many would have stayed even longer in postdoctoral positions. 
 

Are postdoctoral positions that last more than two or three years really necessary as additional 
training?  What does one learn in a five-year postdoc that could not have been taught in a well-organized 
doctoral program and a two-year postdoctoral position under a thoughtful mentor?   
 

Three years ago we recommend that universities designate a central authority for postdoctoral 
affairs – the Vice Provost/Chancellor for research or the Graduate Dean. This office should monitor the 
total length of time spent in postdoctoral appointments, allowing only a maximum of five years in this 
training position.  Adequate salary and employment benefits should be assured for people doing postdocs.  
Finally, help should be provided to create a community for postdocs on campus to combat feelings of 
isolation, to provide training in the necessary skills to become professionals inside or outside academia 
(grant writing, presentation and communication skills), and to support career planning and job-search 
activities.  Some of these recommendations have in the meantime been implemented.  




