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About me 

• PhD in Biophysics 

• 7 years in Washington DC in area of  policy 

• Interest in postdocs and early careers of  scientists 

• Became interested in studying the issue from 

“international” perspective 

• Decided living and working abroad was critical 

• Germany 

• China  



Why Postdocs? 

• There are more and more of  them 

• Next generation of  S&T leaders 

• They are highly mobile because they are  

• Not tethered to university as student 

• Not “established” at a university as faculty 

• Young 



While abroad 

• Investigated policies directly impacting postdocs 

• Is international mobility encouraged? How? 

• Role of  prestige programs for postdocs 

• Demographic and compensation studies 

• Understanding long-term career prospects 

• Studied policies that indirectly impact postdocs 

• Broad policies boosting national S&T competitiveness 

• Faculty hiring practices 

• Graduate education policies 

• Tried to understand roles of  politics, culture and tradition 



Opportunity abroad? 

• Does my time abroad give any hints on assessing the value of  
international experience? 

• Germany and China 

• Economic, educational and social circumstances distinct 

• Have borrowed policies and practices from abroad 

• Experience in strong labs abroad is highly encouraged 

• Both countries actively recruit talent back home 

• Re-assimilation can be of  concern 

• Are benefits tangible for individuals and research overall? 

• US 

• Impact of  large populations of  foreign postdocs studied 

• What about US citizens going abroad? 



Personal experience (I) 

• Germany 

• Spent a year and a half  in three cities (Bonn, Berlin, 

Munich) 

• Supported by the Alexander von Humboldt Foundation 

• Gained basic language proficiency 

• Had additional cultural programs and networking 

opportunities 

• Felt institutional ties more ‘informal’ 

 

  



Personal Experience (II) 

• China 

• Came on own initiative 

• Hired by university in Shanghai, China 

• Acquired rudimentary language skills 

• Had more “formal” appointment 

• Much more reliant on colleagues for basic support 



Personal Experience (III) 

• Although both tours abroad were quite different…  

• Acquiring language skills is key 

• Having program “guidelines” helpful 

• Having “HR” assistance very important 

• Coming as one of  a cohort also beneficial 

• …they had much in common. 

• Getting settled is difficult 

• Little is “routine” in daily life 

• Building rapport is a challenge 

• There is much to distract from your work 

 



Personal Experience (IV) 

• I have gained significantly from these experiences. 

• More to gain spending  >2 years in one country? 

• I would do it again. 

• Still see my “career” in the United States.  

 



Reflecting on this 

workshop 

• What are the priorities for international experience? 

• Productivity (tangible knowledge) 

• The experience itself  (intangible knowledge) 

• Is funding mobility enough? Are international postdocs 

in need of  coordinated program support? 

• Is the value of  internationalization of  science at the 

individual level or at the government/institution level? 

• How do you estimate if  the borrowing of  a policy is 

successful? 

 


