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Recent recommendations

https://www.nap.edu/download/25008 https://www.nap.edu/download/25038 

https://www.nap.edu/download/25008
https://www.nap.edu/download/25038


Change from the top? Or from grassroots?



Science: Solving problems, or getting grants?



Justifying the system in terms of “low 
unemployment”



Where do PhDs go?

http://www.ascb.org/compass/compass-points/where-will-a-biology-phd-take-you/ 

http://www.ascb.org/compass/compass-points/where-will-a-biology-phd-take-you/


Postdocs: a 50 year discussion

https://www.nap.edu/download/18693 

https://www.nap.edu/download/18693


How many postdocs are there?

https://www.biorxiv.org/content/early/2017/12/01/171314

https://www.biorxiv.org/content/early/2017/12/01/171314


Data reporting
Aligning benefits
Tracking time
Salary designation

A postdoc by any other name would labor as 
sweet (as would an academic researcher)



~80% of U.S. biomedical PhDs do postdocs



The U.S. biomedical workforce and 
“dependents”

http://sjscience.org/article?id=570 

http://sjscience.org/article?id=570


The U.S. biomedical workforce has 
contracted



The U.S. biomedical labor market gap



The U.S. biomedical labor market gap



The U.S. biomedical labor market gap



This is a *conservative* estimate of the 
biomedical labor gap



The U.S. biomedical labor skills gap



Where do PhDs go? Revisited

Paula Stephan, NSF data

https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2013/02/the-phd-bust-americas-awful-market-for-young-scientists-in-7-charts/273339/ 

https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2013/02/the-phd-bust-americas-awful-market-for-young-scientists-in-7-charts/273339/


Where do PhDs go? Revisited

FIGURE 2-1 (Breaking Through, NASEM)
Percentage of U.S. trained biomedical individuals living in the United States, sector of employment by cohort and position, 1993-2013.
SOURCE: Prepared by Donna Ginther, University of Kansas (previously unpublished). The use of NSF data does not imply NSF 
endorsement of the research, research methods, or conclusions contained in this report.



What the biomedical workforce looks like



What the biomedical workforce looks like



Age distribution in biomedicine



NIH funding has changed over time by age 
cohort

FIGURE 2-2 (Breaking Through, NASEM) Proportion of NIH RPG direct cost dollars awarded by age group.
SOURCE: Data and visualization from https://nexus.od.nih.gov/all/2015/03/25/age-ofinvestigator/ (accessed January 19, 2018).

https://nexus.od.nih.gov/all/2015/03/25/age-ofinvestigator/


Ability to survive without money 
should not be a selection factor for 

academic success



Institutional salary policies have shifted

https://www.sigmaxi.org/docs/default-source/Publications-Documents/2017_supporting_the_needs_of_postdocs.pdf?sfvrsn=12 

https://www.sigmaxi.org/docs/default-source/Publications-Documents/2017_supporting_the_needs_of_postdocs.pdf?sfvrsn=12


But what about individual salaries?

Salaries by FOIA request

See: postdocsalaries.com



U.S. Salary distribution

Data presented here by kind permission of Drew Doerning, University of Wisconsin 
(data received for UIUC, and UIC has been confirmed as incorrect by UI; also data for UW Madison has since been received)



NIH NRSA Stipend History



NIH NRSA Stipend History



Postdocs are a poor financial investment



Interest in academia declines over the course 
of a PhD



The decline in interest is due to the nature of 
the work
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The decline in interest is due to the nature of 
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It’s not the economy, stupid



It’s not the economy, stupid



It’s not the economy, stupid



It’s not the economy, stupid



Personal values drive desire to stay in 
academia



Interest in an academic career



Graduates on training more likely to leave 
so...less training???



But having more URM trainees doesn’t lead to 
hiring them as faculty



In addition, funding is not equitable



What can we do?
Where should different groups focus efforts?

How can we effect change?



Your institution is not your friend; 
your institution is your employer.



Early Progress

http://nglscoalition.org/ 

http://nglscoalition.org/


“This is such a touchy topic that it is only now that I feel comfortable writing about it. I 
am at the end of a long academic career and dying of stage four pancreatic cancer…

I think it's time for the academic community to start openly discussing the issue of 
research freedom for postdocs (or lack of it).” 

The conflict between labor and training



Stabilizing the system: “staff scientists”
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Slides: Slides: https://f1000research.com/slides/7-34, https://f1000research.com/slides/7-27 

and more at https://f1000research.com/collections/FOR 

Find us on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/futureofresearch/ 

Twitter: @FORSymp and @BiophysicalFrog

LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/groups/8153258 and Gary McDowell

Stay in contact!
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