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The Career and Postdoctoral Services Office provides services and
programs to all TSRI postdocs and graduate students to prepare them
for a range of professional endeavors and to support their research
training during their temporary appointments.
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NIH’s postdoc definition

An individual who has received a 
doctoral degree (or equivalent) and is 
engaged in a temporary and defined 
period of mentored advanced training 
to enhance the professional skills and 
research independence needed to 
pursue his or her chosen career path.



Do you really need to do a postdoc?

Tenure track academic positions at 
research universities

Many scientist or research-related 
positions in industry

Other jobs that rely on your 
research fluency (government, 
NGOs, foundations, etc.)   

Most other careers

Yes

No

Probably

Maybe



Do you really need to do a postdoc?

What type of career is most attractive 
to you?

Do you genuinely enjoy research?

Is a postdoc experience obligatory in 
your field?

Will a postdoc experience enhance 
your employment prospects?

Slide content from “To be or not to be a postdoc?” Women in Physiology Workshop, EB 2004



“I used to be indecisive, 
but now I’m not so sure.”

Zeteophobia: fear of career planning



Have a career game plan

“You have to choose what you want to do as a 
career because the postdoc is where you 
define yourself as a professional,” said Dr. 
Christina Hull of the University of Wisconsin.  
It’s no longer acceptable at this point to not 
know what you want to do with your life.  You 
might change your mind, Dr. Hull noted, but if 
you go into a postdoc with a plan, then it will 
be much easier to come out with a plan.  So 
head yourself in a direction you think you’ll 
enjoy, she said, “Because nobody wants to 
hire somebody without goals.”

Slide content from “Staffing the Lab: Perspectives from Both Sides of the Bench” BWF, 2010



Advantages of a postdoc

Enhance your research expertise

Work toward independence

Become known in the research 
community

Build a network of collaborators

Develop transferable skills

Slide content from “To be or not to be a postdoc?” Women in Physiology Workshop, EB 2004



Disadvantages of a postdoc

Experience a nebulous status: not a 
student, not faculty, not staff

Work long hours; experience strain 
on family life

Endure low pay and benefits

Slide content from “To be or not to be a postdoc?” Women in Physiology Workshop, EB 2004



Why did you choose your postdoctoral position at TSRI? 
Please select all that apply.

Percent

To gain additional training in a field different than my 
doctoral research

62%

To work with a specific individual at TSRI 48%
To work at TSRI because of its reputation 42%
To work on a specific research problem at TSRI 29%
To work in San Diego 29%
To work in the same general location as my 
spouse/partner

16%

It was the only acceptable employment at the time 4%

Most TSRI postdocs come here 
to diversify their research training

2008 TSRI Postdoc Survey



TSRI postdocs seek faculty jobs

What was your primary career objective when 
you began your postdoctoral appointment 
at TSRI?

Faculty position at a research university 57%

Research position at a biotech company 15%

Research position at a pharma company 15%

Other 13%



TSRI postdocs seek faculty jobs

At this time, what is your primary career 
objective?

Faculty position at a research university 42%

Research position at a biotech company 20%

Research position at a pharma company 19%

Other 19%



60% of new doctorates in the biological 
sciences and 45% in physics, chemistry, or 
astronomy plan to obtain postdoc experience

National Academy of Sciences
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Industry postdocs

Advantages

Gain experience in a 
multidisciplinary, team-
oriented, deadline-driven 
environment

Gain access to cutting edge 
equipment and facilities 

Tap into industry networks 
and opportunities

Gain exposure to the 
business side of a company

Better salary and benefits

Drawbacks

Proprietary information, less 
control over publications

Less latitude to pursue interesting 
side projects or research directions

Risk of downsizing, mergers, etc.

No opportunity for writing grants 
or teaching 









Some companies with postdocs 
or grad student internships

• Amgen

• Amylin Pharmaceuticals

• BD and Co.

• Eli Lilly and Company

• Genentech 

• Genzyme

• GlaxoSmithKline

• Illumina

• Johnson & Johnson

• Life Technologies

• Merck & Co. 

• Novartis Institutes 
for BioMedical Research

• Pfizer

• Procter & Gamble

• Roche
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Established faculty members are 
often, but not always, the best choice

Established advisor

Pedigree, name recognition

Access to opportunities: talks, 
collaborations, reagents, 
resources, alumni

More stable funding

Can be easier to cross-train, 
and mentor others

More (and more varied) 
publications

Junior advisor

Frequent, regular contact with 
advisor

Less technical help

Few authorship complications 

Advisor has high motivation, but 
may not make tenure

Risk of competing with advisor

Difficult to carve out your own 
research niche



Choosing a laboratory

• Research: Are you excited and passionate 
about the research going on in the lab?

• Lab structure: Do you want to be 
surrounded by a lot of scientists? Is a 
smaller lab more suited to your working 
style or the amount of contact you hope 
from the PI? 

• PI mentoring style: Are you hoping for a 
lot of one-on-one attention from the PI? 
Do you work better in an environment with 
more independence? 



Choosing a laboratory

• Training history: How have previous 
postdocs fared in the lab? How long 
have they typically stayed?

• Careers: Where have students and 
postdocs gone after leaving the lab? 
Do trainees make collaborative 
contacts with other labs and within 
the research field? Do prior postdocs’ 
experiences fit with your own goals? 



Interviewing: information to request
• A copy of the advisor’s CV.  Check for high quality publications, invited presentations, 

grant review panels, and editorial boards.

• Research background of lab personnel, and advisor’s philosophy on collaboration.

• History of job placement for postdocs for the past 5-10 years, including contact info.

• List of chores you will be expected to perform in the lab.  Technical assistance?

• Lab policy regarding authorship, ownership of ideas, and taking some aspect of your 
project with you when you leave.

• Benefits for you and your dependents, including expectations for work hours and 
vacation.

• Starting salary range and basis for annual merit increases.

• Duration of appointment, source of funds for position, and stability of lab funding.

• Likelihood of supervising  junior scientists.

• Availability of funds to support attending/presenting at meetings.

• Advisor’s willingness to mentor you in grant/manuscript writing.

Slide content from “The Chicago Guide to Your Career In Science.” Chapter 6



“So what should a supervisor look for? The most 
common attribute 2009 [P.I.] survey participants 
looked for when recruiting a new postdoc was 
strong research experience; it was cited by 82 
percent of those polled.  Other common factors 
included interest in working in new fields (53 
percent), having a graduate adviser with a good 
reputation (48 percent) and coming from a good 
research institution (34 percent).”

ScienceCareers.org, The Evolving Postdoctoral Experience, 2009

How advisors choose postdocs



Evaluating your campus visit
• Did you have a good rapport with the advisor?  Were you able to communicate on the 

same wavelength?

• How open was the lab head to your ideas and your interests in certain projects?

• Where is the group’s science going? Does it match your interests?

• What direction is the lab headed in? Is it expanding or contracting? What is the 
overall funding situation of the lab?

• What is the structure of the lab? Does the training environment match your 
personality?  What sort of mentoring will you get?

• What types of opportunities will you get? Will you be writing papers, writing grants, 
presenting work at meetings?

• What projects are available to work on? What components will be available to take 
your next career stage? (Hint: if an investigator is uncomfortable talking about this at 
the interview stage, that is a bad sign.)

• What did other lab members have to say about the advisor? Did more than two 
people have complaints? What was the undercurrent of their comments—satisfaction 
or sarcasm?

Slide content from “Staffing the Lab: Perspectives from Both Sides of the Bench” BWF, 2010
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Be efficient
Do not become a ‘perma-postdoc’

Be productive
Finish at least one significant project

Be active
Establish yourself in the field

Take charge!







Formulate an Individual 
Development Plan

IDP templates:
http://www.scripps.edu/services/postdocs

Clarify expectations

Set training goals and timelines

Identify projects

Assess strengths and identify areas 
for improvement

http://www.scripps.edu/services/postdocs�




“The discipline of writing something down is the 
first step toward making it happen.  In 
conversation you can get away with all kinds of 
vagueness and nonsense, often without even 
realizing it.  But there’s something about putting 
your thoughts on paper that forces you to get 
down to specifics.  That way, it’s harder to 
deceive yourself or anybody else.”

Lee Iacocca

Write your plan!



Resources
• IDP Templates:  http://www.scripps.edu/services/postdocs

• “Planning for and Executing a Successful Postdoctoral Experience.” Sandra Schmid, 
TSRI 2008.

• “The Chicago Guide to Your Career in Science.” Victor Bloomfield and Esam El-
Fakahany, University of Chicago Press, 2008.

• “A Ph.D. is Not Enough.” Peter Feibelman, Basic Books, 1993.

• “To be or not to be a postdoc?” Kathleen H. Berecek, Women in Physiology 
Workshop, EB 2004

• “Staffing the Lab: Perspectives from Both Sides of the Bench.” BWF, 2008. 

• “Take Charge of Your Career!” Philip Clifford,  EB 2004

• “Making the Most of Your Postdoc.” Zoe Smith and Ariana Sutton-Grier, The 
Chronicle of Higher Education, 2010.

• “Industrial Postdocs: The Road Less Traveled.”  Laura Bonetta, ScienceCareers.org, 
2008.

• “Eight Ways to Boost Your Postdoc.” Becky Oskin, NewScientist.com, 2008.

http://www.scripps.edu/services/postdocs�
http://www.scripps.edu/services/postdocs/career/powerpoints/TSRIPostdoc08handout.pdf�
http://www.the-aps.org/careers/careers1/mentor/workshop/2004/Berecek3-1-04.ppt�
http://www.scribd.com/doc/2544488/Staffing-the-Lab-Perspectives-from-Both-Sides-of-the-Bench�
http://www.the-aps.org/careers/careers1/EBSymposia/EB2004talks/Clifford.ppt�
http://chronicle.com/article/Making-the-Most-of-Your/66265/�
http://sciencecareers.sciencemag.org/career_development/previous_issues/articles/2008_06_13/science_opms_r0800055�
http://www.newscientist.com/article/dn13623-advertising-feature-8-ways-to-boost-your-postdoc.html?full=true�


Resources, continued
• “Searching for a Postdoctoral Position: How to Find what is Right for You!” Angela 

Grippo , EB 2004. 

• “Your Career Plan: Consider the Forest While You’re Focused on the Trees.” Bill 
Lindstaedt, ASCB Newsletter, March 2007.

• “How to Succeed in Science: A Concise Guide for Young Biomedical Scientists.  Part 
1: Taking the Plunge.” Jonathan Yewdell, Nature Reviews Molecular Cell Biology, 
2008.

• “The Postdoc Experience: Not Always What You Expect.” Laura Bonetta, 
ScienceCareers.org, 2008. 

• “The Evolving Postdoctoral Experience.” Laura Bonetta, ScienceCareers.org, 2009. 

• “How to Have a Successful Postdoc Experience and Get a Good Job.”  Sandra Schmid 
and Sandra Masur , ASCB Newsletter, September 2007.

• “Types of Postdocs: What Do I Want to Be When I Grow Up?” Laura Nisenbaum, EB 
2004.

• “Interview and Follow-up.” Donna Korzick, EB 2004. 

http://www.the-aps.org/careers/careers1/mentor/workshop/2004/Grippo Presentation- Postdoc Symposium.ppt�
http://www.ucalgary.ca/postdoc/files/postdoc/Your Career Plan ascb article 2007.pdf�
http://www.nature.com/nrm/journal/v9/n5/full/nrm2389.html�
http://www.nature.com/nrm/journal/v9/n5/full/nrm2389.html�
http://sciencecareers.sciencemag.org/career_magazine/previous_issues/articles/2008_08_29/science.opms.r0800058�
http://sciencecareers.sciencemag.org/career_magazine/previous_issues/articles/2009_08_28/science.opms.r0900076�
http://www.mssm.edu/static_files/Old Sites/www.mssm.edu/postdoc/pdf/successful_postdoc_exp.pdf�
http://www.the-aps.org/careers/careers1/mentor/workshop/2004/Types of Postdocs.ppt�
http://www.the-aps.org/careers/careers1/mentor/workshop/2004/Korzick EB 2004 - interview and follow-up.ppt�


Contact

Ryan Wheeler
Manager, Career & Postdoctoral 

Services Office

rwheeler@scripps.edu 

(858) 784-9740

3366 (Credit Union Building), 3rd floor
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