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“We have 20 to
25 students at our
institute, and I take a
personal interest in
each one of them. I sit
down with them and
mentor their progress
and careers.”
—Joan Heath
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After hearing rumors in Australia that there would be Aus$400
million cut from the National Health and Medical Research Council budget, researchers mounted a vigorous protest campaign that
was successful in maintaining current spending for the major research agencies. “Right now success rates for grant applications
are about 23 percent, which is not bad an in international context,”
says Joan Heath, a zebrafish researcher at the Parkville Branch of
the Ludwig Institute for Cancer Research in Melbourne, Australia.
“We have just escaped a difficult situation.” (In comparison, the
success rate for NIH grants in 2010 was 20.6 percent; see: http://
report.nih.gov/award/success/Success_ByIC.cfm).
Most postdocs in Australia are appointed on principal investigator (PI) grants, typically at the time that the grant starts until its end
in three years, explains Heath. All of her postdocs have salaries
of at least Aus$70,000 (US$74,500) a year, which is higher than
typical postdoc salaries in the US. “I don’t know why our doors are
not being beaten down.” Yet Australia is not a popular destination
among American postdocs.
Another good place for postdocs may be Singapore. “It’s very
nice for postdocs who want to explore another part of the world,”
says Philipp Kaldis, a PI at the Institute of Molecular and Cell
Biology (IMCB). “Public transportation is very well organized, the
weather is always nice, it’s very close to many exotic vacation
spots, research is well supported by the government, and salaries
for postdocs are more than what they are in the United States.” On
the downside, apartments are very expensive and going home or
to a conference can be a long trip.
THE VALUE OF MENTORS
Year after year, most supervisor respondents in the Science Careers
survey select mentoring as one of the key attributes for a successful postdoc experience. In this year’s survey, two thirds (65 percent) of postdoc supervisors indicated that they spent 20 percent
or less of their professional time on supervisory responsibilities
(see table above). The remaining one third (34 percent) spent more
than 20 percent of their time supervising postdocs. Most (80 percent) supervisors felt that the time they spent advising postdocs
was adequate.
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“Mentoring is really important to me,” says Gail Bishop, professor of microbiology and internal medicine at The University of
Iowa. “I belong to the subgroup of PIs who put a lot into mentoring.” Bishop, who indicated in the survey that she spends over
20 percent of her time mentoring trainees, acknowledges that
mentoring is one of those things that a PI typically learns on the
job. “We are all selected for our productivity, creative ability at the
bench, and our ability to communicate scientifically,” she explains.
“Then instantly you become a manager and often have no experience doing it.” A key to learning how to manage people, she says,
is to start gradually with only a few people in the lab. “One pitfall
for many beginning faculty is building up a lab too fast,” she adds.
The number of postdocs a PI feels they can effectively manage
changes depending upon the level of their experience, according to
survey respondents. When they were asked about the maximum
number of postdocs they could manage, very few (3 percent) felt
they should be responsible for only one postdoc, whereas most
(63 percent) felt that they could supervise two or three postdocs.
Seventeen percent of the survey respondents felt that they could
supervise four or more postdocs. The remaining 17 percent were
not sure about the maximum number of postdocs they should supervise. In general, as the age of a supervisor increased, so did the
maximum number of postdocs that the supervisor thought he/she
should be responsible for.
Interestingly, the 2011 survey revealed that female supervisors,
on average, spend more time mentoring postdocs than male
supervisors. Mentoring may come more easily to female faculty,
says Heath, who has been the postgraduate student coordinator
at her institute since 1995. She doesn’t think many of her male
colleagues would spend as much time as she does mentoring
other people’s graduate students. “We have 20 to 25 students at
our institute, and I take a personal interest in each one of them.
I sit down with them and mentor their progress and careers,”
she explains.
That is not, however, to say that men don’t mentor. “I like mentoring,” says Michael Stumpf, a systems biologist at Imperial College London in the UK, who also indicated in the survey he spends
over 20 percent of his time mentoring postdocs. Stumpf says he
tries to get all his postdocs to supervise Ph.D. or Master’s students “so that they see if they like it,” he says. “It will be an important component of what they do as PIs.” He also makes sure they
present their research findings at scientific conferences. Because
Stumpf holds a joint grant in collaboration with a group in Japan, he
also sends all his graduate students and postdocs to spend time in
his collaborator’s lab in Japan. “It is important to be exposed to a
different way of doing science,” says Stumpf.
ENSURING SUCCESS
Each year the Science Careers survey asks participants to rank
those factors, such as learning new skills or publishing papers,
which contribute to a successful scientific career. The top-rated
factors have stayed the same over the years, regardless of economic conditions.
This year’s survey respondents felt that conducting high quality
research was most important for a successful postdoc (79 percent), followed by learning to work independently (65 percent),
and publishing work (60 percent). Significantly fewer supervisors
felt that learning how to write grants and obtain funding (36 percent), developing new research skills (35 percent), gaining a deep
knowledge of a specific area of research (32 percent), and learning
to manage or supervise others (23%) were among the top attributes important for a successful postdoc experience. continued »
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