
To postdoc or not to postdoc

April 10, 2024



B.Sc. in Biochemistry Ph.D. in Pharmaceutical Sciences 

Postdoc in Behavioral neuroscience

Director of Postdoctoral Affairs



Learning objectives

1. Learn what a postdoc is
2. Explore whether pursuing a postdoc is right for you
3. Discuss how to look for a postdoc position intentionally

4. Bonus for international students: 
– Discuss how pursuing a postdoc is intertwined with your 

immigration plans
– With Franny Henkel, Student Immigration Specialist at UK ISSS



What is a postdoc? 



What is a postdoc?

“A postdoctoral scholar (“postdoc”) is an individual holding a 
doctoral degree who is engaged in a temporary period of 

mentored research and/or scholarly training for the purpose of 
acquiring the professional skills needed to pursue a career path 

of their choosing”
From the National Postdoc Association

“A postdoc is not a career goal” 
Melanie Sinche, Next Gen PhD



Is a postdoc right for you?



Not the first one to talk about this…

• myPostdoc Monthly: To Be a Postdoc, or Not To Be – 
Choosing the Next Step After Your Ph.D.
– Keith Micoli, PhD, Assistant Dean for Postdoctoral Affairs, NYU Langone
– https://youtu.be/-m5u3-sFtDw

• What every STEM Trainee needs to know about applying for 
postdocs
– Caleb McKinney, PhD, MPS, Assistant Dean for Graduate and Postdoctoral 

Training & Development, Biomedical Graduate Education at Georgetown 
University Medical Center

– Beyond the Professoriate  No longer accessible 

https://youtu.be/-m5u3-sFtDw


…or write about it

https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2016/08/23/should-you-pursue-postdoc-or-not-essay


Is a postdoc right for you? 

Tenure track faculty
Yes! It’s required (in most 

disciplines)!

Other careers
It depends! 

Photo by humberto chavez on Unsplash Photo by Dollar Gill on Unsplash 

https://unsplash.com/@betoframe?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/lab-coat?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/@dollargill?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/suit-woman?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


Reality check



What careers do postdocs want to pursue? 
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https://www.nature.com/articles/nbt.2706


Career exploration lens

• (some) Career exploration is the 
foundation of postdoc success

• Having a plan B (or plan A*)is 
critical in a hypercompetitive job 
market



The case for not doing a postdoc



https://www.nature.com/articles/nbt.3766


Predicted inflation-adjusted salary (2013 dollars) 1–15 years after PhD completion

https://www.nature.com/articles/nbt.3766


Why does this matter? 

“For non-faculty careers, the value of a postdoc is 
highly variable” – Keith Micoli

• Don’t default into a postdoc
• Start making career plans now!
• Let those plans inform your decision to do a postdoc or not



Career planning primer



Plans change

2008 PhD Student Complete PhD 
in 5 years

Broke my 
ankle

Complete PhD 
in 6 years

2012 PhD 
Candidate

Explore MSL 
positions

Informational 
interviews Undecided

2014 PhD 
Candidate 

(before 
defense)

Postdoc 
position in 
Chicago

Future 
postdoc PI 
moves to 
Oregon

Panic!

2014 PhD 
Candidate 

(after defense)

Lab manager 
position in 
Chicago

Easier to hire 
as postdoc

Postdoc 
position in 
Chicago



2017

Plans change

2017 Postdoc Get involved in 
PDA

Fellow postdoc 
wants large 

career 
symposium

1-out-3 postdoc 
leaders 

organizing 
symposium

PDA President

2018 Postdoc
Explore 

postdoc support 
positions

(1) 
Informational 

interview

(2) 
Conversation 
with mentor

UIC Postdoc 
Office Director 

Position

2019 Director of the 
UIC Postdoc 

Office

Build up 
postdoc support 

at UIC
Wife is 

recruited to UK
Reach out to 

SOPS
UK Director of 
Postdoctoral 

Affairs

2023 Director of 
Postdoctoral 
Affairs at UK

Expand 
postdoc support 

and office

Wife is 
recruited to 

OSU
…

2020



Grouding thoughts

• Be gentle with yourself
• Be flexible
• Stay open minded
• Don’t trade your personal life for a career
• Everyone’s career is unique
• No one’s career is better or more important than yours
• Recognize that you can’t do it alone



Accept

Influence

Control



Tandem Career Planning

Faculty career Other career



https://www.chronicle.com/article/for-ph-d-s-a-tandem-job-search-is-increasingly-the-norm


Tandem Career Planning

Faculty Career Planning
• Take stock
• Build network
• Apply

• But first, secure a postdoc!

Other Career Planning
• Learn about careers
• Build network
• Job search

Takes time, organization, and effort!



Tandem Career Planning (resources)
Faculty Career Planning
• Remember

– Research productivity is measured by 
grants, patents, and publications

• Academic Career Readiness 
Assessment

• NCFDD
• Professional organizations
• Faculty application materials

– Research, teaching, diversity statements
– Cover letter & CV

• Typical academic job cycle starts in Aug

Other Career Planning
• myIDP @ Science Careers
• Imagine PhD
• Beyond the Professoriate
• Attend career panels
• Informational interviews
• Professional organizations
• The Unwritten Rules of the 

Highly Effective Job Search (Book)

Learn

Network_

Search

Take stock

Network_

Apply

https://career.ucsf.edu/phds/career-paths/faculty/acra
https://career.ucsf.edu/phds/career-paths/faculty/acra
https://www.ncfdd.org/
https://myidp.sciencecareers.org/
https://www.imaginephd.com/
https://beyondprof.com/
https://www.google.com/search?q=The+Unwritten+Rules+of+the+Highly+Effective+Job
https://www.google.com/search?q=The+Unwritten+Rules+of+the+Highly+Effective+Job


Thoughts on career planning

• It takes time
• You can’t do it alone
• Special consideration for international trainees

– Your career plan is intertwined with your immigration plan

• Don’t lose sight of how many years of work you have in front of 
you



Looking for a postdoc position intentionally



https://www.science.org/content/article/fewer-u-s-scientists-are-pursuing-postdoc-positions-new-data-show


https://www.science.org/content/article/professors-struggle-recruit-postdocs-calls-structural-change-academia-intensify


Types of postdocs

• Traditional @ academic institutions
• Government

– NIH
– NSF
– National Labs
– CDC

• Teaching postdocs (Becoming more common)

– IRACDA

• Policy postdocs
– AAAS fellowship

• Industry postdocs
– Regeneron
– Merck
– Genentech
– Novartis
– Janssen
– Pfizer
– Etc.



Finding a postdoc

• Follow the money (or bring your own)
– T32s/F32s
– NIH Reporter
– NSF Award Search

• Network, network, network
– Professional Societies
– Annual meeting

• Postdoc recruitment events



https://www.postdochouston.org/


https://chicagolanddiversepostdocrecruitment.org/


https://www.philadelphiapostdoc.com/


https://postdocs.stanford.edu/PRISM


https://postdocs.yale.edu/applicants/yale-virtual-postdoc-recruitment-event


https://trainatnci.cancer.gov/programs/pre/


https://www.biomedpostdoc.ucla.edu/resource-support/ucla-biolaunch/


https://postdocportal.org/


Choosing a postdoc

• Institution
– Is there a postdoc office?
– Is there a postdoc policy?

• Lab
– Publication history
– Funding history

• Not just primary funding
• But also postdoc/grad funding 

• Principal Investigator
– Management style
– Mentoring philosophy

• Mentees
– Publications
– Funding
– Career outcomes 

Do your homework! 



Do it in a group! 

• Creates accountability
• Expand your network
• Makes this hard process 

less daunting

Photo by Chris Montgomery on Unsplash

https://unsplash.com/@cwmonty?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/remote-conference?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText


Questions?



International student bonus!

With Franny Henkel



5 immigration-related issues for postdocs

• Timing your degree completion and OPT application
• Research outside the US or internation travel for conferences
• Is the institution E-Verified and will an OPT STEM extension be 

possible?
• If you have an offer, what status does the institution suggest?
• While OPT is usually a great start, some institutions have a 

specific status progression in mind or have limitations on what 
statuses are possible for their postdocs
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