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PhD-postdoc-academic: postdoctoral researchers views of making the transition

Background
The nature of postdoctoral training and the career prospects of postdoctoral researchers (PDRs) has received a growing degree of international attention over the past decade. A consistent theme that runs throughout the literature is a concern for the reducing employment prospects of PDRs, marked by: rapid growth in the number of postdoctoral positions available; no corresponding rise in the number of permanent academic positions available; an increase in the length of time individuals commonly spend as PDRs; and increasing dissatisfaction among PDRs with the nature of their position and with the career opportunities available to them.  These issues are explored further in the study reported here, through an interview-based investigation of the views of PDRs as to the nature of postdoctoral research positions; the difference between research as a doctoral candidate, a PDR and an academic; and the career development support provided to PDRs.
Methods
This study was conducted as part of a larger study of postdoctoral training and employment outcomes in Australia (Thompson et al., 2001). The larger study involved a national survey of postdoctoral researchers (PDRs) in Australia.  The questionnaire-based survey highlighted substantial variation among PDRs in their perceptions of the nature of a postdoctoral position, plus substantial concerns about their future career prospects.  These findings form a background to the research reported here, which explored these issues in more detail using in-depth interviews with a sample of 22 postdoctoral researchers selected from the larger survey, plus a sample of 10 of their research supervisors.
Findings
Not surprisingly, PDRs’ sense of how to go about developing an academic career was variable.  For instance, the most common way mentioned of furthering one’s career was to maintain a high publication rate and to publish in high-quality journals—a view echoed by supervisors. Yet, achieving this was not generally seen as ensuring an academic appointment. Networking was mentioned by some as of potential value, both for getting future grants and for moving into an academic position. In addition, luck was seen as playing a major role in career and employment opportunities, for instance, whether an area of research was popular or not—something that could vary within short time scales of 2-5 years. The nature of the project, the supervisor, and the research group that PDRs were part of were also seen as career determining factors, but were not always under their control.  Interestingly, acquisition of additional skills (such as teaching skills) was mentioned by only a few PDRs or supervisors.
Asked to describe the difference between research as a doctoral student, PDR and academic, the most common response was a description of increasing independence and freedom as a researcher, from PhD to PDR to academic.  This was accompanied by a greater sense of internal confidence and greater external respect from others.  However, it was also common to describe academia as a qualitatively different type of position to that of a PhD student or PDR, i.e. as primarily a teaching rather than a research position.






