
Woman in Science and UK Careers 



The National Postdoctoral Association defines a postdoc as:-  
 

“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 his or her 
choosing.” 
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The harsh truths about pursuing an independent career  
(and maybe how to succeed) 

• There is no academic career ladder; It’s a pyramid and 
it’s crowded at the top. 

 
• Being smart and working hard is not enough; lots of 

other people are as smart as you and just as hard-
working. 
 

      Set yourself apart ! 



Contacts are the lifeblood of your career………. 
 
•It’s vital to find people to work with who are interested in your 
long-term career, people you can learn from and people you can 
trust. 
 

•The best way to do this is to use conferences/seminars as 
networking events, rather than expenses-paid jolly trips (or stress 
when you have to present!). 
 

•If you go to a conference and don’t introduce yourself to at least 
10 people then you are wasting your time! 

Do you ever wake up early on a Monday morning 
because you are excited by doing an experiment? 



PhD 

Post Doc 1 

Post Doc 2 - 3 

Travelling 
Fellowship 

Junior/Career development 
Fellowship 

Senior 
Fellowship 

Junior Faculty/Lectureship 

Senior Faculty/Lectureship 

Professorial Fellowship 
Professor 

Idealised academic career structure 

Tenure 

? 



Every post-doc position is different 

2005 Sigma XI Postdoc Survey (USA) 
 
7600 postdoctoral scientist questioned:- 
 
•For 35% the PI controlled their projects ‘mostly or completely’. 
 

•38% ‘shared responsibility’ for their project with the PI. 
 

•25% were ‘mostly independent’. 



The key for postdocs is to know 
when to leave……. 

 
……….and that's nobody's decision 

but yours. 



How to gain early independence 

Learn research skills and publish PAPERs, papers, papers………… 
 
Become THE expert on your project. 
 
Negotiate some autonomy with your PI to pursue a ‘side-line’ project 
 
•Must fit within the overall scope of the lab 
•Doesn’t take too much time or resource (produces some preliminary data) 
 

Apply for small grants such as travel, small grants and fellowships. 
 
Volunteer to look after students and/or take on other responsibilities. 
 
Start writing a grant proposal ASAP – help your PI with applications. 
 
Visit other Institutions and offer to give seminars. 
 
Expand your network of colleagues (they may be your future reviewers!). 
 
Ask to be a co-corresponding author (particularly if you have been 
mentoring/supervising a PhD student). 

 
 



Key Pointers for Gaining Independence 
 
Plan and execute. Be active in the planning and performance of all 
aspects of your research project:- 
 
• experimental planning, design and execution 
• data analysis and management 
• manuscript writing 
 
It's your research, so take responsibility for it. 
 
See the bigger picture.  
 
• Develop a sense of the entire spectrum of the research process.  
• Keep asking yourself what it takes to go from an idea to the final 

paper. 
 

Be proactive.  
 
• Be the first one with the idea.  
• Initiate discussions in lab meetings and organize activities (journal 

clubs and inviting seminar speakers). 



Fellows are usually very attractive to universities because the 
fellowship gives you a chance to build an independent funding 
and publication record as well as a research group.  
 
Numerous Funding agencies offer Fellowship opportunities of 
varying lengths, seniority and for work overseas. 
 
Universities may offer incentives such as an additional 2-3 years 
of funding after the end of the Fellowship. 
 
Protected research time (limited teaching/administration). 
 
A good time to start applying for a fellowship is between your 
4th and 6th year of postdoc.  

The Fellowship Route 



1981 
 
1985 
 
 
1986 
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1990 
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1995 
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2005 
2010 
2007 

PhD Student, Genetic Department, University of Adelaide, Australia 

Research Scientist, CSIRO Animal Production, Sydney, Australia 

Post-doc, Department of Biochemistry, University of Cambridge, UK 
 
Post-doc, Department of Medicine, University of Cambridge, UK 

BHF Basic Science Lectureship, University of Cambridge, UK 

BHF Senior Fellowship, University of Cambridge, UK 
 
Professor of Cellular Signalling, King’s College London, UK 

Need to get more experience in Molecular Biology 

Transferable Skills, Medical Research, Apply for jobs overseas! 

Mentor suggests - Apply for Personal Lectureship 

Lab dysfunctional - 
time to move. 

2007 time to move on 



Where have all the Women Gone? 

Women & men in a typical SET academic 
career 
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EU commission Community Research statistics Helga Ebeling 



Women are More than Equal as Undergraduates 

< 20% Professors ? 

http://www.uis.unesco.org/_LAYOUTS/UNESCO/women-in-
science/index.html#overview!lang=en 



Under-represented on Editorial 

Boards and Committees. 
BPS 2005 statistics: 
women are a minority! 
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Children? 

Networking? 

Confidence? 

Mentorship? 

Stupidity? 



Women Leave in their 30s 

BPS 2005 statistics: 
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45+ No age given 



Unconscious Bias? 
https://implicit.harvard.edu/implicit/ 



Extends to All Levels 





How to Redress the Imbalance? 

   Career development approaches used elsewhere that have 
proven successful at supporting women to progress have 
included: 

• mentoring  

 

• increased transparency in promotion 

 

• competitive financial awards to assist those 
returning from a career break to become research 
active 

BHF Career Re-Entry Research Fellowship 
http://www.bhf.org.uk/research_health_professionals/apply_for_research_grants/grant_types__guidelines/crerf.aspx 

 

KCL Women’s Network: https://mailman.kcl.ac.uk/mailman/listinfo/womens-network 

http://www.bhf.org.uk/research_health_professionals/apply_for_research_grants/grant_types__guidelines/crerf.aspx


UK Athena Swan Initiative 

• All BRC funded institutes must have at least a 
Silver Award to show improvement for women 
at work. 

 

Financial Incentive? 


