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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This 2016 Faculty of Arts and Sciences Postdoctoral Association survey report summarizes the 

responses of 199 postdocs, and outlines several key areas of concern within the FAS postdoc 

community. The postdoc community at FAS consists of young professionals (23-42) that are 

predominantly male and international in origin. They are mostly focused on a research career, 

and emphasized the necessity of career resources for postdocs. 

There were several major issues of concern raised in the survey. The most critical 

improvements to the postdoctoral experience are: 1. Salaries (or living allowances) 

commensurate to high cost of living in the Cambridge area, 2. Affordable healthcare options for 

non-benefits-eligible postdocs, 3. Affordable childcare options to allow postdocs to pursue a 

research career while meeting family needs, and 4. Improved retirement scheme options to 

allow postdocs to begin saving. 

INTRODUCTION 

The Faculty of Arts and Sciences Postdoctoral Association (FASPDA), formed in July 2016, 

serves 1,150 postdocs (including employee, stipendee, and external postdocs and research 

associates) from across the arts, sciences and engineering. FASPDA is a community for the 

postdocs of the Faculty of Arts and Sciences at Harvard University. The organization, which is 

run by postdocs in a democratic setting, works closely together with the FAS Office of 

Postdoctoral Affairs to enrich the social and professional lives of postdocs across the Harvard 

Cambridge campus. Learn more at http://projects.iq.harvard.edu/faspda. 

This survey was designed by the Advocacy Committee of the FASPDA, with support of the 

Office of Postdoctoral Affairs, to gather data to help the FASPDA better understand the 

community we represent and to focus our efforts in the future. This report outlines the results 

of an online survey administered September-October 2016. This report will be made available 

to FAS postdocs and used to advocate for postdocs—both within Harvard and in the wider 

Boston area. 

One-hundred-and-ninety-nine postdocs responded to the survey, constituting 17.3% of the 

population. Of these, females (37% survey vs 28% FAS) and international (59% survey vs 47% 

FAS) postdocs were slightly overrepresented. 

  



THE FAS POSTDOC COMMUNITY: WHO ARE WE? 

Postdocs who took the survey ranged from 23 to 42 years of age, with an average age of 32. 

The majority (63%) were male, they were mostly married (57%, Figure 1) and some had 

children under the age of 18 (21.6%). They were overwhelmingly international in origin (66.3%, 

Figure 2). 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 1. Marital status 

Figure 2. Citizenship status 



CAREER ASPIRATIONS 

Respondents had 0-9 years of postdoc experience, with an average of 1.5 years at FAS and 2.1 

years in total. They mostly aspire to become research professors (83.7%, Figure 3), though 

teaching professorships and industry jobs were also of interest (18.5% and 19.6% respectively).  

 

 

 

In terms of FASPDA career events, the respondents were most interested in career panels with 

speakers (rank: 1.71), then career fairs (rank: 2.00), then least interested in informal networking 

events (rank: 2.29). Respondents suggested 52 companies they would be interested in FASPDA 

inviting for networking events (see appendix 1).  

“I think getting an academic position is going to be very difficult. I wish there was 

more opportunities to get ready for those- starting from right when you get a postdoc 

here.” 

 

  

Figure 3. Career goals 



COMPENSATION 

Of the postdocs who responded, 68.33% are funded through FAS, with the remaining postdocs 

funded by foundations (15%), the US government (6.11%), an international fellowship (7.22%), 

or another means of funding (3.33%). 

The majority of postdocs make between $40,000 and $55,000 (Figure 4), and 53.59% find that 

their salaries are not adequate to cover their living expenses and provide for reasonable leisure 

activities in the Boston area (Figure 5).  Of those postdocs who earn less than $50,000 per 

year, this figure rises to 65.67%.  The relationship between salary and satisfaction is shown in 

Figure 6. 

 

 

“Salaries adjusted by the cost of living in the Boston area, the NIH postdoc 

stipend might be great for Montana but it's extremely inadequate for Boston” 

Figure 4. Postdoc salaries 



 

 

 

“Harvard should set the standard for these issues that affect so many postdocs in 

this country. Other top research institutes have much better salaries (Look at the pay 

scale at Stanford or the BCS department at MIT) that more reflect the cost of living.” 

 

 

Figure 5. Adequacy of postdoc salaries 

Figure 6.  Relationship between salary band and postdoc perception of adequacy of salary for life 

in the Boston area.  Bin size corresponds to the number of respondents. 



“I also believe that it is morally reprehensible how little postdocs are paid. I know 

that these salaries are determined by the NIH, but they should be adjusted for the 

cost of living in every state to ensure reasonable compensation for such highly skilled 

workers.  

Postdocs struggle to start families for financial and professional reasons: postdocs 

are poorly paid and expected to work unreasonable hours to have a glimmer of hope 

(just a glimmer) of progressing professionally, especially if they hope to stay in academia. 

This puts women at a huge disadvantage. These days, postdocs happen in the 

prime years for childbearing, but having children is at odds with being professionally 

successful and financially responsible given the current state of academia. This needs to 

change. Saying that the university supports women and families is meaningless if these 

statements aren't backed up with real tangible support: reasonable salaries, reasonable 

benefits, and reasonable accessibility to daycare.” 

  



RETIREMENT AND HEALTHCARE 

Most postdocs do not contribute to a retirement account or Roth IRA (75.69%), even though 

some university-sponsored schemes are available to benefits-eligible postdocs. Some expressed 

dissatisfaction with the lack of a university-matched scheme: 

  “Academia needs to face the reality that postdoctoral fellowships are 

lasting longer and longer. The time between acquiring a B.A. or a PhD and rising to 

the level of professor has extended to such a degree that it has become morally 

unconscionable for universities to deny retirement benefits to postdocs. The postdoctoral 

fellowship has fewer benefits and lower salary because it is considered a temporary 

position, but as postdoctoral fellowships stretch to 5-7 years, and researchers find 

themselves doing multiple postdocs more and more frequently, it becomes harder and 

harder to understand how academia can consider these positions temporary (except for 

financial gain and to perpetuate an exploitative environment)… Many postdocs are 

considering major career shifts in their mid to late thirties, and it is nerve-wracking 

not to have any or very few retirement savings so late in life.” 

Most postdocs are eligible for Harvard Employee Health insurance, although 7.73% who 

responded were not eligible.  Only half of the postdocs are satisfied with the health insurance 

coverage they receive outside of Harvard.  Most of these postdocs (85.71%) would be 

interested in participating in an alternative healthcare scheme (e.g., through a BDPA-run 

scheme, although this option has fallen through since the survey was written). Healthcare 

concerns were greatest for non-benefits-eligible external postdocs without access to the 

Harvard Employee Healthcare. 

“At present health insurance costs in excess of $9,000 per person in my family 

and copays add at least another $2500 on top of that - more than a quarter of my 

gross salary.” 

  



PARENTING 

Most postdocs do not have children (78.45%; Figure 6).  Of those that have children, 31.43% 

are dissatisfied with the maternity/paternity leave available.   

 

 

 “The single solitary week of official paternity leave is insulting” 

 “I was on [ ] fellowship at that time so could take 4 months maternity leave but 

my PI made me come back after only 10 weeks”   

Most postdocs are dissatisfied with the child care support they receive (71.05%).  There were 

many concerning comments from postdocs regarding this issue: 

“Harvard childcare options are only available to those with much higher salaries; 

Harvard childcare scholarships typically cover 2–3 months childcare, at best. Our 

household, of two Harvard post-docs, lives paycheck to paycheck because of childcare 

costs in Boston. We have written off the possibility of saving any money so long as we 

are here, which provides a frustrating disincentive to keep living in Boston 

and working at Harvard” 

“The monetary help with childcare is nice, but $1k-$2k is nowhere close to the 

$40k+ it costs for 2 kids in childcare. I wish Harvard would do more to provide 

affordable childcare.” 

“I think increased subsidies for childcare are necessary. I only qualify for 

$1500/year from the current program which is not enough to cover to cost of infant 

Figure 7. Number of children 



health care in cambridge/boston ($2500/month on average or $30k/yr). I would like 

to have children and continue my academic career and I am realizing that I 

cannot do both due to financial constraints. “ 

“Harvard has also made strides for parental benefits for faculty members (much 

larger subsidies for childcare etc), which I think is very important but women are 

falling out of the academic route much more rapidly at the postdoc level 

when they are in the late stages of safe childbearing years. Women should not have 

to choose between family and their research career.” 

 

  



THE POSTDOC EXPERIENCE  

The average amount of hours that postdocs spend on job or job-related activities is 54.99 (SD 

11.87).  Based on the new FAS minimum salary level of $47,476, this translates to an hourly 

rate of $16.60 per hour. 

Most postdocs are happy or somewhat happy with the mentorship they receive, but 94.86% 

said they would find a peer-mentorship program useful, and 65.71% said they would be willing 

to serve as a mentor for others.  When asked if they would want access to Harvard Career 

Services, 45.35% replied that they would find that useful.   

Only 16.67% of postdocs said they have extremely adequate funding to attend conferences and 

other professional events, 43.1% said their funding was somewhat adequate, and the remaining 

40.23% said their funding was inadequate. 

“At postdoc stage, attending conferences is a MUST, as well as meetings. Harvard 

Postdocs should be able to attend at least 2 of those per academic year, which most 

grants do not cover at the moment.” 

Postdocs were keen to participate in social events, but suggested more accessible hours for 

parents (i.e., during work hours or later in the evening). 

When asked what postdocs would like to see improved about their experience, they answered 

that the following things would be helpful (see Appendix II): 

(1) Increased salary, access to affordable health care services, and better health insurance 

(2) Access to free or discounted childcare, or more progressively tiered pricing for Harvard 

childcare facilities 

(3) Increased paternity leave (4 weeks should be a bare minimum) 

(4) Matching contributions to retirement funds 

(5) Subsidized housing/ affordable housing 

(6) Subsidized transportation for all postdocs 

(7) Orientation events more than once a year 

(8) Mailing list or portal where jobs are posted 

(9) Longer hires and more job stability 

(10) Grant writing workshops  



Appendix 1 List of suggested companies for career events. 

Suggested companies 

United Nations 

NIH 

3M 

Dow Chemical 

Applied Materials 

Deep Mind 

environmental and energy companies 

Novartis 

Vertex 

World Health Organization 

Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation 

HHMI 

CDC 

Draper 

Lincoln Labs 

NSF 

Google 

USAID 

Health Effects Institute 

Gradient 

public health NGOs 

Data scientists for state/federal government 

BASF 

Elsevier 

Nature Publishing Group 

Science AAAS 

Novartis 

Genentech 

Calico 

Amgen 

FDA 

Clean Energy companies 

GE 

Gingko Bioworks 

McKinsey 

NIH 

Simons foundation 

Automotive industry companies  

RaNa 

Canada 

Union heads 

Verily 

Development NGOs 

TNC 

Conservation International 

WWF 

Dassault Systemes 

USDA 

Monstanto 

national labs 

Education NGOs/companies 

 

  



Appendix II Responses to qualitative questions 

What benefits would you like to see improved for postdocs? 

One-hundred-and-three postdocs commented on which benefits they would like to see 

improved for postdocs. Of these, a quarter of postdocs (26.3%) would like to see increasing 

pay, followed closely by comments related to childcare/parental leave (21.9%), healthcare 

benefits (20.2%), lack of matched retirement options (14.9%) and affordable housing options 

(9.6%) (Figure 4).  

 

General comments 

Twenty postdocs had general comments to provide. The topics of these comments were far-

reaching, however many focused on the provision of career services (50%) and social events 

(25%) for postdocs (Figure 5). Concerns were also raised about funds for attending conferences 

and similar points to those described above regarding salary and childcare. 
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Figure 1. Comments about benefits 

Figure 2. General comments 


