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Work-Life Balance for Postdocs 
 

Balancing the demands of an academic career with those of personal life is often 
difficult in academic research, but the costs of not achieving that balance are immense, with the 
obvious consequences of increased burnout, loss of productivity, threats to mental health and 
well-being, and the potential loss of workforce diversity. Postdoctoral researchers often have 
to master a juggling act whereby they are conducting challenging research projects while they 
may also be raising families, providing care for a family member, adjusting to life in a new 
country as a non-native speaker, living with a mental or physical illness, and/or managing 
student loans. Listed below, we’ve listed a few things to consider in balancing work and life. 
 
Take Care of Yourself 
 

Eating right, getting enough sleep and exercise, and making time for self-care is 
essential to maintaining physical and mental health. Your institution may provide wellness 
programs, benefits, and policies to promote self-care and wellness of its employees, students, 
and trainees. Seek out wellness programs, recreation facilities, counseling programs, or 
university health and mental health services that are offered through your institution. Should you 
need time away from the workplace, learn about all paid or unpaid leave policies that apply to 
postdoctoral fellows at your institution.  
 
Build Work-Life Balance into Your Training Plan with the Individual Development Plan 
 

Career satisfaction is fundamental to a sense of work-life balance. Using your 
postdoctoral research time to pursue and train for the right career for you is crucial. One tool 
that can help you do this is the Individual Development Plan (IDP). The IDP is a career and 
professional development tool that helps professionals to structure their own individualized 
training program to pursue and obtain their career of choice. Effective IDPs include self-
assessments of the trainees values, skills, and interests and help provide insight on what 
careers fit those parameters--and set goals specifically targeted to achieve those careers. The 
myIDP is a great platform to assist in writing an IDP. Seeking career counseling, exploration, and 
training  through your institution’s career office can also help you achieve the goals in your plan. 
 
Seek Help from Financial Advisers 
 

Managing students loans and/or the costs of living on postdoc pay can be stressful. 
Seek the advice of professionals and start planning early. Your institution may even provide 
these services. 
 
Postdoc Parents 
 

A recent report published in Nature indicated that nearly half of female scientists in the 
United States quit full-time science after having their first child. Furthermore, 23% of new fathers 
also reported leaving full-time positions or cutting hours--suggesting that the demands of family 
life are difficult to reconcile with those of academic life. In 2017, the NPA worked with The 
Center for WorkLife Law and The Pregnant Scholar to publish Parents in the Pipeline: 
Retaining Postdoctoral Researchers with Families. This report explores both the experiences of 
mothers and fathers, while identifying and analyzing concerns including workplace attitudes 
and practices toward parents, administrative processes for family leave, and family-responsive 

https://www.nature.com/nature/journal/v545/n7654/full/nj7654-375a.html
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29509732
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29509732
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-019-00611-1?fbclid=IwAR02X6ojuAQRf1UwHWJ_2oj7eCofZJM0yiZeygvBqmKK3wmToFL7AJPvJsc
http://myidp.sciencecareers.org/
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-019-00611-1?fbclid=IwAR02X6ojuAQRf1UwHWJ_2oj7eCofZJM0yiZeygvBqmKK3wmToFL7AJPvJsc
https://worklifelaw.org/
https://worklifelaw.org/
https://thepregnantscholar.org/
https://thepregnantscholar.org/wp-content/uploads/Parents-in-the-Pipeline-Postdoc-Report.pdf
https://thepregnantscholar.org/wp-content/uploads/Parents-in-the-Pipeline-Postdoc-Report.pdf
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policies and benefits. The NPA has also published the Advancing Postdoc Women Guidebook, 
which contains information on work-life balance and child care resources. 
 
Don’t Do This Alone! 
 

Seek support when you need it. Some options include social or professional 
communities within your town or institution that share common interests. Does your institution 
have a postdoctoral association? Join a book club or a scientific interest group of your choice. 
Aside from your faculty mentor, find additional mentors that can help you reach your goals. If 
you find yourself overwhelmed and having difficulties coping with the stresses of academic life, 
seek counseling. If you’re unsure of your available options, reach out to your university 
administrators or postdoc office who can point you to counseling and mental health resources 
that can help. Don’t wait too long! 
 

http://www.nationalpostdoc.org/page/Postdoc_Women

