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The postdoctoral position – a temporary period of training and mentored research 
following the receipt of a doctoral degree – is a critical transition point in the academic 
career pipeline where the numbers of women scientists and engineers significantly 
decline.  While the relative fraction of women in academic science and engineering 
decreases at every successive step along the career pipeline, these decreases are 
greatest for the fields where the postdoctoral position is most common.1 Increasingly, 
the postdoctoral position has become a required step for continuing into the professoriate 
in these fields, creating an additional career hurdle and lengthening the total elapsed time 
until the first permanent position.2  
 
Special Note: 
The statistics presented herein are the best available; we do not have a truly comprehensive statistical 
picture of postdoctoral scholars, including postdoc women, and within that population, postdoc women 
who are members of underrepresented groups including racial and ethnic minorities and women with 
disabilities. Those women postdocs who are members of underrepresented groups may face unique 
challenges. There is little available information, anecdotal or otherwise, about these challenges. 
 
 
UPostdoc Demographics 
 
 In 2008, 34% of all postdocs in the United States are women.3  

o Agricultural sciences: 37% 
o Biological Sciences: 42% 
o Computer Science: 17%  
o Earth, Atmospheric, and Ocean Sciences: 35% 
o Engineering: 20% 
o Mathematics and Statistics: 20% 
o Physical Sciences: 21% 
o Psychology: 47% 
o Social Sciences: 48% 

 
 In 2005, the fraction of women among postdoctoral visa holders in the United 

States is lower than for postdocs who are U.S. citizens and permanent residents.4  
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o Visa holders: 35% 
o U.S. citizens and permanent residents: 51% 

 
 The percentage of underrepresented minorities who held Ph.D.s in science and 

engineering and were in postdoctoral positions increased from  2.4% in 1973 to 
7.5% in 2006; the percentage of Asian doctorate recipients in postdoctoral 
positions increased from 11.9% to 35.4%.5 

 
 In 2005, approximately 10% of postdocs indicated they were underrepresented 

minorities.6  Of those who reported themselves as underrepresented minorities, 
62% were women.7 

o White: 74.5% 
o Asian: 16.1%  
o Hispanic/Latino: 4.0% 
o Black/African-American: 3.7% 
o Other: 2.6% 

 
 Less than 1% of all postdocs reported having a disability.8 Of those indicating 

they had a disability, there is some indication that the fraction of women was 
slightly higher than the fraction of men.9   

 
 Most postdocs, 58% of men and women, are between the ages of 30 and 35, and 

are partnered or married.10 
o Women who are partnered or married: 64.9%  
o Men who are partnered or married: 70.1% 

 
 Postdoc women are more likely than men to have a spouse that is employed, 

especially if the couple has children. 
 

o Among married or partnered postdocs, 87.1% of women and 57.6% of men 
have employed spouses. 11 

 
o Among married or partnered postdocs with children, 88% of women and only 

44% of men have an employed spouse.12 
 
 Of those postdocs with employed partners or spouses, almost a third are 

employed at the same institution. This fraction is slightly higher for men than 
women.13 

o Women who have partners or spouses employed at the same institution: 
28.6% 

o Men who have partners or spouses employed at the same institution: 30.6% 
 

 About a third of postdocs in 2005 have children and the fraction for women is 
lower than for men.14 

o Women with children: 28.6%  
o Men with children: 37.3% 
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Postdocs and Families 

 
 Children significantly impact the early career advancement of postdocs, often 

causing more women than men to leave the academic pipeline. 
 

o Children significantly decrease the likelihood of women postdocs getting their 
first tenure-track job by 8 to 10%.15  
 

o Having children later in their careers increases the chances for women to 
receive tenure.16 

 
o In 2005, 48.7% of women postdocs reported that being a postdoc has 

impacted their plans to have children.17 
 

o More than twice as many biomedical postdoc women than men indicate that 
children are an extremely important consideration in career planning.18 

 
o Married postdoc women with children are more likely than other postdocs to 

cite children as a reason for choosing a non-academic career path.19 
 

o Postdoc women who have had children since becoming postdocs are twice as 
likely as men who also have had children to change their career goal away 
from professor with a research emphasis. These women are also twice as 
likely to change their career goal from the professoriate as women who have 
not had children and have no future plans to have children.20  

 
 Women’s choices of postdoc positions are more influenced by family formation 

and geographic location than similar choices for men.  
 

o Women’s motivation for taking a postdoc position was often connected with a 
desire to live in the same place as their partner.21 
 

o More women than men report that geographic location and family 
considerations were very important in choosing their current postdoc 
position.22 
 Geographic location: Women: 53%; Men: 37% 
 Family considerations: Women: 45%; Men: 39% 
 

o More male postdocs than female postdocs expect their spouse to make career 
concessions, and more female postdocs would make career concessions 
themselves.23 
 

 Access to paid maternity leave for postdocs typically has limitations, such as 
eligibility requirements, dependence on sick/vacation leave accruals, 
entitlements of less than six weeks, or partial salary. This is in comparison to 
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faculty, who typically are guaranteed six weeks of paid maternity leave without 
such limitations.24  

o 23% of  Association of American Universities (AAU) member institutions 
offer postdocs guaranteed six weeks maternity leave (compared to 58% of 
institutions that offer this to faculty) 

o 37% offer postdocs paid leave with limitations (e.g., only for particular 
groups, partial pay, less than six weeks, requirements for previous service 
time, etc.) 

o 13% offer postdocs paid leave that depends upon sick and/or vacation leave 
accruals 

o 13% require a delay in the availability of paid leave due to policies such as 
Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) 

o 15% have less, ad hoc or no paid leave for postdocs. 
 

 Postdoc women with children report spending more on childcare than men and a 
larger share of their time on childrearing duties.25 

 
 
Postdoc Career Paths 
 
 The postdoctoral years are a time of great attrition from the academic pipeline 

for women scientists. 
 

o Women are lost in greater proportion than men from the academic pipeline, 
but these losses are greatest in those fields where most Ph.D. holders take 
postdoctoral positions: life sciences and physical sciences.26 

 
o Among biomedical postdocs, women are less likely than men to choose the 

principal investigator (PI) career path27 and less likely to continue applying 
for PI positions after an unsuccessful job search.28 

 
o Of those postdocs who indicated a career goal of professor with a research 

emphasis at the start of their postdoc, a greater fraction of women than men 
have since changed their goal.29 

 
o Although a majority of both men and women biomedical postdocs feel their 

professional preparation is adequate, women are less confident they will 
obtain a PI position and tenure.30 

 
o The likelihood of attaining a tenure-track faculty position for both men and 

women who have done at least one postdoc is 31%.31 
 
 Women, especially those with children, tend to spend more time as postdocs than 

men, leading to a delayed entrance into the tenure-track.   
 

 - 4 - 



 - 5 - 

o Compared with those fields where the postdoc position is not as common, 
biochemistry postdocs spent the longest time as postdocs, and biochemistry 
women were postdocs longer than the men.32 

 
o Postdocs with children (both men and women) are more likely than those 

without children to take multiple postdoc positions.33 
 

 Postdoc women in most science fields get their first tenure track jobs in lower 
proportion than men. 

 
o Women are less likely than men to get their first tenure track job within five 

years of Ph.D. receipt.34 
 
o Married math postdocs who are women are much less likely than men to be in 

tenure-track jobs ten years after receiving their Ph.D.35 
 

 Female postdocs publish less and are overall less successful than male postdocs; 
this may be compounded by having children. 

 
o Postdoc men have higher levels of subjective success than women.36  
 
o Postdoc women tend to publish less than men.37 

 
o Postdoc women who are married and have children spend less time in the lab 

and attend fewer conferences.38 
 

 Postdoc women, especially those that are married with children, are more likely 
than men to consider jobs outside academia. 39 

  
o Among postdocs currently looking for a job, women were less interested than 

men in jobs at research universities, undergraduate institutions, industry or 
government, but more interested than men in jobs in communications/media 
and non-profits.40 

 
 
Postdoc Work Environment 
 
 Postdoc women are less satisfied than men with the mentoring they receive.41 
 
 Most female postdocs have male postdoctoral advisors.42 
 
 Biomedical postdoc women seem to have less access to dedicated technical help 

in support of their research productivity.43 
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