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What to Consider When Discussing a Postdoctoral Appointment 

Supervisors should contribute to an enriched learning experience that includes a variety of technical and practical skills 

to support the postdoc on his or her path to becoming an independent researcher. This may include: 

• developing a plan of research

• deciding when and where to publish

• time management

• creating a network of professional contacts

• supervising students and technicians

• planning career goals

• independently managing a lab

• understanding ethical and proprietary issues

• acquiring “soft skills” such as communication skills, presentation skills, and teamwork

Supervisors can also provide perspectives and insights on: 

• How to avoid an investigative dead end.

• How to build a research project that will benefit the postdoc’s career, the supervisor’s program and the

university’s strategic research priorities. 

• How to know when a project is near completion.

The best time for a postdoc to evaluate a potential postdoctoral position is before signing on. It is difficult to adjust the 

major conditions of an appointment once it is underway. Experienced postdocs and advisers suggest the following 

questions be asked of (and about) a prospective adviser: 

• What are the supervisor's expectations of the postdoc?

• Will the supervisor or the postdoc determine the research program?

• How many postdocs has this supervisor had? Where did they go afterward?

• What do current and past lab members think about their experience?

• Will the supervisor have time for mentoring, or should I seek out other mentors?

• How many others (grad students, staff, postdocs) now work for this supervisor?

• How many papers are being published? Where?

• What is the supervisor's policy on travel to meetings? Authorship? Ownership of ideas?

• Will I have practice in grant writing? Teaching/mentoring? Oral presentations? Review of manuscripts?

• Can I expect to take part of the project away after the postdoc appointment is completed?

• How long is financial support guaranteed? On what does renewal depend?

• Can I count on help in finding a position?

• Will the supervisor have adequate research funds to support the proposed research?
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text available online. 
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