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the greasy Pole

Is an academic career in ecology your idea of bliss? 
Are you a senior academic wondering why the younger 
generation make so much fuss about how hard life is? 
Are you a postdoc in need of stress counseling? 
Emma Sayer and Simon Queenborough reflect on the trials,  
tribulations and rewards of climbing the greasy pole.

emma sayer / The Open University / @panemma  
simon Queenborough / The Ohio State University / @saqueenborough

A recent study of job stress by careercast.
com listed ‘university professor’ as the 
‘least stressful career’ in the USA, closely 
followed by seamstress / tailor. The 
top position was given to university 
professors because “the field’s high 
growth opportunities, low health risks 
and substantial pay provide a low-stress 
environment that’s the envy of many 
career professionals”. This conjures up 
images of happy, carefree academics 
cloistered in wood-panelled college 
studies with their noses buried in books; 
it caused outcry in the blogosphere and 
social media. The study defined ‘stress’ as 
“risk of death or injury, physical demands, 
and adverse environmental conditions”, 
so it’s hard to argue that being a 
university professor is as stressful as, say 
an oil-rig worker. However, ‘university 
professor’ is, strictly speaking, neither 
a ‘career’ nor a ‘field’, but a position 
obtained after decades of hard work as  
an academic (if ever), so comparisons  
to oil-rig workers or seamstresses aren’t 
very meaningful. 

In the UK, professors constitute only  
10% of all academic staff, their average 
age is around 55 years, and it bears 
pointing out that still only one in five 
professors are women. As we’ve both 
recently made the transition from 
postdoc to faculty, we thought we’d 
take a look at this first step that could, 
perhaps, one day in the far future, lead  
to one of these enviable positions. 

the Postdoc blues (eMMa)

An historic photograph of Emma Sayer on her last 
day as a postdoc

Postdocs play an immensely important 
role in research. In the UK, around 1/3 
of all academic staff and close to 70% of 
research staff are on fixed-term contracts1 
and most of these are postdocs. 

Someone once told me that being a 
postdoc was the most productive time  
of a research career. They failed to 
mention that this was because of the 
enormous amount of drive, willpower 
and sheer hard work needed to deal  
with the intense competition for a 
shrinking number of opportunities.  
Many postdocs put up with 60-hour 
working weeks, few holidays and no  
job security, mainly because research  

is based on a ‘tournament’ model, fuelled 
by ‘cheap’ labour (PhD students and 
postdocs), willing to work their fingers  
to the bone to get ahead of the 
competition and vie for the few prized 
permanent posts2. Towards the end 
of writing my thesis, I can remember 
thinking that things would be so 
much easier now I had a postdoctoral 
fellowship. Ha. Ha. Ha! Admittedly, 
I don’t think any other period of my 
working life could be quite as bad as 
those last months writing up, but things 
didn’t exactly calm down either.

Let’s consider, for a moment, the nature 
of fixed-term research contracts. During 
a typical 3-year position, a postdoc will 
spend 3-6 months finding their feet, 
setting things up and desperately trying 
to publish data from their thesis/previous 
post. There follows a ‘golden age’, lasting 
for perhaps just over a year, where things 
are up and running and you can actually 
find a bit of time to breathe and publish 
work from your thesis/previous post. 
Then you realize that you’ll be out of 
work in a year if you don’t get a wiggle 
on, and there follows a frantic 12 months 
of trying to finish the current job, find a 
new one, apply for funding/fellowships 
and, (you guessed it) publish data from 
your thesis/previous post. In addition, 
thanks to the limitations of fellowships, 
increasing pressure to bring in funding, 
and Research Council eligibility criteria 
for research grants, postdocs can also 
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end up doing the bulk of the work on 
grant proposals only to put someone 
else’s name down as PI. And yes, writing 
proposals is something most people 
find highly stressful, but that stress is 
compounded when your ability to pay 
the rent next year depends on being one 
of the successful <15%.

As a postdoc, I was in a relatively good 
position because I had four years on 
fellowships, so I could mostly concentrate 
on my research – I’ve met plenty of 
stressed PDRAs whose supervisors foist 
off reviewing duties, teaching, admin 
and student supervision onto them. I 
also don’t have children – and I have 
tremendous respect for anyone braving 
the insecurity of postdoctoral research 
positions and attempting to build an 
academic career while raising kids.

But before you get out 
the violin, I should point 
out the advantages of 
being a postdoc and  
it’s easier to see them 
now that I’ve finally 
started my first 
permanent post. 
First and foremost, you don’t have a 
huge amount of responsibility – if you 
screw up, you probably (hopefully) won’t 
harm anyone’s career except your own. I 
never really appreciated this until I started 
recruiting research staff for a new project 
– and spent a lot of time panicking about 
suddenly being responsible for other 
people and very large sums of money. 
Another great advantage to being a 
postdoc is the freedom to concentrate 
mostly on research, with little or no 
management and teaching (not that I 
have anything against teaching, but you 
can get so much more research done 
if you don’t have to plan courses – see 
below). Finally, there’s the meetings, 
emails and paperwork: having previously 
largely ignored anything to do with 
admin, surveys, forward job planning 
etc., I still haven’t got my head round 
the sheer numbers of forms I have to 
fill in, meetings to attend and emails 
I’m supposed to respond to. So I still 
frequently experience a slight wobble and 
wish I could go back to being a postdoc. 

But it’s still early days (6 months in post 
at the time of writing) and things may 
change a lot over the next year or so… 

Over to you Simon

starting a faculty Job (siMon)
I may be working on the other side of 
the Atlantic, but the situation here in 
the US is pretty similar to that in the UK. 
Large numbers of postdocs competing 
for many fewer faculty positions (and 
those faculty that were supposed to retire 
in the previous 5-10 years are staying 
put because their pension pots shrunk 
somewhat in 2007). More jobs are being 
advertised now though, so the situation is 
slightly less dire. 

As an assistant professor in the US, you 
sign up to do a certain percentage of 
research, teaching and service. First, after 
the ‘golden days’ of postdoc fellowships, 
the research percentage has obviously 
shrunk considerably (try doing any 
research at all when you are writing a 
14-week introductory biology course 
from scratch), and teaching and service 
have expanded (although most places are 
good about not assigning too onerous a 
committee load in the first year or two). 
The hardest thing is following my own 
advice written previously in pages of this 
hallowed publication: “write every day”. 
With teaching, as well as undergraduate 
and graduate students to advise, and 
reviews and grants to write, putting the 
time into my own work is tough to do. 
However, this is somewhat offset by 
the increasing number of contacts and 
collaborations that are beginning now to 
bear fruit. 

Second, while teaching takes a lot of 
time, I also really enjoy it. Maybe I have 
an alternate thespian career beckoning, 
but I do enjoy strolling around in front 
of undergraduates being excited about 
biology. It helps that we are encouraged 
to use active learning techniques to 
engage the students, using discussions 
and case studies to work though 
biological issues, rather than just standing 
at the front and reading BHT* out loud. 
Having to read up on long-forgotten 
areas of biology is also fascinating and 
has given me new ideas to apply in my 
own research. And as well as that, being 
forced to stand in front of 200 students 
several times a week certainly helps with 
stage-fright!

Third, service was something I had 
managed to avoid most of my post-doc 
life (wandering around fields in Norfolk 
does have some advantages over and 
above the meat pies). So, learning how 
departments and universities function is 
interesting. And that’s about it – I have 
no inclination to turn into a Dean so far.

Finally, one of the best parts of being 
a faculty is having students to do your 
bidding – but one of the hardest is also 
trusting them to do your bidding as 
you used to bid yourself. Will they do it 
*right*...?
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A serious-looking Simon Queenborough multitasks by simultaneously advising a student while nursing 
a cup of tea
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