
on consecutive fixed-term contracts are
manifold. The concern mentioned most
often in a survey of the situation of postdocs
in Europe, carried out jointly by the Euro-
pean Science Foundation (ESF) and Nature
(see Nature 397, 640–641; 1998), was the
uncertainty of contracts and the lack of
prospects to obtain permanent positions. 

The survey, of people attending ESF con-
ferences who were under 40 and held a PhD,
revealed that only a third were in permanent
employment. The situation became little
better with age and length of experience: half
of those aged over 35 were still on fixed-term
contracts. 

“This research position was intended to
be a transitory situation towards a more 
stable scientific career, although it is becom-
ing a state of permanent uncertainty. There is
an anguishing lack of prospect for a career in
science for young researchers,” writes one
survey participant. 

France stands out, with three-quarters of
the survey participants in permanent posi-
tions. France restricts short-term contracts,
allowing only a maximum total of 18 months
on fixed-term contracts (with the exception
of PhD students, who can be employed for
up to three years). “Only a very small propor-
tion of researchers are on short-term con-
tracts — most are employed permanently,”
says Pascal Yiou, a researcher at the Labora-
toire de Modelisation du Climat et de l’Envi-
ronnement near Paris. “From a social point
of view, nothing can beat the French system.” 

But he acknowledges that job security has
its downsides. “There is no incentive to go
abroad, or to change labs. People tend to stay
where they are. This is not very dynamic.” 

In other countries, contract research is
not restricted to young postdocs. Sarah
Raper, for example, an internationally recog-
nized climate scientist and lead author in the
latest report by the Intergovernmental Panel
of Climate Change, works on a fixed-term
basis — 23 years after taking her PhD.

“Having failed to get funding in Britain, I
now have a three-year contract at the Alfred
Wegener Institute in Bremerhaven, Ger-
many. As it is now, I commute,” she says. Her
family, with two children aged 16 and 14,
lives in Norwich, England, where she spent
the 19 years until 2000 working on fixed-
term contracts funded by various sources,
including the US Department of Energy, the

EU and the UK government. “The flexibility
of contract research has suited me,” she says,
“but it is not a career I would recommend.”

Starting a family
The pressures of short-term contracts can
increase the difficulties for women trying to
combine a family with a career in science.
Fixed-term contracts, with no job guarantee
after maternity leave and an enormous pres-
sure to produce results within a short time, is
not the situation a woman would necessarily
choose to be in when she starts a family,
unless she is happy to let her career take sec-
ond place. And women are more likely than
men to be employed on fixed-term contracts.

“We cannot accept that women are so far
under-represented in science and that they
are the first ones to be employed on uncer-
tain contracts,” says Achilleos Mitsos, direc-
tor-general for research at the European
Commission. “This is not only unfair and
unjust, it is simply a stupid discrimination
which can have far-ranging negative effects
on the quality of European research.” 

Speaking for the Max Planck Society,
Hubert Markl says: “If you look closer at the
situation of women on fixed-term contracts,
you find that many young women between
about 30 and 36 make a decision about having
a family. They often leave science out of
choice, much as I find this regrettable, to move
where their partners have found a job.” He
also believes that re-entering a research career,
for example after maternity leave, can some-
times even be helped by fixed-term contracts.

Michelle Peckham, now a lecturer at the
University of Leeds and a mother of three,

started her family while working on a fellow-
ship from the Royal Society. “At least I had
secure funding for five years when I first
became pregnant, otherwise I would have
been very worried,” she says. But it is difficult
to find a general pattern that might work.
“Trying to fit children into a career structure
is very difficult for women,” says Peckham.
“There are two ways: either you have them
very early or very late, after you have become
established. But neither of these ways is easy.” 

Permanently temporary
Sarah Raper points out the difficulties of per-
suading potential funding agencies to sup-
port the research of experienced scientists.
“As you get older, it gets harder and harder to
get another contract, or a permanent posi-
tion. You are just not competitive any more.
Young postdocs cost half as much,” she says.
When applying to the EU for project money,
just the cost of her wages for the duration of
the project will make the work more expen-
sive than most rival proposals. And with lim-
ited amounts of money to spend, expensive
proposals are less likely to succeed. “I don’t
know how long I can carry on like this,” says
Raper. “I have three years in Bremerhaven
now, but what will come next, I don’t know.” 

Susanne Rolinski, of the Drittmittler-
initiative — a group of activists on contract
research — at the University of Hamburg, is
employed on a permanent ‘soft-money’
position. “Research in small chunks of two-
to three-year projects wears out researchers
through the never-ending duty to write
reports for the old project and proposals for
new ones,” she says. In 2000, the European
Commission received 8.3 times more pro-
posals than it could fund, which shows why
writing proposals takes up so much of
researchers’ time.

Colin Bryson, a senior lecturer at Notting-
ham Trent University whose research inter-
ests include fixed-term employment in UK
higher education, also questions whether
research based on fixed-term positions is
cost-effective. “Contract researchers tend to
be clustered at the lower end of the pay-scale,”
he points out. “But we have some evidence
that experienced researchers are more than
worth their salary.” He adds another aspect:
“Good research is based on team work. It is
very difficult to get a good team together with
the high staff turnover that’s a consequence of
extensive fixed-term contracts.”

Where exactly the right balance lies
remains debatable. But it seems that this
question should be re-investigated from the
perspective of efficiency as much as of social
acceptability. n

Heike Langenberg is a physical sciences editor at Nature.

European directive

ç http://europa.eu.int/eur-lex/en/lif/dat/1999/

en_399L0070.html

UK consultation document

ç http://www.dti.gov.uk/er/fixed/index.htm
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Have your say
We would like to explore the concerns associated with ‘soft-money’ research on a global basis, and are
therefore inviting you to participate in our current survey on the situation of researchers on non-permanent
contracts and their need for information.

If you are working as a researcher in a non-tenured position, we would very much appreciate your
cooperation. Please assist us by going to the web page http://www.nature.com/Marketing/ques and fill in our
questionnaire. We will use the information gathered to highlight the concerns of researchers without permanent
employment, and to improve Nature’s service to this group of scientists. H. L.

Hubert Markl believes that contract research is
‘necessary and unavoidable’.
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