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The exception to the rule

For postdocs at the University of Texas Southwestern
Medical Center in Dallas, the old adage ‘be careful what
you wish for, because it might come true’ seems apt.
Earlier this year, a survey by its postdoc association found
that 84% of the centre’s postdocs supported the idea of a
campus-wide policy on issues such as salary.

Since then, the postdocs have been granted their wish: the
campus has instituted a uniform pay policy. But the stipend
levels are below the recommended minima set by the US
National Institutes of Health (NIH), and well below salaries
offered by industry or private research foundations.

Despite this, there is much good to say about both the
concept and the process. Postdoc pay at many institutions
varies — sometimes widely — from department to
department, and even between people with similar training
and experience. At Texas, the medical centre worked with
postdoc representatives from each of its 13 departments to
set more uniform pay standards, and succeeded in levelling
the playing field.

But just how level should that playing field be? Although
the idea of pay parity seems sensible, there is some
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movement away from it, at least in special cases. Some
organizations are offering what | call ‘super postdocs'.
These fellowships have much higher salaries and
responsibilities and can serve as a much-needed bridge
between a postdoc and a position as an independent
investigator. Should those programmes be eliminated in the
name of parity? Most sensible scientists would say no.

So how about a compromise, taking the best elements
of all these approaches? Postdocs should certainly be
involved in the stipend negotiation process. But rather than
a ceiling, these stipend levels should represent a floor, that
at least matches the lowest NIH recommended level. And
they should allow exceptional compensation for
exceptional cases. Such a system would be well worth

wishing for.
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