
TO WORK POSTDOCS 
BEST
PLACES 

2010

Are postdoc values changing? This year’s top 
institutions are praised for supporting family 
values, whereas funding topped the list last year.

By Katherine Bagley

W hen immunologist Richard Robinson received 
his PhD in 2007 from Dartmouth University, he 
couldn’t just choose his next step based on his own 

needs—he had a wife and a 2-year-old daughter to consider. He 
sought a competitive postdoc position that would allow him to 
study immunology and infectious diseases, but also needed a 
salary and benefits package that would support his family and 
wanted a community where he could raise his children.

Robinson isn’t alone—with the average age of PhD 
recipients hovering around 33 years old, many postdocs are 
attempting to balance family and career needs. Many institu-
tions that topped our 2010 list for Best Places to Work for 
postdocs were noted for encouraging rich family and personal 
lives outside of the labs, as well as offering comprehensive 
benefit packages. By contrast, last year’s top research centers 
for postdocs were praised for their funding levels and the 
quality of their training and mentoring opportunities.

Perhaps the increasing length of postdoc tenure is insti-
gating this change of focus. Nearly 45 percent of postdocs 
that participated in our Best Places survey have been in their 
position more than 2 years—up from only 28 percent in 2009.

Robinson accepted a postdoc position at the Trudeau 
Institute in Saranac Lake, New York—this year’s number one 
US institution. Thanks to the low cost of living and onsite 
housing, Robinson’s salary and benefits package can provide 
for his wife, a stay-at-home mom, and their three daughters. 
“It is such a rare thing to find a community like Trudeau, but 
it is exactly what I was looking for,” he says. Ω

Aerial view of the Trudeau Institute on 
Lower Saranac Lake.
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Visit www.the-scientist.com for 
more information on this year’s 
respondents, rankings from 
previous years, and a slideshow 
of some of this year’s winners.
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Overall, how do you rate your current postdoc position? What type of position do you expect to be in two years from now?length of Postdocs

Rank 
2010

Rank 
2009

Institution strengths Weaknesses

1 - Trudeau Institute, saranac lake, NY Networking 
opportunities Family and Personal life career Development 

opportunities
Facilities  

and infrastructure

2 4 samuel Roberts Noble Foundation, ardmore, oK training and mentoring communication career Development 
opportunities Benefits

3 1 Whitehead Institute for Biomedical Research, cambridge, ma Facilities  
and infrastructure Funding communication Family and Personal life

4 6 Novartis Institutes for Biomedical Research, cambridge, ma equity Benefits Value of the Postdoc 
experience Family and Personal life

5 9 genentech, south san Francisco, ca Funding Benefits Value of the Postdoc 
experience training and mentoring

6 8 Rocky Mountain laboratory, Nih, hamilton, mt Facilities  
and infrastructure

remuneration and 
compensation Benefits Funding

7 62 University of colorado Denver, co communication Family and Personal life career Development 
opportunities

Facilities  
and infrastructure

8 5 sandia National laboratories, livermore, ca remuneration and 
compensation Family and Personal life training and mentoring Funding

9 17 Woods hole Oceanographic Institution, ma career Development 
opportunities Family and Personal life Facilities  

and infrastructure Benefits

10 24 Mayo clinic, rochester, mN Value of the Postdoc 
experience Benefits Facilities  

and infrastructure training and mentoring

11 13 argonne National laboratory, il communication career Development 
opportunities

Facilities  
and infrastructure Benefits

12 3 J. David gladstone Institutes, san Francisco, ca Funding career Development 
opportunities communication equity

13 2 The Jackson laboratory, Bar harbor, me Facilities  
and infrastructure equity Family and Personal life training and mentoring

14 - children’s hospital of Philadelphia, Pa equity Networking  
opportunities

remuneration and 
compensation Funding

15 7 Institute for systems Biology, seattle, wa Benefits Family and Personal life Facilities  
and infrastructure

Value of the Postdoc 
experience

16 51 Naval Research laboratory, washington, Dc remuneration and 
compensation equity career Development 

opportunities Benefits

17 12 Fox chase cancer center, Philadelphia, Pa training and mentoring communication Facilities  
and infrastructure

Value of the Postdoc 
experience

18 - Princeton University, NJ Funding Benefits Facilities  
and infrastructure

remuneration and 
compensation

19 14 Fred hutchinson cancer Research center, seattle, wa career Development 
opportunities Funding remuneration and 

compensation equity

20 30 Medical college of Wisconsin, milwaukee, wi training and mentoring communication Value of the Postdoc 
experience

Networking  
opportunities

Rank 
2010

Rank 
2009

Institution strengths Weaknesses

21 19 National cancer Institute, Bethesda/Frederick, mD Facilities  
and infrastructure

career Development 
opportunities Benefits communication

22 29 Emory University, atlanta, Ga training and mentoring career Development 
opportunities equity remuneration and 

compensation

23 34 sandia National laboratories, albuquerque, Nm remuneration and 
compensation Benefits Value of the Postdoc 

experience equity

24 56 University of alabama at Birmingham, al career Development 
opportunities training and mentoring Facilities  

and infrastructure equity

25 15 Van andel Research Institute, Grand rapids, mi training and mentoring communication Value of the Postdoc 
experience equity

26 20 Vanderbilt University, Nashville, tN Facilities  
and infrastructure

career Development 
opportunities Family and Personal life equity

27 32 National Institutes of health, Bethesda, mD Facilities  
and infrastructure

career Development 
opportunities Family and Personal life Benefits

28 - los alamos National laboratory, Nm remuneration and 
compensation Benefits training and mentoring Facilities  

and infrastructure

29 -
National Institute of standards and Technology, Gaithersburg, 
mD Family and Personal life Networking  

opportunities
career Development 

opportunities training and mentoring

30 36 st. Jude children’s Research hospital, memphis, tN Facilities  
and infrastructure Benefits equity communication

31 25 cold spring harbor laboratory, NY Networking  
opportunities equity communication Family and Personal life

32 38 Washington University, st. louis, mo Family and Personal life Value of the Postdoc 
experience Benefits Funding

33 23 University of Texas M. D. anderson cancer center, houston, tX training and mentoring Facilities  
and infrastructure Family and Personal life equity

34 28 University of Michigan, ann arbor, mi Facilities  
and infrastructure

Value of the Postdoc 
experience training and mentoring communication

35 - lawrence Berkeley National laboratory, Berkeley, ca Networking  
opportunities

remuneration and 
compensation training and mentoring career Development 

opportunities

36 - city of hope, Duarte, ca communication Benefits Value of the Postdoc 
experience

Networking  
opportunities

37 41 University of california, san Francisco, ca Value of the Postdoc 
experience

career Development 
opportunities

remuneration and 
compensation communication

38 11 Oak Ridge associated Universities, tN remuneration and 
compensation

Networking  
opportunities training and mentoring Funding

39 - University of Nebraska Medical center, omaha, Ne communication Family and Personal life Networking  
opportunities equity

40 - lawrence livermore National laboratory, livermore, ca remuneration and 
compensation Benefits Facilities  

and infrastructure Funding

Don’t know 
10%

same position as at present 
17%

in another 
postdoc position

10%

Non-tenured 
(or non-tenure-track) 

academic position
10%

tenured 
(or tenure-track) 
academic position
29%

working in 
industry
15%

working in 
government
6%

other 
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After not even making the top 40 lists the past 3 
years, the Trudeau Institute shot to The Scientist’s 
number one spot in 2010. Postdocs there attribute 

this accolade to the institute’s specialized research focus on infec-
tious and inflammatory diseases, collaboration between labs, 
and idyllic location on Saranac Lake in the heart of New York’s 
Adirondack Mountains.

“It is a really unique environment here,” says Richard Robin-
son, a postdoc who has been at the institute more than 2 years. 
“Scientifically, Trudeau has such a special niche,” he said. Fur-
thermore, because Trudeau offers housing for both postdocs and 
senior staff on the institute’s 42 acres of lakeside property, “it is 

almost like a science camp for adults,” which makes for a tight 
knit community of researchers.

Originally founded in 1884 as a tuberculosis sanitarium, the 
Trudeau Institute was reorganized as a biomedical research center 
in 1964 with a focus on the eradication of infectious and inflamma-
tory diseases. With fewer than 150 researchers total, the focused 
research agenda gives postdocs the opportunity to interact and 
work with labs other than their own, says postdoc Julie LeFebvre. 

While the quality of science is what initially drew them to the 
Trudeau Institute, postdocs say it was the salary, low cost of living, 
and lifestyle that finalized their decision. The $36,000 to $43,000 
postdoc income goes further in rural New York than it would in a city. 

Rank Institution
No. of 
Post-
docs

salary Range Postdoc Resources Benefits*

1 Trudeau Institute, saranac lake, NY 20 $36,000–$43,000 Postdoc association health

2 samuel Roberts Noble Foundation, ardmore, oK 63 $41,200–$61,800 Postdoc association, professional development 
program health, retirement

3
Whitehead Institute for Biomedical Research, 
cambridge, ma 138 $48,658–$51,764 Postdoc association health, retirement

4
Novartis Institutes for Biomedical Research, 
cambridge, ma 42 starts at $55,000 Postdoc office, professional development program health, retirement

5 genentech, south san Francisco, ca 125 $51,000–$54,000 None health

6 Rocky Mountain laboratory, Nih, hamilton, mt 57 $43,100–$61,700 Postdoc association health

7 University of colorado Denver, co 275–300 $37,368–$89,209 Postdoc office, advisory committee, postdoc  
association health

8 sandia National laboratories, livermore, ca 78** $55,000–$80,000 Postdoc professional development program health, retirement

9 Woods hole Oceanographic Institution, ma 74 $36,000–$115,000 
(average 56,000) Postdoc office, postdoc association health

10 Mayo clinic, rochester, mN 429*** declined to provide 
information Postdoc office health

11 argonne National laboratory, argonne, il 210 $52,800–$95,700 Postdoc office, postdoc committee, postdoc  
association health, retirement

12 J. David gladstone Institutes, san Francisco, ca 104 $42,400–$75,000 Postdoc office, advisory committee, and advisor health, retirement

13 The Jackson laboratory, Bar harbor, me 38 $37,368–$55,676 Postdoc office health, retirement

14 children’s hospital of Philadelphia Research Institute, Pa 115 $39,360–$51,552 Postdoc office health, retirement

15 Institute for systems Biology, seattle, wa 32 $37,000–$51,000 Postdoc association, postdoc alumni group health, retirement

*Retirement denotes a plan with a match from the employer  **includes 12 in Emeryville, Calif.  ***for the entire Mayo Clinic system

Rank Institution
No. of 
Post-
docs

salary Range Postdoc Resources Benefits*

1
Novartis Institutes for Biomedical Research, 
horsham, United Kingdom 9 £33,500 Postdoc office, professional development program health (private)

2 University college london, United Kingdom 200 £34,500–£57,900 Postdoc professional and personal development 
program health, pension

3 University of Dundee, United Kingdom 278 £28,839–£43,622 Postdoc association, professional development 
program

National health, 
pension

4 Umeå University, sweden 150 27,000–31,000 seK Postdoc office, professional development program health, retirement

5
Novartis Institutes for Biomedical Research, 
Basel, switzerland 41 starts at 83,400 

chF Postdoc office, professional development program National health, 
pension

6 Biozentrum Basel, switzerland 102 66,600–88,00 chF Postdoc association National pension

7 University of cambridge, United Kingdom 909 £27,183–£46,278 Postdoc association, professional development 
program

health (option of 
national or private), 
pension

8 Instituto gulbenkian de ciencia, oeiras, Portugal 56 ¤17,940–¤29,248 Postdoc association National health

9 Karolinska Institute, stockholm, sweden 426 23,000–49,000 
seK

Postdoc association, professional development 
program health

10 University of Toronto, canada 1475 $41,750 Postdoc association health
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Another newcomer 
to the Best Places 
to Work survey—

Novartis Institute for Biomedical 
Research’s campus in Horsham, United 
Kingdom—takes top honors among inter-
national institutions this year. With only 

nine postdocs, Horsham is the smallest 
group on the list, but the postdocs say they 
prefer it that way. “Being a postdoc is inci-

dental most of the time,” says Ian Craig, a 
computational chemist who has been with 
Novartis for 2 years. “We’re not treated 
like postdocs, but integrated members of 
the community and research.”

The Horsham campus is the global 
headquarters of Novartis’s Respiratory 
Research Center, as well as the home 
to its gastrointestinal work, and post-
docs play lead roles in both focus areas. 
“We are actually doing research, not just 
screening compounds,” says postdoc 
Vikki Burton, who has been at Novartis 
for just over a year. 

Perhaps its biggest draw, however, is 
having access to Novartis’s international 

resources, says Craig. “In academia, 
you hear the term multidisciplinary all 
the time, but nowhere is that more true 
that at Novartis,” he says. “You have an 
amazing array of talented scientists with 
different specialties all working toward 
the same goal.” 

Horsham’s nine postdocs have a group 
budget that they are free to spend any way 
they want, such as funding events and 
trips that allow them to explore Novartis’s 
resources. In the past, the group arranged 
a seminar series with invited scientists 
and traveled to other Novartis campuses 
scattered throughout Europe and the 
United States. 

“We’re not treated like post-
docs, but integrated members 
of the community and research.”

Working and living at TRUDEAU

NOVARTIS—Postdoc play money

#1
International[ ]

#1
US[ ]



Survey Methodology
The Scientist posted a Web-based questionnaire and invited readers 
of The Scientist and registrants on The Scientist web site who identified 
themselves as non-tenured life scientists working in academia or other 
non-commercial research organizations to respond. We received 3,105 
usable responses. We asked respondents to assess their working condi-

tions and environments by indicating their level of agreement with 43 criteria in 11 different areas. 
They also indicated which factors were important to them. We ranked 75 US institutions and 15 
non-US with 5 or more responses.

To calculate an institution’s overall ranking, we first weighted each factor based on the 
average importance score. Because several factors that ranked as important in the USA are valued 
less elsewhere and vice versa, we used different factor weightings to rank the two groups of insti-
tutions. The overall rankings are based on the average score per institution from all respondents 
on all factors weighted according to their regional importance. Detailed information on the survey 
methodology is available on The Scientist web site at www.the-scientist.com. Our sample of sci-
entists was self-selected, and we have made no attempt to standardize the results or to conduct 
detailed statistical analysis.

The survey was developed and responses were analyzed by AMG Science Publishing  
(www.amgpublishing.com)

TO WORK POSTDOCS 
BEST
PLACES 

2010

To the disappointment of postdocs, many 
institutions set their salaries according 
to the pay scale recommended by the 
National Institutes of Health (NIH) or 
lower. Surprisingly, however, many gov-
ernment research centers reported higher 
postdoc salary caps than those in industry 
or academia, with the highest paid post-
docs making twice the $51,552 paycheck 
recommended by the NIH in 2009 for 
those with 7 or more years of experience.

Argonne National Laboratory, for 
example, had the second highest postdoc 
salary maximum at $95,700; Sandia 
National Laboratories the fourth at 
$80,000. Some private institutions do 
even better. Woods Hole Oceanographic 
Institution in Massachusetts, a private 
research institution, offered the highest 
salary of any of this year’s top 15 US insti-
tutions with a maximum of $115,000. (Do 
your own analyses with our sortable online 
tables at www.the-scientist.com/bptw/)

But while government jobs may 
provide the highest financial support 
for more experienced postdocs, indus-
try research offers the highest starting 
salaries—nearly $20,000 more than 
government jobs for first-year postdocs. 
Postdocs at Genentech in San Fran-
cisco start at $51,000; those at Novar-
tis Institute for Biomedical Research in 
Cambridge, Mass., start at $55,000. In 
contrast, those at government-funded 
research centers start as low as $36,000. 

The National Postdoctoral Associa-
tion (NPA) is advocating for an increase 
in the NIH’s stipend scale, specifically 
in its base pay, says executive direc-
tor Cathee Phillips. The NPA is asking 
Congress to appropriate funds to bring 
entry-level pay to $45,000. “We need to 
do more if we are to keep the best and 
brightest in the US scientific research 
enterprise,” Phillips says.

In an effort to become scientifically competitive with the rest 
of Europe, Portugal has dedicated significant financial and 
administrative resources to improving its research infra-

structure over the past 2 decades—a movement that helped breed five times the 
number of life science PhDs and boost publication rates 17-fold. In the past 2 years, 
Portugal’s Foundation for Science and Technology has turned its attention to its 
postdocs, luring back those who went abroad with the promise of state-of-the-art 
research facilities and public funding of about 1,000 postdoc fellowships each year.

Leading this initiative as one of the 
most competitive research centers in 
Portugal is the Instituto Gulbenkian de 
Ciencia (IGC), which makes its debut 
at number eight among this year’s top 
international institutions. The research 
center, located just outside of Lisbon 
along the Atlantic coast, hosts 56 postdocs, the majority of whom are Portuguese 
scientists who left the country to pursue their PhDs. “There was a big effort in the 
1990s to send scientists abroad,” says postdoc Tiago Carneiro. “Now these scientists 
are returning to Portugal with improved work methods” and the desire to continue 
doing high-quality research, he said. 

IGC created a postdoc committee to deal with the influx of researchers. The 
committee relays concerns about salaries, benefits, and quality of life to the 
institute’s administrators, and organizes skill-oriented workshops that address 
everything from statistical analysis for biomedical research to strategies for 
funding. The committee also plans an annual meeting for postdocs to present 
their work and network with senior scientists at the institute.

A new life for research in PORTUGAL Who pays top dollar?

The ScienTiST  March 2010

“There was a big effort in 
the 1990s to send scientists 

abroad. Now these scientists 
are returning to Portugal.”

#8
International[ ]
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