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Outline of Talk

• Background and findings

• Key recommendations 

• Recommendations that I see as key, given 

20-plus years of participation in 

Academies’ committees

• Focus on what members of HRA can do to 

advance the next generation



Background and Key Findings



Legislation

• The Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2016
– Public Law No. 114-113. (H.R.2029) 

– S.Rpt. 114-74, pg 105

• 21st Century Cures Act (H.R.34)
– Subtitle C—Supporting Young Emerging Scientists

– “SEC. 404M. NEXT GENERATION OF RESEARCHERS.



https://www.baldwin.senate.gov/press-releases/baldwin-and-collins-introduce-bipartisan-legislation-to-strengthen-

americas-commitment-to-the-next-generation-of-researchers

2015



Project Scope:

To examine the policy and programmatic 

steps that the nation can undertake to 

ensure the successful launch and 

sustainment of careers among the next 

generation of researchers in the biomedical 

and behavioral sciences, including the full 

range of health sciences supported by the 

NIH.
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Novel Approaches to the Study

Responses to recommendations from prior 

reports

Data requests to NIH

International contributions
o Canada, China, European Union, Singapore, and the 

United Kingdom

Dear Colleague Letter



Key Finding – Later Independence

The average age of first receipt of a NIH grant, the R01, has 

risen from 36 years old in 1980 to 43 years old in 2016



Key Finding – Fewer Young 

Investigators

The share of biomedical PhD recipients able to secure a 

tenure-track academic research position within 6 years has 

fallen from 55 percent in 1973 to 18 percent in 2009

The proportion of NIH research project grant dollars 

awarded to investigators under age 50 has declined from 54 

percent in 1998 to 39 percent in 2014



Key Finding: Increase in Non-research Non-

academic Jobs; Decline in Tenure-track Jobs



Key Finding – An Absence of Shared 

Responsibility

Institutions tend to look to NIH to solve problems across the 

entire system; but the committee’s research reveals that 

NIH has been responsive to prior recommendations 

regarding the biomedical workforce. Yet there is no 

mechanism for collaboration among the many entities that 

must act to solve these systemic problems.



Recommendations



Recommendations for Congress

1. Establish a Biomedical Research 

Enterprise Council (BREC) to address ongoing 

challenges confronting the next generation 

of biomedical researchers and exercise 

ongoing collective guardianship of the 

biomedical enterprise. 



Recommendations for Congress

2. Consider increasing the NIH budget 

specifically to support implementation of 

the recommendations in this report and to 

provide sustained support for NIH’s recently 

announced Next Generation Researchers 

Initiative.



Recommendations for Congress

3. Promote innovative pilot projects on the 

part of research institutions and other 

stakeholders that seek to improve and 

accelerate transitions into independent 

careers. A Next Generation Researcher 

Innovation Fund should be created to 

support these experimental projects. 



Recommendations for Congress

4. Extend or establish an employment tax 

credit to R&D firms for hiring recently 

minted Ph.D.’s, M.D.’s, and M.D.-Ph.D.’s and 

make the credit higher for small- to 

medium-sized R&D firms and firms that 

recruit into R&D activity for the first time.



Recommendations for Congress

5. Expand the SBIR/STTR program to enable 

NIH to create a novel ecosystem that fosters 

entrepreneurship for next generation 

biomedical scientists, facilitates women and 

minority-owned entrepreneurship, and 

supports fulfillment of NIH’s mission across 

the private sector.



Recommendations for NIH

• Data Collection, Training, and Diversity 

and Inclusion

– Phase-in policies requiring the collection and 

publication of outcomes and demographics 

data

– Require: (1) a training and mentoring plan, 

and (2) a diversity and inclusion plan at the 

institutional and PI level as part of grant 

applications



Recommendations for NIH

• Innovation and Experimentation

– Promote innovative pilot projects that seek to 

improve and accelerate transitions into 

independent careers

– Phase in, expand awards, or create new 

support structures and competitive awards to 

promote postdoctoral researchers’ 

advancement toward an independent research 

career



Recommendations For NIH

• Increase the Ruth L. Kirschstein National 

Research Service Award (NRSA) starting 

salary for new postdoctoral researchers to 

$52,700, with annual increases for 

inflation and cost of living

• Place a cap (3 years suggested) on salary 

support for all postdoctoral researchers 

funded by NIH research grants and multi-

project grants



Recommendations for Research 

Institutions

• Collect, analyze, and disseminate comprehensive 

data on outcomes, demographics, and career 

aspirations of biomedical pre- and postdoctoral 

researchers

• Provide support and evidence of effective 

training, mentoring, and professional 

development programs for postdoctoral 

researchers



Coalition for Next Generation 

of Life Scientists
• Formed while committee was meeting

• Brings together 37 institutions with a 

commitment to make career data available

• Coalition

• Data already available for some 

institutions UCSF

http://nglscoalition.org/
https://postdocs.ucsf.edu/postdocs-ucsf


Recommendations for Research 

Institutions
• Adjust the base postdoctoral salary 

annually to match the NRSA rate

• Levy a fee of at least $1,000 per year for 

each postdoctoral fellow supported on all 

biomedical research grants

• Develop mechanisms to increase the 

number of individuals in staff scientists 

positions



Key Recommendations from a 

Veteran’s Perspective



Data Collection

• Lack of data has negative effect in two 

ways

– Tempers the kinds of recommendations that 

committees can make

– Can adversely affect career choices of young 

persons



Increase Salary of Postdoctoral 

Researchers
• Two reasons:  

– Equity

• Postdoctoral researcher is earning approximately 

what someone who graduated seven years earlier 

and did not have any graduate training is earning

– Incentives 

• Underpricing postdoctoral researchers discourages 

creation of staff scientist positions; encourages 

overuse of postdoctoral researchers



Concept of Shared Responsibility

• Focus on multiple players, not just NIH

• Establishment of Biomedical Research 

Enterprise Council

• Efforts to stimulate employment of 

researchers in the private sector

• Focus on institutional change



Some Takeaways for HRA Members



Needs/Gaps

• Funding for postdoctoral researchers for 

independent research

• Require that PIs pay postdoctoral 

researchers the NRSA rate at minimum

• Monitor the length of time a postdoctoral 

researcher is supported by researcher 

funding



Needs/Gaps

• Creation of staff scientist positions

• Collection of data on applicants and 

awardees: outcome data are needed

• Create grants that foster public-private 

partnerships involving young researchers



lbeninson@nas.edu

For follow up questions about this 

study, contact the study director, 

Lida Beninson, PhD


