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The number of Ph.D.'s in Denmark nearly  
doubled between 2006 and 2010, and as a  
result, the number of post-docs and assistant 
professors doubled between 2006 and 2013. 
The number of associate professor positions  
is not increasing at the same rate.

This mismatch has caused the so-called “post-
doc challenge,” which has escaped the attention 
of many Danish scientists. Thus, the Danish Na-
tional Research Foundation focused on the 
problem and possible solutions to this at our  
annual meeting 2015 with center leaders, post-
docs, Niels Bohr professors, representatives 
from the political system, and other research 
councils and foundations. 

FIGURE 1
EMPLOYEES AT DANISH UNIVERSITIES
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Being a post-doc is like riding a bike  
– a burning bike
Post-doc Réka Forrai, from the DNRF Center 
for Medieval Literature, speaker at the annual 
meeting 2015, is an excellent example of the 
enormous talent and commitment that charac-
terizes the group of post-docs at the founda-
tion’s Centers of Excellence. With a bicycle as 
the recurring metaphor, Forrai illustrated the 
post-doc’s position factually – post-docs are the 
most mobile cohort in the academic spectrum; 
historically – she compared post-docs to “the 
wandering scholar” who causes trouble; and  
humorously – saying that being a post-doc is  
like riding a bike – a burning bike, that is. 

Post-docs represent a massive talent pool; they produce outstanding 
research, transfer expertise between laboratories, and increase the  
internationalization of Danish research. Their discoveries lead to 
ground-breaking research that benefits us all, and they deserve dignified 
careers with systematic guidance and clear career counseling.
Professor Liselotte Højgaard, Chair DNRF

Ahead of the annual meeting, the DNRF Chair, 
board members and Director had addressed 
the post-doc challenge at the annual follow-up 
meetings with the DNRF Centers of Excellence 
by talking to approximately 300 post-docs. 
Moreover the DNRF conducted a written survey 
of 253 post-docs affiliated with DNRF CoEs 
between 2007 and 2014. 

http://www.sdu.dk/en/Om_SDU/Institutter_centre/C_cml
http://www.sdu.dk/en/Om_SDU/Institutter_centre/C_cml
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Motives for taking current position
The majority of post-docs want to continue 
their careers at a university. There are various 
reasons for this. One reason is the scientific 
environment and ability to conduct curiosity-
driven research at universities, another reason 
is that post-docs, in many cases, do not believe 
they have the right skills to take jobs in other 
sectors. Therefore, it was interesting that the 
survey results indicated that the satisfaction 
ratings with current positions were very similar 
for post-docs who remained in universities and 
those who had taken jobs in other sectors.

However, the belief that jobs outside of universi-
ties can be equally satisfying along the men-
tioned parameters is not strong. At any rate it is 
not as strong as the desire to do curiosity-driv-
en research at a university. That was also clear 
at the annual meeting 2015 when the partici-
pants were asked to answer the question: Why 
do so few of DNRF post-docs move to other 
sectors than universities?

More than 51% answered that they wished to  
do curiosity-driven research. That result just  
confirmed what we already knew. Surprisingly as 
much as 27% had not looked outside universities 
and did not know where to apply. An additional 
10% had applied for jobs outside academia but 
without success. Hence, the interactive survey  

FIGURE 3 
WHY DOES SO FEW OF DNRF POST-DOCS MOVE  
TO OTHER SECTORS THAN UNIVERSITIES?
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FIGURE 2
MOTIVES FOR TAKING CURRENT POSITION

at the annual meeting 2015 indicated that there 
is great potential for helping post-docs continue 
onto better and more diverse career paths. 
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Mentoring
Research both in and outside universities often 
addresses concrete problems and in this way is 
connected to the surrounding society and in a 
productive relationship with industry. Then why 
is it that 27% answered that they do not know 
where to look for jobs in other sectors? 
 
Part of the reason probably lies in the lack of 
systematic mentoring through which post-docs 
are exposed to mentors both from universities 
and from other sectors.

 
Mentoring is the byword for talent development 
in research. Yet when it comes to post-docs, it 
is surprisingly unclear what mentoring is, how 
mentoring should be implemented, and what the 
post-doc should gain from it. More often than 
not, post-doc mentoring is non-systematic or 
non-existent.

Mentoring could be divided into scientific mentor-
ing and career mentoring, including role models 
from industry and other job markets outside  
academia. Mentoring could also facilitate a link 
between academic and other types of jobs,  
making the transition more obvious and thereby 
broadening the post-doc’s career horizons.  
This should be seen as part of a reality where 
probably more than 90% of current post-docs 
will have to find jobs outside academia.
 

FIGURE 4 
EXPOSURE TO MENTORING ACTIVITIES

Not exposed to mentoring initiatives with  
people from outside academia during post-doc 
at Center of Excellence

Exposed to mentoring initiatives with  
people from outside academia during post-doc 
at Center of Excellence

Few respondents have been exposed to mentoring  
activities with people from outside academia during their 
affiliation with the Center of Excellence. 

80.1%

19.9%



14 ANNUAL REPORT 2015

THE POST-DOC CHALLENGE

The magnitude of the problem
The director of the Danish Agency for Science, 
Technology and Innovation, Hans Müller Pedersen, 
was invited to the annual meeting 2015 to 
speak about “How Denmark uses its research 
talents.” Müller Pedersen recognized the  
appropriateness of addressing the issue now,  
at a time when the growing group of post-docs 
could be on the way to become a post-doc  
proletariat. 

Career tracking
As Müller Pedersen also mentioned in his talk,  
it is necessary to start gathering knowledge 
about the post-docs’ career paths. In the publi-
cation The Post-doc Challenge, the foundation 
suggests that the legislature track information 
such as where post-docs go after their con-
tracts at a Danish institution expire. Do they 
continue in academia? Do they leave the country? 
Have they been exposed to the private labor 
market in Denmark? We need this knowledge  
to handle the many challenges we are facing in 
the right way.

Balanced funding system
Additionally, it is important that the legislative 
system strives to achieve a balance between 
funding instruments for researchers at various 
levels of their careers. The DNRF believes it is 
of key importance for the Danish system that 
grants be available for promising younger  
researchers. For outstanding post-docs,  
these grants should be the stepping-stones  
to permanent or tenure-track positions. 

Talent development 
Associate Professor Christian Broberger from 
the Swedish Karolinska Institute underlined  
that the challenge with the many post-docs is 
natural; the employment structure in the univer-
sities is such that there are relatively few pro-
fessors, slightly more associate professors,  
and many Ph.D.'s and post-docs. The challenge 
is to attract the best of the best and develop 
their talent, and talent development requires 
more than just putting together a solid list of 
publications. The scope needs to be broader.

What can the individual principal investigator do?
The individual PI can play a significant role in 
this aspect. In The Post-doc Challenge, the 
foundation emphasizes that a number of the 
DNRF center leaders have already launched  
initiatives for sharing experience between current 
post-docs and former post-docs who now have 
careers in cultural, innovative, advisory, and  
financial or research positions in industry. This 
is a very simple, concrete, and highly effective 
way to create closer ties between universities 
and the outside job market, and this concept 
can easily be expanded. 
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What can universities do?
Rector Brian Bech Nielsen described the univer-
sities’ obligation to post-docs in one sentence: 
“It is our job to let the post-docs go at the right 
time with the right skills.” The message conveyed 
by Bech Nielsen was that job insecurity comes 
with the post-doc position, but universities have 
an obligation to limit unnecessary job insecurity. 
Further, he agreed with the comments and sugges-
tions the DNRF poses in The Post-Doc Challenge:  
a change of culture is needed in order to ensure 
systematic career advice and mentoring for 
post-docs, and furthermore, universities should 
work more closely with industry to clarify in what 
ways the post-docs’ skills are valuable to other 
sectors or job markets than universities.

Excellent academic environments are  
alpha and omega
Speakers Bo Brummerstedt and Jesper Nerlov 
shared a key message: we need to work towards 
opening the shutters between universities  
and other job sectors at an earlier stage than 
we do today.

When the DNRF encourages opening the shutters 
between universities and other job sectors at an 
early stage, the foundation does not mean that 
this should occur at the expense of developing 
candidates with strong subject knowledge. 

It is exactly because of their strong, scientifical-
ly founded subject knowledge that candidates 
are valuable outside universities. This know-
ledge is the foundation for their creativity, their 
ability to think across fields, and their potential 
contribution to export and growth.   

Global labor market 
Post-docs operate in a global labor market with 
high demands on mobility. This can have negative 
consequences at a personal level, e.g., in relation 
to starting a family and securing pensions across 
borders. The legislative system should continu-
ously try to ease the negative consequences of 
mobility, e.g., through the development of a 
common European Research Area, wherein  
European researchers cooperate across academic 
and national borders. The free movement of 
knowledge, people, and technology is the key to 
maximizing scientific discovery and minimizing 
the loss of talent. 

The individual post-doc should take charge
When the odds of getting a permanent position 
in academia are one in ten, the individual post-
doc should actively pursue opportunities out-
side academia. Post-docs should be aware of 
their own situations and ask for relevant mentor-
ing. They should broaden their career horizons 
and look openly for inspiration as to how their 
talents can be used outside academia.

In conclusion
The post-doc challenge calls for action. We 
need systematic mentoring, clear career paths, 
and an increased focus on keeping the best  
talent in research, both the international and 
national candidates. Finally, we can benefit  
society as a whole by easing the way out of  
academia for the many skilled scientists who 
have to continue their careers in other sectors 
than the universities. 


