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BETWEEN THE DOCTORATE AND INDEPENDENCE:
THE POSTDOC AS A KEY MILESTONE IN A SCIENTIFIC CAREER

Completing a doctorate is a long and demanding process, crowned with the attainment of the
desired academic degree and symbolizing the moment when a young scholar formally joins the
community of researchers. In Poland, as in many other countries around the world, the doctorate
does not mark the end of an academic career. On the contrary — earning a PhD opens a stage
that will determine the researcher’s future professional trajectory, as the pressing question
emerges: ‘what comes next?. One of the available paths is to continue within academia by
undertaking a postdoctoral fellowship (the so-called postdoc). This stage, often underestimated in
the awareness of young researchers in Poland, is in fact a turning point — a bridge between the
role of a doctoral student and the position of an independent scientist.

According to the definition of the European University Association (EUA), a postdoctoral
researcher is a PhD holder whose primary activity is conducting scientific research, positioned at
a transitional stage between earning the doctorate and embarking on a stable career path either
within or beyond academia. In Anglo-Saxon countries, the postdoc functions as a clearly defined
research position, typically regulated by an employment contract with explicitly outlined
responsibilities. In Poland, the situation looks somewhat different, as the term refers more to
a career stage rather than a specific position. The status of a postdoc depends in practice on the
type of contract, the source of funding, and the hosting institution. Among these, the funding
model is one of the most critical factors differentiating the positions available to postdoctoral
fellows, as it largely determines both the nature of their work and the scope of their
responsibilities.

Three primary funding models can be distinguished. The first consists of scholarships and grants
awarded by public or private institutions, such as ministries, national research agencies,
international organizations, or foundations. These most often take the form of individual
fellowships or programs supporting research in a specific field. The second model is project-
based funding, derived from external sources. Examples include programs such as Horizon Europe
or projects carried out in collaboration with stakeholders outside academia, e.g., private
companies. In this case, the postdoctoral researcher dedicates nearly all their time to the
implementation of a specific research project. The third model is funding provided directly by the
host university. Here, the key distinction lies in the inclusion of teaching responsibilities — lecturing
or leading classes with students may become an equally important element of the postdoc’s
workload, and in some cases may even outweigh research activity. Although these examples do
not exhaust the full spectrum of possibilities, the three models clearly illustrate how strongly the
source of funding shapes the profile of a postdoctoral researcher and determines the specific
character of this stage in an academic career.
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Regardless of the form of employment, a postdoctoral fellowship is temporary and usually lasts
between one and five years. Its purpose is training and intensive professional development,
playing a fundamental role in refining a researcher’s skills, building an independent scientific
profile, and preparing for the leadership of one’s own research team. During this period, early-
career scientists learn to manage projects independently, develop their own research agendaq,
expand their international networks, and gain experience in securing funding. A postdoc
undoubtedly contributes to strengthening visibility within the academic community while shaping
leadership competencies, as the young researcher transitions from being primarily an executor of
others’ projects to a leader capable of generating new ideas and scientific directions. For many, it
is also a decisive phase in choosing whether to remain in academia or move into other sectors -
industry, public administration, or non-profit organizations. Unsurprisingly, support programs for
postdoctoral researchers across Europe, from Germany’s Postdoc Starter Kit to the UK’s Prosper,
emphasize transferable skills development, mentoring, and preparation for careers both inside
and outside higher education. The competencies gained during this stage - critical thinking,
project management, and scientific communication - are highly valued far beyond academia.
According to EUA reports, postdoctoral researchers rank among the most productive and
innovative groups within the academic environment: they not only generate publications but also
drive knowledge transfer into the economy and society, thereby acting as a bridge between
science and the broader world that directly benefits from it. Still, the postdoctoral phase is not
free of challenges. Postdocs continuously test their independence while broadening their skillset,
yet they remain in a transitional position - balancing between the role of independent
researchers and that of learners, working under the general supervision of a principal investigator
or an external mentor. For this reason, skills acquisition is designed to gradually reduce
dependence on a supervisor or research group. A well-planned postdoc thus paves the way to
habilitation, prestigious grants, or an international career and directly increases the chances of
securing a permanent academic position - regardless of the country in which it is pursued.

In the Polish context, the absence of systemic frameworks for postdoctoral appointments means
that success largely depends on the individual researcher. It is the postdoc who must identify an
institution offering modern infrastructure, a conscious and supportive mentor, and an
environment conducive to publishing. Equally important is setting clear milestones - planned
publications, grant applications, and conference participation. Achieving independence
therefore requires a consistent effort to build both a professional portfolio and a solid reputation.
In practice, this often results in chronic work overload, as research responsibilities are intertwined
with teaching, mentoring, public outreach, and constant publication pressure. Challenges in
maintaining a work-life balance are further exacerbated by family responsibilities and the lack of
institutional support. One of the most pressing issues highlighted by early-career researchers is
the lack of stability. The vast majority of postdoctoral appointments are short-term contracts
funded through research projects, often requiring successive relocations between countries and
institutions. This phenomenon has given rise to so-called ‘permadocs’ - researchers who remain
for many years in laboratories funded by public money, without any guarantee of permanent
employment. Such conditions reinforce a sense of limbo, generate significant financial insecurity,
foster burnout, and limit diversity in science, as young researchers from less privileged
backgrounds often cannot afford to pursue such a precarious career path.
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Poland offers several funding pathways that enable early-career researchers to advance their
scientific development and gain experience in both national and international research centers.
A central role in this ecosystem is played by the National Science Centre (NCN), which runs
competitions such as SONATINA - targeted at researchers within three years of obtaining their
PhD - and SONATA, designed for those who earned their doctorate between two and seven years
before submitting the application. In addition, the POLONEZ BIS program, co-funded by the
European Commission, attracts young international researchers to Poland by offering competitive
salaries and dedicated budgets for the implementation of their own research projects. The
Foundation for Polish Science (FNP) also supports early-career researchers through schemes that
facilitate their return to Poland after a period abroad and help them establish independent
research teams (e.g., the START fellowship and the First Team program). Complementing these
instruments are the initiatives of the National Agency for Academic Exchange (NAWA), which
promotes international mobility and the exchange of expertise across borders.

Another important area to highlight are the opportunities for internationally funded postdoctoral
fellowships, which represent a crucial step toward building scientific independence. At the
European level, a key role is played by the Marie Sktodowska-Curie Actions (MSCA) under the
Horizon Europe program, offering postdoctoral fellowships that enable researchers to carry out
projects at institutions across the EU and associated countries, as well as through the Global
Fellowship scheme - with a research component outside Europe. In parallel, the European
Research Council (ERC) provides highly prestigious grants such as the Starting Grant, aimed at
early-career researchers who wish to establish their own independent research teams. In the field
of biological and biomedical sciences, the EMBO Postdoctoral Fellowships are particularly
renowned for supporting mobility and the long-term development of international research
networks. An equally attractive path is offered by the Human Frontier Science Program (HFSP),
which funds interdisciplinary life sciences projects carried out in international collaboration. In the
area of emerging technologies and artificial intelligence, the ELLIS PhD & Postdoc Program stands
out, bringing together leading European research centers in this domain. National fellowship
schemes also play a significant role, providing access to world-class institutions — for example,
the Humboldt Research Fellowship in Germany or the Fulbright Postdoctoral Award in the United
States - both of which create pathways for conducting research at top global universities and
laboratories.

The diversity of available funding pathways demonstrates that a postdoc is not merely
a transitional stage but a strategic instrument for shaping a career. It is during this period that
a researcher has the unique opportunity to combine scientific independence with international
mobility and the accumulation of intellectual capital. Thus, a postdoctoral fellowship should be
viewed not only through the lens of risk but above all through the potential it offers. It is a stage
that enables researchers to build visibility within the international academic community, develop
leadership competencies, and gain a genuine competitive edge in the pursuit of prestigious
grants and positions. A well-structured postdoc can serve as a springboard for a successful
academic career, and for those who choose alternative paths, it represents a unique experience
that opens doors to the worlds of business, public administration, or innovative non-governmental
organizations.
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