
Survey respondents also 
showed interest in career 
pathways outside academia, 
such as research in industry, 
or government jobs, teach-
ing, and consulting. Further-
more, trainees favored the 
idea of a mentoring pro-
gram. The PGA is thus aim-
ing to launch a mentoring 
program this fall, pairing 
trainees with outside men-
tors from different career 
paths. 

One concern from the 
town hall meeting was the 
need for improved transpar-
ency and communication 
about DFCI policies. For ex-
ample, DFCI policy states 
that the term of a postdoc is 
limited to five years, with a 
one year extension allowed 
with permission from the de-
partment chair. However, 
6% of survey respondents 
were already beyond this 
limit. Also, 29% of postdocs 
with children were unaware 
of DFCI’s childcare subsi-
dies. To address some of 
these concerns, the PGA and 
PGSAO are assembling a 
handbook including postdoc-
specific information about 
DFCI benefits, policies, and 
more.  

For more information 
about survey results, visit 
h t t p : / / d f c i o n l i n e . o r g /
d e p a r t m e n t s / p g s ao / p ga /
resources/. To get involved 
with the PGA, just email us 
(DFCI_PGA@dfci.harvard.edu). 
Also, don’t miss future travel 
award cy-
cles and 
stay tuned 
for our up-
c o m i n g 
men tor ing 
program!  

hold. This money is 
stretched to make college 
loan payments, out-of-
pocket medical expenses, 
internet and cell phone fees, 
gym memberships, and 
more. For postdocs with 
children, this must also 
cover childcare, which totals 
about $1400 per household. 
With the current postdoc sal-
ary, most are unable to pay 
Boston living expenses, start 
a family, and save for retire-
ment simultaneously. There-
fore, we are working towards 
increased salary and retire-
ment contributions from 
DFCI. 

We also asked in the sur-
vey about career develop-
ment provided at DFCI. Al-
though many trainees have 
had opportunities to present 
their work outside the lab 
and attend conferences, 21% 
of 3+ year postdocs had not 
presented outside of the lab 
during the last 12 months, 
and 21% had never attended 
a conference. Currently, the 
PGA is able to provide four 
travel awards per year (each 
$750-$1000), and we hope 
to increase that number. 

Last winter, the Postdoc-
toral and Graduate Student 
Association (PGA) organized 
an anonymous survey of the 
DFCI postdoc and graduate 
student community, in order 
to obtain a better idea about 
our postdocs and grad stu-
dents, and to uncover and 
address unmet needs. This 
survey was conducted inde-
pendently of DFCI admini-
stration and the Postdoc and 
Graduate Student Affairs Of-
fice (PGSAO). More than 
200 postdocs and grad stu-
dents responded, and the 
findings were presented in 
the October postdoc town 
hall meeting. 

The survey showed that 
the average age of graduate 
students and postdocs is 26 
and 32 years, respectively. 
Although there are more fe-
male than male grad stu-
dents, the gender distribu-
tion for postdocs is almost 
equal. Most trainees rent 
and live less than 5 miles 
from DFCI, more commonly 
in Brookline, Cambridge, 
Brighton, and Fenway. In 
contrast to the grad students 
surveyed, almost 60% of 
postdocs are married and 
28% have children. 

Based on survey results 
and IRS estimates, we calcu-
lated average income and liv-
ing expenses for DFCI train-
ees. The average postdoc 
lives in a household of two 
people, with an average 
household income of $5923 
per month. The chart on the 
right divides that income 
into the labeled expenses. 
The yellow slice represents 
the $616 that remains per 
month for the entire house-
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Tobias Otto, PhD, 

joined DFCI as a research 

fellow in Peter Sicinski’s 

lab after graduating from 

Marburg, Germany. His 

research focus is on the 

role of microRNAs during 

mouse development, and 

in mouse models of hu-

man cancer. As a chair of 

the PGA Advocacy Com-

mittee, he is committed to 

improving the situation 

for postdocs inside and 

outside of DFCI. Part of 

his engagement is the 

“Future of Research”, a 

community that gives a 

voice to early-career aca-

demics (see PGA newslet-

ter 2015 Volume 6 issue 

1).   

Tobias, as a DFCI postdoc 

and former co-chair of the 

PGA, you are known to 

strongly engage in advo-

cacy for postdocs. Could 

you describe your role and 

personal motivation? 

When I became co-

chair of the PGA in 2012, I 

wanted to identify how the 

PGA could grow and better 

serve the community of 

Postdoctoral Association 

( B P D A ,  h t t p : / /

bostonpostdocs.org/) and 

the National Postdoctoral 

Association (NPA, http://

www.nationalpostdoc.org/

) are also looking for indi-

viduals who would like to 

be involved. Other advo-

cacy groups, such as the 

“Future of Research”, have 

a slightly different focus,. 

Tell us a little bit about 

“Future of Research” and 

its implementation in Bos-

ton. 

“ F u t u r e  o f  R e -

search” (FOR, http://

futureofresearch.org/) was 

initiated by a group of 

postdocs from the Boston 

area, based on the idea 

that young researchers 

should play a role in iden-

tifying the pressing issues 

of US biomedical research, 

and should work to de-

velop solutions.  

The 2014 FOR sympo-

sium had more than 500 

attendees, as summarized 

in an article by Tufts post-

doc Gary McDowell 

(F1000Research 2015, 

3:291).This effort has not 

only continued here in 

Boston, but has sparked 

similar groups in Chicago, 

New York, and San Fran-

cisco. FOR is also actively 

seeking more involvement 

of postdocs.  

Barrett Rollins, Vice Presi-

dent of Research Opera-

tions Michelle Cox, and 

members of DFCI’s Hu-

man Resources did an ex-

cellent job in implement-

ing this benefits equaliza-

tion policy in January 

2015. Other institutes are 

now following DFCI’s lead. 

What do you think are the 

biggest problems a post-

doc position comes with? 

The main challenge is 

to anticipate future issues, 

and in particular to be 

aware of alternative ca-

reers outside of academia. 

This means being able to 

think early about future 

interests and to acquire 

necessary skills, such as 

teaching, mentoring, grant 

writing, and networking. I 

also suggest making use of 

the various career devel-

opment options at DFCI, 

and beyond with organiza-

tions such as MassBio. As 

a member of the Social 

Committee, I highly rec-

ommend that you develop 

a healthy work-life bal-

ance. 

Where can postdocs en-

gage in postdoc advocacy? 

Here at DFCI, you can 

get involved by participat-

ing in the PGA Advocacy 

Committee, or by emailing 

us (members of the Advo-

cacy Committee) with 

comments. The Boston 

postdocs and graduate stu-

dents. I observed the lack 

of efforts to improve the 

postdoctoral experience or 

identify the issues faced by 

DFCI postdocs. Thus, I 

initiated PGA advocacy 

efforts in March 2012, and 

since then have led the 

PGA’s advocacy efforts, 

with the help of many col-

leagues. This initiative has 

continuously grown and 

expanded beyond DFCI, 

with the formation of the 

Boston Postdoctoral Asso-

ciation. 

Within the Boston aca-

demic community, where 

could DFCI provide addi-

tional postdoc support and 

where is DFCI more pro-

gressive than others? 

The Advocacy Com-

mittee has looked at a 

number of topics, particu-

larly after performing an 

extensive survey in late 

2014. This survey revealed 

several key areas where 

DFCI can improve (i.e., 

salary, retirement, child-

care, promotion, transpar-

ency, teaching, mentoring, 

and opportunities for out-

side presentations) – these 

are described in more de-

tail elsewhere in this issue 

of the PGA Post. In con-

trast, DFCI was among the 

first Institutes in the Bos-

ton area to provide equal 

benefits to postdocs re-

gardless of funding source. 

Our Chief Scientific Officer 

Interview with Dr. Tobias Otto 

http://bostonpostdocs.org/
http://bostonpostdocs.org/
http://www.nationalpostdoc.org/
http://www.nationalpostdoc.org/
http://futureofresearch.org/
http://futureofresearch.org/
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Special thanks to Tobias Otto, Jennifer Molina and Sonal Jhaveri. If you are 
interested in contributing to the PGA Post, 

email your comments and suggestions to dfci_pgapost@dfci.harvard.edu  
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Editorial Team: Nadia Hassounah & Patrick Grossmann; 

Alison Taylor; Ollie Mikse 

The media has been 
exceptionally vocal in the 
past six months about cli-
mate change and the detri-
mental impact it is having 
and will continue to have 
globally unless we step in to 
curb greenhouse emissions. 
Fortunately, the 2015 
United Nations Climate 
Change Conference, which 
involved 196 countries, 
yielded a promising agree-
ment to set a goal of limit-
ing global warming to less 
than 2 degrees Celsius, 
relative to preindustrial 
levels. This is excellent 
news, but participating 
countries still have to sign 
this agreement between 
April, 2016 and April, 2017, 
and then the agreement will 
go into effect in 2020. In 
the meantime, we might 
wonder how to reduce our 
carbon footprint and mini-
mize negative impacts on 
the environment. There are 
numerous ways in which an 
individual can achieve this, 
such as biking or walking 
instead of driving, turning 
off lights when leaving a 
room, or by buying local 
rather than imported pro-
duce.  

It may come as no sur-
prise that large research 
institutions such as DFCI 
have a substantial carbon 
footprint. For example, 
Harvard University used a 
total of 3.25 TeraBTUs in 
2014, with about 44% of 
this energy going towards 
running labs1. This is a 
whopping 1.43 TBTUs, a 
high number given that labs 
occupy only 20% of Har-
vard’s square footage. Har-

vard’s carbon emission in 
2014 was 222,397 Metric 
Tons of Carbon Dioxide 
Equivalent (MTCDE), 
equivalent to the annual 
emission from ~ 47,000 
cars2. But thanks to the ef-
forts of the Harvard Green 
Campus Initiative, this 
number is 21% less than the 
2006 levels, where the car-
bon emission was 280,410 
MTCDE. This number in-
cludes campus expansion 
and renovation. The reduc-
tion equates to removing 
~12,000 cars from the 
roads.  

The Harvard Green 
Campus Initiative was 
started in 2001 to support 
faculties and departments 
in achieving cost-effective 
environmental impact re-
ductions. A subdivision of 
this initiative is the Green 
Labs program, which offers 
guidelines for decreasing 
negative environmental 
impacts by focusing on sav-
ing energy, reducing waste, 
maintaining equipment to 
maximum efficiency, con-
serving resources, and pur-
chasing sustainably. Har-
vard University’s Green 
Labs Guide can be 
downloaded from the main 
website3. One of the specific 
subprograms of Green Labs 
is Close the Sash, which 
encourages researchers to 
close fume hood sashes 
when not in use (this has 
led to a 30% reduction in 
fume hood exhaust levels 
since the program was initi-
ated in 2010). Another is 
the Labs Reuse List, which 
allows members between 
labs to trade and recycle 

used lab equipment.  

One can find creative 
ways to become more envi-
ronmentally conscious by 
being less wasteful. For ex-
ample, many reagents - 
such as gel electrophoresis 
running buffer, or primary 
and secondary antibody 
dilutions for western blots - 
can be reused. And opting 
to use non-toxic alterna-
tives (e.g., for ethidium bro-
mide) is also more environ-
mentally-friendly. Being 
mindful is a terrific first 
step in finding ways to de-
crease your environmental 
impact.  

Community-wide op-
tions also exist for us at 
DFCI. Did you know that 
DFCI’s Antibody Core here 
offers aliquots of antibodies 
to test out? Instead of or-
dering a whole vial of sec-
ondary antibody for a new 
antibody that you wish to 
test, you can get some sec-
ondary antibody from the 
core. Furthermore, the re-
agent sharing website 
www.labical.com, which 
was founded by a former 
DFCI postdoc, is an excel-
lent place to minimize 
waste and save money.  
Learn more about sustain-
ability and meet other con-
scientious individuals at the 

annual Sustainability Fairs 
organized by Harvard. Fol-
lowing the campus-wide 
Earth Day Fair at the Sci-
ence Center in Cambridge 
on April 15th, Harvard 
Medical School will hold 
the Sustainability Fair on 
April 21st. Come by and 
learn more about living sus-
tainably!  Also, check in at 
www.labconscious.com to 
join the conversation with 
other researchers who are 
committed to reducing the 
environmental footprint of 
bench science.  
 

If saving the environ-
ment is not incentive 
enough to reduce waste, 
remember that reducing 
waste will save your P.I. 
money, and that a happy 
P.I. is the best kind. 

For more information 
about Harvard Green Labs 
visit 
www.green.harvard.edu/
programs/green-labs or 
contact the Harvard Green 
Labs Longwood campus 
Sustainability Manager 
Adam_Meier@harvard.edu  

1)
www.report.green.harvard.edu 

2) Estimated by green labs 
report calculations 

 3) http://green.harvard.edu/
programs/green-labs 

www.theenergy.coop 

http://www.labical.com
http://www.labconscious.com
http://www.green.harvard.edu/programs/green-labs
http://www.green.harvard.edu/programs/green-labs
mailto:Adam_Meier@harvard.edu
http://www.report.green.harvard.edu
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Open Data Science Conference 

In a previous issue of the PGA Post, we intro-

duced the paradigm of Open Science (PGA Post 

Volume 6, issue 3, page 3). In part, this movement 

aims to make analyses more reproducible, by in-

creasing transparency. For example, for computa-

tional analyses this includes the use of open source 

software and programming languages. Making 

code publicly available also has the advantage of 

improving visibility and thus increases the poten-

tial user base of your results; it also builds a com-

munity of sharing, helping, and re-evaluating. Of 

course, data science is not just relevant for lab 

work; rather, it touches virtually every aspect of 

our lives, ranging from weather forecasts to sup-

port for financial investment decisions, with no 

limit in sight. 

Data science innovations are one of the numer-

ous topics of the next Open Data Science Confer-

ence (ODSC), which will be held in Boston this 

May. This community conference will feature some 

of the greatest minds in the field, and will include 

training sessions and offer endless networking op-

portunities. This is the perfect kick start opportu-

nity to get familiar with upcoming trends, to dis-

cuss novel ideas you may have, or just simply to 

learn about (open) data science in general. So do 

not wait, register at www.odsc.com/boston and 

email patrickb_grossmann@dfci.harvard.edu for a 

15% discount code before all tickets are sold out! 

PGA Calendar 

Responsible Conduct of Research (RCR) Lecture 
Peer Review/Responsible Authorship and Publication. Date: 
Apr 14, 2016 
Presenter: Sonal Jhaveri, Ph.D. ; Time: 10:30 AM - 12:00 PM 
Location: Yawkey 308 

Chai & Chat Networking Event.  Date: April 28, 2016. ; Time: 
2:00 - 3:00 PM; Location: SM 308/309 

English as a Second Language (ESL) for Advanced Interme-
diate Postdocs. Dates: (All Thursday's) April 28, May 12, 19 & 26, 
June 2, 9, 16, 23 & 30* 
(*June 30, make-up date in case of cancellation) ; Time: 5:00 - 7:00 
PM; Location: Syllabus with class locations will be emailed to all reg-
istrants  

For more information please visit http://dfcionline.org/
departments/pgsao/events/  

BPDA Ice Skating Social  

PGA members showing off their skating skills at the Boston postdoc 
association ice skating social on Jan 24th at the Kendall ice rink.  

Curing Cancer Comics is brought to you by a former 
DFCI postdoc! 

PGA Movie 

Night!  

When:  Thurs, March  
31, 6:30 pm 

Where: YCC 306 

Movies to be voted on: 

- The Martian 
- Sherlock: The Abomi-
nable Bride 
- Spotlight 
- Bridge of Spies 
- Brooklyn  

http://www.odsc.com/boston
http://www.odsc.com/boston

