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Why scientific societies should
involve more early-career
researchers
Abstract Early-career researchers (ECRs) make up a large portion of the academic workforce. Yet,

most leadership positions in scientific societies are held by senior scientists, and ECRs have little to no

say over the decisions that will shape the future of research. This article looks at the level of influence

ECRs have in 20 scientific societies based in the US and UK, and provides guidelines on how societies

can successfully include ECRs in leadership roles.
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Introduction

T
he majority of scientific research is car-

ried out by graduate students, postdoc-

toral researchers, and faculty who do not

yet have tenure. Collectively known as early-

career researchers, this group provides a con-

stant influx of new talent, skills, and ideas

(National Institutes of Health, 2011;

Heggeness et al., 2017), and is also consider-

ably more diverse in terms of gender and ethnic-

ity than the rest of the research enterprise

(Nikaj et al., 2018). However, decisions at uni-

versities, funding agencies, publishers, and pro-

fessional societies tend to be taken by senior

researchers. This means that early-career

researchers – some of whom will become the

senior researchers of the future – are given little

or no say in decisions that will shape the future

of research (Committee on the Next Genera-

tion Initiative, 2018; Alberts et al., 2014).

Scientific societies provide scientists at all

career stages with the opportunity to network,

to contribute to scientific meetings and confer-

ences, and to participate in professional devel-

opment activities (Matyas et al., 2017;

Ansmann et al., 2014; Kaplan, 2013). These

organizations are particularly well-positioned to

include early-career researchers (ECRs) in leader-

ship positions for the following reasons:

. Societies are often involved in policy dis-
cussions with funders and government
agencies.

. Societies provide opportunities for
researchers to interact across career
stages, institutions and countries.

. Societies are eager to recruit and retain
the next generation of leaders in their
field.

Some societies already include ECRs in their

leadership and have shown that these positions

not only elevate the careers of ECRs but also

help societies retain members who will eventu-

ally become leaders in their respective fields.

How widespread are ECR
leadership positions in scientific
societies?
To get an idea of the involvement of ECRs in

leadership positions within scientific societies,

we identified a list of 20 societies (based in the

UK and the US) using the Future of Research

Twitter network and mailing list to crowd-source

information (Supplementary file 1). From the

information collected, we found that less than

2% of the leadership positions available at these

societies were held by ECRs. Most of these lead-

ership roles had been established within the last
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ten years and lasted 2–3 years on average.

These positions were primarily held by postdocs,

but some were also held by doctoral students

and untenured assistant professors.

ECRs can have varying degrees of responsi-

bility within a society depending on their leader-

ship role (Figure 1). The most impactful way for

ECRs to be involved in a society is by allowing

them to become full voting members of the

Board of Directors or Council. However, in the

societies we studied, most ECRs had more mod-

erate responsibilities, ranging from attending

and contributing to board meetings where they

are involved in discussions but cannot vote (non-

voting board members), to serving on society

committees or serving on an ECR-specific

committee.

For many ECRs looking for leadership oppor-

tunities, ECR-specific committees can provide

exposure to the society’s structure and policies,

allow them to voice their concerns, and contrib-

ute to the direction of the society. For example,

the American Society for Cell Biology (ASCB)

has the Committee for Postdocs and Students

(COMPASS) which organizes professional devel-

opment sessions, runs small outreach grants and

other activities at the ASCB annual meeting,

publishes weekly blog posts for trainees, and

contributes to the ASCB newsletter

(American Society for Cell Biology, 2020). The

Genetics Society of America (GSA) has several

subgroups led by their committee of Early

Career Scientists (ECS), which address the chal-

lenges of ECRs by providing training in commu-

nication, outreach as well as policy and advocacy

(Genetics Society of America, 2020a;

Genetics Society of America, 2020b).

While ECR-specific committees provide a

voice for graduate student and postdoc mem-

bers, this model of leadership potentially creates

silos between the ECRs and senior members of

the society. By contrast, assigning ECRs to lead-

ership positions in general committees and

on the Board of Directors removes organiza-

tional boundaries between ECRs and senior

leaders.

In the societies we studied, a few stood out

regarding the level of influence allotted to their

ECR leaders. The American Association for Anat-

omy (AAA), GSA, and the American Society for

Microbiology (ASM) were noteworthy for having

multiple ECR members with voting privileges

that serve on their Boards or Executive Leader-

ship (Figure 2). The AAA and American Physio-

logical Society (APS) also demonstrated their

commitment towards promoting diversity and

Figure 1. The amount ECRs contribute to a society varies depending on their leadership role. Out of the 20

societies studied, some include ECRs on their Board of Directors, whereas others encourage ECRs to participate in

working groups that are specifically for ECRs. Leadership roles that have the most impact on the society, such as

being a voting member on the Board of Directors, are less commonly held by ECRs compared to positions that

have a lower impact, such as being a member of an ECR specific committee.
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inclusion by actively tracking the demographic

data of ECRs within their leadership and mem-

bership (American Association for Anatomy,

2020).

Some societies also include ECR representa-

tives within general committees that are not spe-

cifically for ECRs. For example, the APS has two

trainee members in their Women in Physiology

Committee (American Physiological Society,

2020). The American Society of Plant Biologists

(ASPB) has early career members in a number of

committees, including the Education Commit-

tee, and Science and Policy Committee

(American Society of Plant Biologists, 2020a).

ECRs also serve on various working groups at

the American Society for Pharmacology and

Experimental Therapeutics (ASPET), including

the Executive Committees for each Division and

the Mentoring and Career Development Com-

mittee (American Society for Pharmacology

and Experimental Therapeutics, 2020a).

Finally, in order to promote outreach to the

general membership, GSA (Genetics Society of

America, 2020c) and ASPET (American Society

for Pharmacology and Experimental Therapeu-

tics, 2020b) publish blogs directed towards ECR

members, while ECRs involved in the ASPB help

update the bylaws for their Ambassador Program

– a self-governing (as of this year) group of stu-

dents, postdocs, and industry scientists who vol-

unteer to represent ASPB and to communicate its

mission to the plant biology community

(American Society of Plant Biologists, 2020b).

Benefits of ECR leadership
To understand more about the leadership posi-

tions held by ECRs and what societies gain from

their involvement, we reached out to several of

the previously identified societies with varying

levels of ECR involvement: this ranged from spe-

cific committees to designated ECR representa-

tives on the society’s Governing Board. We

allowed each society to determine which senior

Figure 2. Examples of ECRs in leadership roles in scientific societies. This table highlights societies that have

successfully included ECRs in their leadership by giving ECRs voting rights on society boards, including ECRs in

their diversity and inclusion initiatives, and more broadly engaging ECRs in different levels of the society. AAA –

American Association for Anatomy; ASM – American Society for Microbiology; GSA – Genetics Society of America;

APS – American Physiological Society; ASPB – American Society of Plant Biologists.
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leader and ECR leader would participate in the

interview process. Based on the level of respon-

siveness from each society, we interviewed nine

senior society leaders and seven ECR leaders in

different positions: this includes one of the

authors of this article, Stephanie Davis, who is an

ECR leader at ASPET.

Regardless of the type of leadership role, all

ECRs reported positive outcomes from these

positions, mainly in gaining professional work

experience, building professional independence,

and contributing to the direction of their

research communities (Figure 3). In addition to

the professional development and networking

benefits provided by societies to ECRs men-

tioned above, these positions have often led to

ECR leader recruitment into different roles

within the society or in other organizations, illus-

trating their significant contributions.

Quoted below are examples of how ECR

involvement in scientific society leadership was

beneficial for professional development.

“This position has greatly broadened my profes-

sional network, which helped me find my current

postdoc position, get reference letters for an

NIH fellowship, and provided a crucial support

network.”

- Heather Richbourg, Ph.D., Postdoctoral
Board Member (AAA)

“I highly value the role that I serve, since it

plays a crucial role in advocating for the support

of the young scientists across the society. Without

proper support and engagement of these young

scientists, there is a limited future for the society.”

- Chris Banek, Ph.D., Chair, Trainee Advi-
sory Committee (APS)

Similarly, society executives reported having

had positive experiences incorporating ECRs in

leadership positions, as illustrated by the quotes

below from society leaders at the AAA and ASPB.

“One of the major benefits has been provid-

ing the Board with a fresh perspective regarding

topics and issues impacting an important sector

of our membership. . . ECRs have brought up

multiple issues before the Board that would not

have otherwise been considered.”

- Phil Brauer, Ph.D., Past President (2017–
2019; AAA)

Figure 3. Benefits of ECR leadership positions within scientific societies for both ECRs and societies. The

benefits listed in this figure are based on answers given by ECRs and senior society leaders who were interviewed

for this article. The interview questions are listed in Supplementary file 2.
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“The ECR members of the Membership Com-

mittee stand out for their active involvement,

and we’ve gained a lot by their insights and

energy.”

- Jill Deikman, Ph.D., Membership Com-
mittee Chair (ASPB)

Both the ECRs and society executives inter-

viewed reported very few negative outcomes of

having ECRs in leadership roles. A small number

of ECRs said that the work can sometimes be

time consuming. While some society leaders

reported that mentoring and guiding ECRs in

these roles can occasionally present challenges.

Nevertheless, taken together these outcomes

indicate that having ECRs in these leadership

positions is overall mutually beneficial for both

ECRs and societies (Figure 3).

Recommendations for setting
ECRs up for success
Given the relative scarcity of leadership positions

reserved for ECRs across the research enterprise

and mutually beneficial outcomes for both socie-

ties and ECRs, one may ask why so many socie-

ties exclude ECRs from leadership roles.

Interestingly, most of the queried societies only

created leadership positions for ECRs within the

last ten years, while fewer than half of these soci-

eties allow ECRs to vote in board meetings. This

finding suggests that incorporating ECRs into

these roles is a developing phenomenon.

Using the advice provided by society execu-

tives, we have compiled a list of guidelines for

how scientific societies can successfully establish

leadership roles for ECRs (Figure 4). With these

guidelines and the benefits outlined in this arti-

cle, scientific societies should feel empowered

to engage more with ECRs and create leader-

ship positions for this group of researchers.

Conclusion
It is clear to us, based on conducted interviews,

that including ECRs in the running of scientific

societies brings benefits to both parties, and

that there is considerable scope to increase the

number of ECRs involved in these roles. Giving

ECRs a voice in the decision-making processes

Stagger ECR positions to provide a perpetual peer mentorship structure.

Build a
pipeline

Start by including ECRs on committees. When ready, add ECR-specific 
board member positions.

Train and 
mentor

Train ECRs on administrative tasks associated with the position.

Prepare society staff to support new ECRs on the board.

Offer a range 
of activities

e.g. written and online communication (blogs, newsletters, social media 
posts), award application review, and fiscal responsibility.

Value ECR 
voices

Provide a safe and inclusive space for ECRs, starting at orientation.

Set equal 
responsibilities

Give ECRs the same responsibilities as other board members in the 
same society.

Obtain buy-in 
from advisors

Board membership can take time away from “regular” research and 
training. Address barriers at the departmental level.

Set term
limits

Accommodate 
ECR needs

Be aware of the needs of ECRs at different life stages than their senior 
colleages (e.g. childcare for meetings and travel).

Survey ECR 
leaders

Seek feedback to learn how the experience benefits ECRs.

Allow for training specific to the position and mastery of needed skills. 
Many societies have 3-year terms with one year of overlap.

Figure 4. Guidelines for involving ECRs in the leadership and running of scientific societies. Recommendations

for establishing leadership positions for ECRs within scientific societies, as recommended by successful programs.
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for scientific societies may also encourage other

organizations to provide them with a larger lead-

ership platform. For instance, funding agencies

such as the Canadian Institute of Health

Research (CIHR) and the National Institutes of

Health (NIH) have included ECRs on their Gov-

erning Council (Canadian Institute of Health

Research, 2020), and the Working Group for

the Advisory Committee to the Director

(National Institutes of Health, 2018), respec-

tively. Publishing groups and scientific journals

have also started including ECRs on their leader-

ship team, such as the Early Career Advisory

Group set up by eLife (eLife, 2020). Given the

critical role of ECRs in driving the diversity of

research, offering ECRs a more prominent posi-

tion in scientific societies will benefit the

research enterprise in the long term.
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