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Five Do’s and Don’ts  
as a Postdoctoral Scholar

For students close to finishing 
their Ph.D. program, a natural 
question of “what next” may 
be answered by searching, ap-

plying, and getting a postdoctoral (or 
postdoc) position. A postdoc position 
in a dynamic and energetic group may 
advance your career significantly, by 
contributing to impactful publications, 
writing grant proposals, and providing 
funding for your research. For many, 
it can also be a precursor to landing a 
job as a professor.  A successful postdoc 
tenure comes with the success of the 
postdoc, Ph.D. students, and the post-
doc’s mentor. Here are five do’s and 
don’ts for a postdoctoral student.

DO’S
1. Work well with students. The life 

of a postdoc is different from the life 
of a Ph.D. student. While Ph.D. stu-
dents focus on a single problem, a 
postdoc is expected to work on multi-
ple problems and to collaborate with 
several Ph.D. students. New postdocs 
get motivated by their long Ph.D. jour-
ney, during which they have developed 
several skills. Such expertise may 
empower Ph.D. students. Your own 
experience may not only save their 
time, but may also put some weight in 
building strong collaborations with 
these students.  

2. Inspire students. The postdoc 
tenure comes with several responsi-
bilities. You are not responsible just for 
yourself but are also responsible for the 
entire group of B.S., M.S., and/or Ph.D. 
students. Your experience, knowledge, 
and wisdom may help all students. 
Recall the struggles you faced during 
the start of your Ph.D. and build on it 
to motivate students and help them 

succeed. A postdoc always needs to re-
member that the students’ successes 
are your success (and students’ failures 
are your failure). 

3. Help your postdoc mentor. Your 
new advisor may have a different 
working style than your Ph.D. advisor. 
Therefore, you should focus on build-
ing a legitimate relationship between 
you and your postdoc advisor. You are 
a vital person in their group; thus, you 
can help your new mentor in several 
ways. One of the important things that 
you can do is write grant proposals. A 
well-written grant proposal might not 
only help procure money for the group 
but will also help you to build your ex-
pertise, which would be invaluable in 
your pursuit of an academic career. 
Remember someone else once wrote 
a proposal, which helped you acquire 

funding. Now, this is the time for you to 
help your mentor in writing a propos-
al, which may help future (unknown) 
postdocs (or even you, if you decide not 
to leave the group). 

4. Learn from students. Every stu-
dent has some skills that you can learn 
from. Be it discovering or formulat-
ing new problems, solving problems, 
developing algorithms, proving algo-
rithms, or implementing algorithms. 
There is always an area for you to learn 
and grow.  Since you will be working 
with multiple students, you should use 
this as an opportunity to learn and en-
rich your knowledge. 

5. Friendship. This might be the 
most important point to remember. 
When we work hard, we need to have 
fun just as hard. However, balance is 
necessary. Thus, having a mutually 

According to GSMA, the mobile economy 
of Sub-Saharan Africa is expected to 
grow to 9.1% of the GDP by 2023.
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respectful and equitable friendship is 
always healthy for you and all in the 
group. Remember professional goals 
and your duties are equally (or more) 
important as your personal goals.

DON’TS
1. Do not end up becoming a lan-

guage editor. Postdocs may wish to 
enhance their CVs by publishing many 
papers in less time, and it may also be 
possible since you work in a group, un-
like your Ph.D. where you worked on 
only your problem. Your Ph.D. stud-
ies would have trained you to be good 
at technical writing. As a postdoc, you 
may get the opportunity to work on pa-
pers where your contribution is limited 
to editing and/or improving the aes-
thetics of the paper. Try to limit your 
input with such papers. As a postdoc 
you should focus on working on real 
problems like developing algorithms, 
proofs, and/or implementation. 

2. Do not diminish progress. Often, 
a postdoc is responsible for produc-
ing deliverables during a collaborative 
project with the postdoc’s mentor and 
Ph.D. students. This may lead to the 
postdoc to interact a lot with the Ph.D. 
students. However, a postdoc should 
not let the time spent on these interac-
tions diminish their own work, since it 
may impact the entire project.

3. Do not limit your work. A postdoc 
may need to assign and inspect the 
work progress, which may lead to hav-
ing several meetings in a month. How-
ever, a postdoc is not a manager, and 
hence, the postdoc may not be happy 
doing such management work. En-
gaging in only such work may degrade 
your work quality and the things you 
learned during your Ph.D.

4. Do not affect your mentor’s col-
laborations. A postdoc may work with 
several of their mentor’s collaborators. 
Of course, building strong relation-
ships with several researchers/profes-
sors/students is a necessity. However, 
it should not come at the expense of 
harming any ongoing/future collabora-
tions for your postdoc mentor. Remem-
ber having a strong relationship with 
your mentors is a perpetual panacea.

5. Do not make wrong claims. Fin-
gers on a hand are not identical; so how 
can we imagine all students are equally 
bright and have identical goals? It may 
happen that the problem a student is 
trying to work through can be solved 
faster by the postdoc. Should you demo-
tivate the student, and then, improve 
the work? Of course, not; unless your 
only concern is to promote your name 
in the author list of a publication. Rath-
er, you should work with the student 
very closely. Eventually, the student 
may learn something from you, which 
may be one of the most satisfying mo-
ments of the postdoc experience.

Note. It is important to note all the 
discussed points are the opinion of 
the author. None of the points are 
associated (and can be associated) 
with industry, a university, project 
managers, professors, postdocs, or 
Ph.D./M.S./B.S. students.
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