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The Post-Doctoral Interview: Tips and Advice.
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"I'm looking for a secure position
in a less competitive academic environment."




If you have an interview for a postdoctoral (Postdoc) position you may be wondering what to expect. The nature of postdoc interviews will vary slightly from one academic institution to the next but there will be many things in common. This leaflet is designed to give you some suggestions on what to expect and some tips on how to prepare for the interview. Like any other interview, preparation is the key!

Who will be there?

You will probably get to meet many people that you will be working with including academic staff, postdocs, PhD students and human resources personnel. The length of the interview will vary but some interviews can last a couple of days. Do contact the department ahead of time to clarify who you will meet. You can even ‘google’ the appropriate people to find out more about them and their research interests. This will ensure that you are well prepared and more able to ask insightful questions. 

Giving a presentation

At many postdoc interviews you will be expected to give a presentation. Depending on whether you are applying for a teaching post, research post or both, the nature and style of the presentation might be different. In general, ensure that you prepare meticulously for the talk. Be careful not to make the talk too detailed or technical. Your audience is seeking evidence that you can see the bigger picture. Although they are likely to be smart, it is likely that few audience members will be specialists in your field. Include lots of introductory information to set the scene and put things in context for your audience. Rehearse your talk in front of members of your laboratory and also to people outside it (perhaps your university development adviser). Ensure that you know how long the talk needs to be and do not run over time. People will want to ask questions at the end. This is your chance to fill people in on the technical details of your work if they ask specific questions. Do not give long complicated answers to questions that have not been asked as this will only serve to confuse your audience. 

Research the Laboratory

It sounds obvious, but you will need to have read some of the papers that have been produced by the lab you are hoping to work in. If you are on top of the lab’s current review articles and publications you are more likely to come across as a well-informed and motivated researcher. You will also be able to ask informed questions when you meet people from the laboratory/research group.

What type of questions will I be asked?

Have a very good look at the job description and the personal specification for the postdoc position. These documents should give you a clear idea of what the interviewers are looking for. They will not only address what techniques are required but they will also state some ‘softer’ skills such as team-working and communication.

You are likely to be asked about your PhD so the following types of question might come up:

•
Tell us about your PhD?

•
If you could do your PhD research again, what would you do differently?
•
What are the three main findings of your PhD?

•
Explain your research to a member of the public.
You will also be asked about the position that you are applying for. Just to reemphasise, make sure that you know about the laboratory’s research and read some of their recent publications. It is impossible to say specifically what will be asked but here are a few possible questions which have been collated from real past post-doc interviews:

•
What particular areas of our research interest you most and why?
•   
Why are you interested in this position?
•
How do you feel about working independently?

•
Would you contribute to teaching and what is your approach to teaching? (if the role requires teaching).

•
How does your research fit in with the department? 

•
How would you go about seeking funding for your work? 

•
Apart from your current laboratory, what collaborations would you bring with you? How/where do you see collaborations working here?

•
How do you see your career in the future?
•
What is your best and worst quality?

•
Describe a situation when your input made a difference.

What types of question should I ask?

Always remember that you are there to find out whether this laboratory is right for you as well as vice versa. You should ask some questions to get a sense of whether this is the right post-doctoral position for you. Be curious and ask questions that you genuinely want to know the answers to. Here are some suggestions that you can tailor to suit you. You can also ask the same question of a few people that you meet during your time at the university to get a broader perspective:

•
How much contact will I have with the lab head/PI?

•
How many PhDs and postdocs in the lab?

•
What do postdocs from the lab go on to do?

•
How long do postdocs generally stay at the lab?

•
How many grants does the lab currently have and when are they due for renewal?

•
Am I expected to get my own funding? Are their any internal fellowships available for postdocs?

•
Will I be able to take my research with me to another lab?

•
Does the lab work collaboratively or more independently?

Some general advice

Obviously, it is important to make a good first impression. What you wear and the way you present yourself are important. You should look professional but the way you look may depend on the setting where you will be giving your talk.  Generally, people in departments associated with medical schools are smarter than those associated with the graduate school. Hold yourself tall, look clean and appropriately dressed, make good eye contact and speak clearly. 
Academics are looking for people that they feel they will get on with and who will fit in with their team. A good publication list in high impact journals as well as the relevant laboratory techniques for the post will also help! 
Finally

It is a good idea to follow-up an interview with a thank you letter or email. Send this within 48 hours of your interview.  Even if you do not get offered the position, it will leave a good impression should another suitable post come up in the future. Good-luck!
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