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What is a postdoc?
• PhD in STEM-H field

• Next step for scientists interested in academia and industry

• Full-time position doing research (primarily)

• 4-7 years *NIH caps funding at 5 years

• Often in different area of study and/or different institution
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Why is it important to reach out to this 
population?
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Why reach out to postdocs?

• New to their environment/research area 

• Job requires high productivity/publications

• Leader in research labs

• Often serve as direct mentor to students
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What kind of support do they need?

https://www.nationalpostdoc.org/reso
urce/resmgr/docs/2021_npa_policy_r
eport.pdf

Library expertise can support 
and add to these topics 

https://www.nationalpostdoc.org/resource/resmgr/docs/2021_npa_policy_report.pdf


Postdocs and the library

• Utilize online resources (interlibrary loan, scientific databases, etc.) 
(Tomaszewski 2012, Gunapala 2014)
• Respond to personalized approaches (Barr-Walker, 2013) 
• Attend topic-based sessions more than status-based sessions 

(O’Grady and Beam 2011)

How can we use this information to design our 
outreach? 



VCU Postdoc Outreach
VCU Postdocs

• 35% US citizen/resident, 65% 
international 
• 80% in their first postdoctoral 

position
• Average time in position: <2 years
• 60% School of Medicine, other 

major units: Colleges of: 
Engineering, Humanities and 
Sciences, Pharmacy

Library Support
• Primary librarian for outreach: basic 

science liaison
• Subject and functional liaisons
• How-to Talks by Postdocs (Gau 2020)



Outreach Strategies Explored in this Paper

• Increase Library Visibility
• Provide Professional Development and Career Building 

Opportunities 
• Grants Workshops



Increase Library Visibility
Step 1: Engage with the Office of Postdoctoral Services and Network with Postdocs

https://www.nationalpostdoc.org/resource/resmgr/docs/2021_npa_policy_report.pdf

• Meet with OPS 

• AVP in charge and Office Staff-

• Clarify goals and support areas

• Attend events and network with postdocs

• National Postdoc Appreciation Events

• Pay attention to their needs

• 2018 survey results highlighted “grant writing skills” 
as a critical need

https://www.nationalpostdoc.org/resource/resmgr/docs/2021_npa_policy_report.pdf


Increase Library Visibility
Step 2: Welcome Email Campaign

• Sent to postdocs within one month of their hire

• Year One

• 77 new hires

• 67.5% in basic science departments

• 1 response, no increased traffic to basic science research 
guides

• Year Two 

• Email revised to have more specific links

• Email sent through MailChimp



Increase Library Visibility
Step 2: Welcome Email Campaign

Library emails are opened at a good rate, this is a good way to 
provide introductory information. 



Provide Professional Development and Career 
Building Opportunities 

The How-to Talks by Postdocs

• Described in Gau 2020

• Instructional brown-bag series

• Postdocs apply to speak on how-to do 
something

• Marketed to the entire VCU community

• Typically held weekly in the fall



Provide Professional Development and Career 
Building Opportunities 

The How-to Talks by Postdocs

Efforts to Increase Series Participation
• New marketing materials

• VCU Science Communication Award (and cash prize!)



Provide Professional Development and Career 
Building Opportunities 



Provide Professional Development and Career 
Building Opportunities 

Main Takeaways

• More time is needed to investigate effects of changes on series participation 
and attendance.

• More specific evaluation about the VCU Science Communication Award as an 
incentive is needed.

• Online workshops had higher attendance, may be a better venue for postdocs



Grantsmanship Workshops

Background

• Mentioned as a critical need on the 2018 VCU Postdoctoral Survey
• VCU has low applicant rates compared to eligible postdocs
• VCU has low success rates, compared to national data



Grantsmanship Workshops



Grantsmanship Workshops



Conclusions
Area 1: Increase Library Visibility

Personal outreach to the postdoc office and individual postdocs will enable the library to be 
connected and gain insight into specific areas where collaborations can be built.

Welcome emails are an effective way to provide information but not to establish relationships.
Area 2: Provide Professional Development and Career Building Opportunities

Evaluations of professional development opportunities should be carefully crafted.
A postdoc speaker series, like the How-to Talks, could be successful at other institutions.

Area 3: Grantsmanship workshops
This is a fruitful area of collaboration.  
Libraries can bring their expertise in bibliometrics, scientific literature 
searching, and gap analysis to the grant writing process.  
This is a recognized need by postdocs.
More can be done in the future to effectively tailor these 
opportunities. 
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