
 

 

Since January 2020 Elsevier has created a COVID-19 resource centre with 

free information in English and Mandarin on the novel coronavirus COVID-

19. The COVID-19 resource centre is hosted on Elsevier Connect, the 

company's public news and information website. 

 

Elsevier hereby grants permission to make all its COVID-19-related 

research that is available on the COVID-19 resource centre - including this 

research content - immediately available in PubMed Central and other 

publicly funded repositories, such as the WHO COVID database with rights 

for unrestricted research re-use and analyses in any form or by any means 

with acknowledgement of the original source. These permissions are 

granted for free by Elsevier for as long as the COVID-19 resource centre 

remains active. 

 



The Lancet Regional Health - Americas 4 (2021) 10 0 087 

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect 

The Lancet Regional Health - Americas 

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/lana 

Commentary 

Being an early career public health professional during the COVID-19 

pandemic 

Amyn A. Malik 

1 , ∗, Danielle M. Crookes 2 , ±, Maria Sundaram 

3 , 2 

1 Yale Institute for Global Health, New Haven, CT 06510 
2 Northeastern University, Department of Health Sciences; Department of Sociology and Anthropology, Boston, MA 02115 
3 Center for Clinical Epidemiology and Population Health, Marshfield Clinic Research Institute, Marshfield, WI 54 4 49 

a r t i c l e i n f o 

Article history: 

Received 11 September 2021 

Accepted 13 September 2021 

Available online 7 October 2021 

Keywords: 

Early career researcher 

public health 

COVID-19 

investment 

t

i

E

fi

a

b

c

e

f

i

n

c

M

u

c

a

p

t

f

S

L

n

d

p

n

s

t

e

v

H

a

a

m

i

t

f

m

t

i

w

h

2

(

Although early-career researchers (ECRs) represent the founda- 

ion of public health infrastructure and are playing a major role 

n COVID-19 response, existing pandemic pressures are squeezing 

CRs out of public health and academic research. 1-2 

At writing, we as postdoctoral fellows, like many people in our 

eld, had to respond to working from home, some with children 

t home. We saw the boundary between work and personal time 

lur and disappear, and at times, pondered whether we want to 

ontinue in this field. 

This experience is not unique to ECRs, but we want to acknowl- 

dge that postdoctoral fellows are in a precarious position. Hiring 

reezes and diversion of funds meant that job openings were lim- 

ted or eliminated last year. There have been no systematic mecha- 

isms to extend postdoctoral appointments, akin to faculty tenure- 

lock extensions or funded/unfunded extensions for PhD students. 

any principal investigators have done their best to support grad- 

ate students and postdocs during this time. 3 There were NIH poli- 

ies to pay researchers even when they could not physically be 

t work and university policies for COVID-19 childcare leave. Still, 

ostdoctoral fellows have no job security and those who will be on 

he market this year face a more crowded candidate pool carried 

orward from last year. 
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People forced to leave public health now are the ones who can- 

ot afford to stay longer. 4 These people are already historically un- 

errepresented in academia (i.e, first-generation college students, 

eople of colour, and women. 5 They are exactly the people we 

eed to be leaders during the next pandemic for a comprehen- 

ive and equitable approach to saving lives. We need universi- 

ies and non-academic employers to take this into account. For 

xample, university administrators: What opportunities and uni- 

ersity support structures exist to extend postdoc appointments? 

ow are these policies communicated to ECRs? Hiring committees 

nd grant reviewers: How are you evaluating ECR candidates with 

 past-year publication gap or limited publication history? They 

ay be highly qualified, but childcare responsibilities, lost gains 

n mental health wellness, struggles with networking with overex- 

ended mentors, and other factors cannot be documented in a CV. 

It is critical that this investment be made today, otherwise the 

uture pipeline of researchers will run dry. Most of the achieve- 

ents of the past year were possible because of the investment 

hat had been made in yesteryears in people. If this investment 

s not continued, the future response to an inevitable pandemic 

ould be lacking. 
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