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The process of evaluating and nego-
tiating a tenure-track job offer is
unstructured and highly variable,
making it susceptible to bias and
inequitable outcomes. We outline
common aspects of and recom-
mendations for negotiating an aca-
demic job offer in the life sciences
to support equitable recruitment of
diverse faculty.

Introduction
Negotiating a job offer is an essential but
often overlooked step when searching for
a tenure-track faculty position. In addition
to their future salary and benefits, a soon-
to-be professor must also evaluate the
elements of an offer that are crucial for
research and tenure, such as laboratory
space, start-up package, access to essen-
tial equipment, and teaching commitments.
These offerings vary widely among insti-
tutes and departments, are typically not
described in job postings, and are highly
dependent on the proposed research pro-
gram of a given applicant. This variability
and lack of transparency results in negotia-
tions that are inherently non-uniform, un-
structured, and open to bias. In general,
negotiation outcomes are inequitable
based on the gender, ethnicity, and other
historically marginalized identities of the
candidate. These inequities are exacerbated
by ambiguity, the potential for backlash,
and cultural taboos surrounding negotia-
tion [1–6]. In addition, the gender identity,
racial perception, and personality traits of
the person facilitating the negotiations can
affect negotiation outcomes [3,7,8].

We attempt to illuminate this exciting and
challenging culmination of the academic
search in the life sciences by summarizing
typical stages and key considerations in
the negotiation process, focusing primarily
on research-intensive positions in the USA.
For more information on how to prepare
for earlier stages of the job search (such
as the application, screening interviews,
and 'interview visits' that include a job talk
and chalk talk) we point readers to refer-
ences [9–13]. We describe strategies,
surprises, and setbacks, drawing from the
experiences of recently hired participants
in the Leading Edge initiative of early-
career women and nonbinary scientists
(https://www.leadingedgesymposium.org).
Although these resources help to normalize
effective negotiation by applicants, we hope
they also benefit hiring departments. By
proactively providing important information,
identifying overlooked means to support
applicants, and recognizing areas for im-
provement, faculty search committees can
improve their rate of successful hires and
their reputation as attractive workplaces
for diverse candidates.

Information gathering
Throughout the academic job search, one
crucial question will repeatedly emerge:
what does the candidate need to run a
successful research group? To answer,
candidates must look inward and assess
their unique needs [14]. As such, we sug-
gest that each candidate should consider
the following questions well before receiving
an offer:

(i) What do you need to be fulfilled profes-
sionally (such as mentoring, recognition,
and funding)?
Tren
(ii) What do you need to be fulfilled
personally (such as family support,
financial stability, cost of living, com-
mute, safety, and lifestyle)?

(iii) What is the composition of your ideal
laboratory, and what will you need to
support these individuals?

(iv) What equipment and resources are
necessary for your research program?

(v) How much, and what type of, teach-
ing and service would you prefer to
perform?

To ground these broad reflections, we
further recommend talking to colleagues
and mentors about their experiences.

Evenwith these personalized needs inmind,
evaluating an institution will still feel over-
whelming. Candidates will be showered
with information from search committees,
institutional administration, and depart-
mental faculty and trainees. The reality
that an academic career has culminated
in this decision and that one needs to be
'well-informed' to enter negotiations can
add further pressure and uncertainty. To
maintain focus and guide conversations, it
is important to remember that the purpose
of gathering information is: (i) to identify
instances where an offer does not align
with the professional or personal needs of
the candidate, and (ii) to compare offers
to evaluate which would best support the
research program and personal priorities
of the candidate.

We surveyed a group of recently hired
Leading Edge fellows (Figure 1A) to deter-
mine the most helpful information to collect
for negotiations. From their responses, we
distilled a list of key questions, appropriate
times to address them, and some typical
responses (Table 1). Although it is the
responsibility of candidates to ask about
their specific needs, search committees
that proactively offer answers to these
common questions will improve the trans-
parency, speed, and equity of the negotia-
tion process.
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Figure 1. Information gathering. (A) A list of topics influential in the negotiation process. Results from a survey of Leading Edge fellows (https://www.
leadingedgesymposium.org) who applied for tenure-track academic positions between 2018 and 2022. Participants reported what information was essential for
negotiations. Data represent the percentage of the total survey responses (N=21). (B) Systematic comparison of tenure-track job offers. An example of an
organizational spreadsheet that allows the candidate to list personal and professional needs (in light grey) includes a multiplier to help to prioritize these needs (in white)
and assess the strengths and weaknesses of each position using a scoring system (1–10, low to high, in red to green). (C,D) Negotiation statistics. Results from a
survey of Leading Edge fellows. Participants reported how many rounds of negotiation were experienced (29 responses collected from 22 individuals due to multiple
offers) and how long the negotiation process took between the initial verbal offer and preparation of the final written document (40 responses collected from 23
individuals due to multiple offers). Data represent the percentage of applicant experiences. Figures were generated using Vizzlo and Excel.
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To help organize this information, we
recommend that candidates systemati-
cally compare what they learn about each
institution in a spreadsheet (Figure 1B).
2 Trends in Biochemical Sciences, Month 2022, Vol. xx, No.
This spreadsheet will allow candidates to
include all their professional and personal
needs, allocate importance multipliers to
each factor to distinguish crucial 'needs'
xx
from desirable 'wants', and score each
offer. Such tools are living documents,
and each stage of the search process will
likely result in new data, questions, and
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Table 1. Negotiation considerations for incoming faculty members
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Table 1. (continued)
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Table 1. (continued)
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Table 1. (continued)
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updated priorities to ultimately define what
success looks like.

The 'typical' negotiation process
Although every institution and department
conducts their search differently, our survey
identified consistent trends. Negotiation
starts with information gathering during
a first on-site (or virtual) interview visit, ac-
celerates rapidly upon receipt of a verbal
offer, and typically culminates in formal dis-
cussion of an offer letter during or following
a second on-site recruitment visit.

Early in the interview process, the depart-
ment may inquire about the needs of the
applicant to broadly determine how they
can support their research program.
However, following the verbal offer, the
department will frequently request a
more formal and complete 'needs list'.
This list should indicate the costs in-
volved in running a laboratory for the first
3–5 years, including research personnel,
major equipment (items over $1000),
6 Trends in Biochemical Sciences, Month 2022, Vol. xx, No.
and expenses such as consumables, core
facility usage, animal care, and sequencing.
The most compelling item in the needs list
is a budget of estimated costs. Examples
from recent faculty hires in a related field
and ideally from the department making
the offer will be invaluable. We recommend
budgets that are reasonable but somewhat
higher than the expected start-up funds
because most departments will be able to
offer creative solutions that reduce costs. In
addition to budget items, a needs list should
include a description of space needs and
other considerations such as teaching and
service expectations, student support, start
date, and relocation funds.

After receiving the needs list, the depart-
ment will likely initiate discussions to clarify
any uncertainties, find solutions, and plan
the second on-site visit. If agreements
are reached verbally, it is helpful to sum-
marize these outcomes in an email to
ensure mutual understanding. From this
stage on, the department is strongly
xx
motivated to conclude the discussion,
either with an accepted offer or by begin-
ning negotiations with an alternative candi-
date. The candidate must clarify what they
still need to know (Table 1) and determine
the timetable for making and closing the
offer, or for requesting an extension of
the signing deadline as needed.

Although discussions can progress quickly,
candidates should expect delays between
talks and updated formal offers because
changes may need institutional approval.
Most applicants we surveyed reported
going through at least 1–2 rounds of negoti-
ation (Figure 1C), and that the time between
an initial verbal offer to a written offer was
1–4 months (Figure 1D), sometimes in-
cluding an intermediate written list of offer
terms. In the end, an offer letter will look
like a contract and should delineate the
salary, responsibilities, tenure timeline,
startup package, space, teaching respon-
sibilities, and relocation expenses of the
candidate. The candidate should carefully
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read through this letter and highlight points
requiring further discussion.

Aligning expectations through
iterative negotiations
During the negotiation process, it is typi-
cal to iteratively identify solutions to any
mismatches in expectations. For instance,
if it is unclear to the department chair why
a piece of equipment or a renovation is
necessary, they may suggest that the
candidate meet with a department mem-
ber in a similar field to discuss any con-
cerns. Alternatively, if they encourage the
candidate to use a shared resource instead
of purchasing new equipment, the candi-
date should speak with the manager of
that resource and assess its specifications
and availability. After determining whether
this compromise is appropriate for their
needs, the candidate may advocate for
a different solution. During or soon after
the second visit, the candidate may also
ask other faculty how they negotiated
during this stage, which could reveal non-
negotiable items or workaround solutions
that may be useful to the candidate. If
candidates have multiple offers, they may
also ask an institution to match an aspect
of their competing offer(s).

One of the goals of negotiations for both
the candidate and chair is to agree on suf-
ficient resources to enable the candidate
to achieve tenure at the institution. There-
fore, to align expectations between the
negotiating parties, the start-up package
can be placed within the context of tenure
and promotion expectations. In addition,
the candidate should compare other em-
ployment benefits. For example, a lower
salary can sometimes be offset by excellent
healthcare benefits, retirement contribu-
tions, housing support, tuition remission
for spouse or children, or on-site child-
care. When items are deemed to be
'non-negotiable', the candidate and
chair can still seek creative solutions to
satisfy both parties. For example, the ex-
piration of start-up funds could be offset
by a teaching release to enable the candi-
date to focus on grant applications during
the start-up period. Training grants can
cover the salary of a trainee, thereby free-
ing start-up funds. Capital equipment
that exceeds the start-up budget may
be purchased using intramural resources
for shared departmental use.

During challenging conversations, candi-
dates may find it helpful to remain fo-
cused on their priorities. For instance,
to be seen as 'less difficult', applicants,
especially women and minorities, may
feel pressured to accept an initial or mini-
mally modified offer [2–5]. When these
moments arise, the applicant should
remember that they are not advocating
only for themselves but for the foundation
of a successful research program. Such
discussions also offer key insights into
department culture. Ideally, the depart-
ment chair should feel like a mediator
and ally whom one trusts to advocate
for one's future success.

Accepting an offer
Once the negotiated offer is in writing and
signed, what is next? If the candidate has
multiple offers, they should inform other
institutions of the accepted offer as soon
as possible. Then they should celebrate
and share the exciting news with their pro-
fessional support system! Afterward, the
candidatemust establish a plan for complet-
ing postdoctoral projects and transitioning
into the new position [15,16]. The candidate
has spent the past year (or more) planning
their research program; now it is time to
make it a reality!
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