
A Postdoc’s Plea for Positivity (and Preregistration) 

I’m a postdoc (with the obligatory dose of imposter syndrome).

I consider myself extremely lucky to be a postdoc. I am fully aware that my position is 
predominantly due to luck and privilege. It’s possible that a small dollop of enthusiasm, 
optimism and curiosity has played it’s part along the way, but those aspects of my personality 
are probably also due to luck and privilege if I’m being honest. The reason I ended up smoothly 
transitioning into a PhD from my MSc was largely due to serendipitous timing. I was merely 
asking a question about a paper out of genuine curiosity, and this conversation directly led to 
me applying for a PhD with my subsequent supervisor. I happened to approach her just as an 
advertised position with funding was coming up, (I also applied for funding from the department, 
with the same supervisor, for a similar project, and didn’t get it), so it was lucky timing that the 
funding was already there. Similarly, my current Postdoc position was only advertised because 
the original ‘named postdoc’ on the grant found another position which he took instead, so this 
one became available just as I was finishing my PhD. Another case of serendipitous timing. 

The person who I am currently working with has a particularly ‘prestigious’ reputation in our 
field, for all the usual reasons- they have published a lot, and these publications are often 
overarching syntheses of the field, thus, most people know their name. His ‘fame’ has no real 
impact on my day to day work, and ‘luckily’ he happens to be extremely easy and supportive to 
work with, not to mention laid back and, most importantly, truly kind. He also hired me despite 
the fact that I hadn’t quite finished my PhD, and had practically no publications. In fact, in my 
acceptance email, one of the reasons I was apparently chosen was due to my explicit 
dedication to open science practices and improving statistical methods. This is worth bearing in 
mind.

So, all of the above is a recipe for underlying, constantly-lurking imposter syndrome. The lurking 
feelings easily erupt in certain situations. For example, a recent workshop in which many of the 
participants happily told me “I applied for your job!” and asked “what’s it like working with him?!” 
Seeing my position from others’ perspectives not only made me reevaluate how lucky I am, but 
also made me wonder what they must be thinking. “How come SHE got the job and not me?! 
What’s so special about HER? She doesn’t even have any publications?!” This was particularly 
painful when someone from my old department openly assumed I got the job because I already 
knew the PI (I didn’t- I had never met, spoken to, or even seen, my PI before the interview). 
Thankfully these feelings of unworthiness were immediately dispelled when I discussed them 
openly with my PI, and I quickly remembered how encouraging and reassuring he is to work 
with. 

Another sense of lurking doom is related to my dedication to open science. I am admittedly, 
unashamedly, obsessed with open science practices and everything that they entail. Not just 
open science, but improving research practices, from experimental design to statistical analyses 
to publication practices. This is due to a perfect storm of happenings in my PhD- I got sucked 
into the ‘replication crisis’ in Psychology (and Science generally) from every angle. First of all, I 
was introduced to the world of Bayesian statistics very early in my PhD for a variety of 
serendipitous reasons. Secondly, my project involved examining ‘stereotype threat’ and its 
supposed effect on female maths/spatial performance. This particular field was starting to 



produce abundant meta-analyses suggesting that “publication bias” might be a serious problem. 
It was also, again, good timing. People were also starting to kick up more of a public fuss 
(helped by social media) about p-hacking, publication bias, HARKing, etc, both from within and 
without the scientific literature. Honestly, I found this mounting evidence of ‘bad practice’ in 
science reassuring. This is because the alternative was this: I was personally faced with a mass 
of confusing literature and meta-analyses, with the possibility that the literature was skewed 
towards positive results, with no idea what to believe or what to think. This is terrifying for a PhD 
student and I think most PhD students go through this feeling regardless of their field. You’re 
used to your work being “marked” throughout undergraduate and master’s work; what you’ve 
done is either wrong or right. All of a sudden it’s up to you to make sense of a literature, and 
you’re becoming aware that science currently operates within a bubble of publication bias. And 
all of a sudden you don’t know what to believe or what to think, and the Big Beautiful Cathedral 
of Knowledge and Science is crumbling before your eyes and no one else seems worried?! So I 
was genuinely relieved that other people were indeed worried about this too, and trying their 
best to change it, and shout about it. Finally, the cherry on the cake was that in my final year 
Richard McElreath brought out his Statistical Rethinking book and lecture series, which brought 
everything together for me. 

So I guess I came to my current postdoc feeling very positive about the way academia/science/
psychology is changing/improving itself. Not only had I experienced a couple of years’ worth of 
intense Twitter activity- discovering hundreds of other psychologists who are fed up of the poor 
methods of analysis and publication, who were pointing out flaws and suggesting many ways to 
change them, but I had been hired despite not having any publications but having an 
appreciation of science’s problems and how we can improve them. This is all great news, right? 
Everything is going to be fine…

A plea for positivity 

However, since starting my postdoc I feel like conversations have turned slightly more sour and 
harder to reconcile with my optimistic outlook. The conversations that have happened around 
me are no fault of anyone’s, and the meaning of this post is to highlight the cumulative effect 
that these individually inconsequential conversations could have on ECRs over time.

Here is a typical example of a seemingly innocuous comment. When discussing my belief that 
science is changing and improving, and people are starting to value skills and quality over 
quantity and impact factor of publications, I have been faced on numerous occasions with: “are 
you a PhD student, or a Postdoc?” When answering “this is my first postdoc” the response is 
“yeah, I think most people at your stage start out optimistic but it gets harder to maintain that as 
time goes on” or words to that effect. I always laugh it off and concede “yes I suppose I’m still a 
young naive researcher with rose-tinted glasses!” and I usually shrug it off as just another 
cynical person who likes to point out the negatives rather than the positives. 

But over time, repeating this to yourself and others makes you start to question its validity. Am I 
actually irrationally idealistic? Am I just merrily skipping towards my doom without a care in the 
world? Am I guilty of confirmation bias, noticing evidence that the system is improving and 
ignoring all evidence to the contrary? If I take a stark look at my situation, I’m over half-way 
through my first postdoc position with only one first author publication from my PhD published, 



and in by no means a “high impact, upper tier”, fancy-pants journal, quite the opposite. I 
(naively?) chose to publish in PeerJ due to its progressive, modern and open approach to 
publishing. I respect the journal, and I want to publish in journals that I respect and think are 
helping push science in the right direction. Admittedly I did try to publish elsewhere first, but 
after my first rejection, instead of going through the usual rigmarole of stumbling down the 
impact-factor pecking-order, I was persuaded to go straight to PeerJ. Maybe this was a hugely 
costly and stupid thing for me to do at this stage of my career- will anyone hire me with such a 
shabby publication record?! My inner optimist responded with: ‘well, someone who values many 
high impact publications won’t hire you, but you don’t want to work for them anyway. You want 
to work with someone who values other things aside from that, and they just might hire you, 
precisely because they aren’t dogmatically looking at journal articles and impact factors.’ 

Another example: two senior professors discussing the hiring process over a departmental 
dinner. They were complaining, sympathetically, about how hard it is for ECRs these days. “The 
reality is if you don’t have a Nature paper you’re not going to get a permanent position”… and 
these sentiments were being thrown around. Then came the complaints that hiring committees 
don’t even bother reading papers, but just look at which journals they’re published in. I tried to 
chirp up with my usual line of “it’s changing, people are starting to focus on methods more.” 
They weren’t entirely convinced that it is changing, or that it will change. I then asked “when 
you’ve been on hiring panels, do you read the papers? Or do you just judge the candidate on 
the journals that they’ve published in?” They admitted that usually if they’re on the hiring panel 
they will know the literature anyway, so probably have already read the papers, and if not, they 
will at least look at the paper, yes. I raised the point that another lecturer I know reported that 
they’d been on hiring committees before that hadn’t read the papers, and outraged by this he 
consequently, now in charge of hiring committees himself, tries to enforce those on the 
committees to read the papers. I tried to suggest that this example shows it’s up to us (and 
others higher up the hierarchy) to change the norms and hire based on criteria that we 
ourselves value. My suggestion was briefly considered but the conversation quickly returned to 
dismay that ECRs they knew weren’t getting jobs despite being excellent researchers. They put 
it down to them being very careful, pedantic, thorough scientists who don’t sell their research, or 
themselves, very well. In other words they aren’t overconfident about the impact of their work. 
This rang true as I know scientists like this, those that don’t care about the big impact of their 
papers. They care about the questions themselves, and the validity of the methods available to 
answer those questions. They are rigorous and dedicated in their pursuit of knowledge and 
truth, yet they don’t feel they are valued by the scientific community due to their relatively small 
or insignificant-seeming publication record. 

Since finishing my PhD three of my best friends and favourite researchers (two postdocs, one 
PhD) left academia. This was, and still is, heartbreaking for me. Heartbreaking may seem like 
an unnecessarily emotional reaction, but to me it isn’t. They were the kind of scientists 
mentioned above- they weren’t motivated by impact factors, status, notoriety, or money. They 
were motivated by interesting questions, and using the best methods to try and answer them. I 
genuinely believe this is what motivates most scientists, and certainly, in my mind, the best 
scientists.  I’m not heartbroken on behalf of the individuals- I know they’re extremely (and more) 
happy in their new jobs, and of course I’m happy for them. I’m heartbroken in a more selfish 
way; these were my role models, and if even they can’t hack it in academia- what hope is there 
for me? I’m also weirdly heartbroken for science and our field, because I think thinkers like them 



are rare, and likewise people dedicated to rigorous, meticulous methods seem rarer (at the 
moment) than those who just want to bulldoze their way to an easy (and ‘high impact’) answer 
as quickly as possible. 

A plea for pre-registration 

My final example. Yet another dinner with academics hosting an external speaker and the 
conversation turns back to p-hacking, the file-drawer, the difficulty of publishing null results. 
Someone suggests preregistration would help all of this (reassuringly this time it wasn’t me). 
“Yeah… but will it? Is anyone actually going to do it?” responded a well established lecturer. 
Yes, it will help, IF everyone actually does it, and everyone does it at all stages. If most of us 
decide to start preregistering then, yes, of course it will work. If most of us don’t try it until we’re 
absolutely sure it will help then, no, of course it won’t work. It’s frequency dependent. But that’s 
the point- we have to all try to preregister, at all stages. Individuals aren’t ignoring 
preregistration because they doubt it’ll work, but because they don’t think the benefits outweigh 
the costs for them as individuals. They see a time/effort cost for themselves as individuals. 
‘What if while I’m busy preregistering someone else comes along and publishes before me? 
What if after I preregister someone scoops my idea? Preregistering will only delay my data 
collection and ultimately my publication, right?’ These assumptions couldn’t be further from the 
truth- as has been wonderfully discussed here http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/
10.1177/1745691618767878 and as I will briefly demonstrate from my own personal 
experience. 

The pros of preregistration

1. It SPEEDS UP your research

Contrary to what many seem to think, preregistering definitely speeds up the process of 
publishing research, from conception of the idea to submitting the paper, and most 
probably, through the review process too (see point 4). Have you ever been faced with a 
large, complex dataset and instantly known the best way to analyse it, which parameters 
to include, which random effects, how to clean and reshape the data, and the code to go 
with it? Of course not- unless you’ve preregistered. Preregistering forces you to think 
through each step of data collection, data cleaning, and analysis, before you collect the 
data. “I already plan my analyses before I collect the data anyway”, I hear you cry. Yes, 
that’s what I used to think too. But until you are forced to answer very detailed questions 
about EXACTLY what you’re going to do, and, even better, write the analysis script and 
run it with dummy data, I guarantee you have not thought of every tiny detail. Having not 
preregistered anything during my PhD, I know all too well (as I’m sure most of you do) 
the feeling of being faced with a dataset, and realising that not only did you overlook a 
few seemingly minor things that constrain your analysis in pretty fundamental ways, but 
there are also an overwhelming number of possibilities for how to analyse it to answer 
your research question. This leads me onto my next point, but, having all of these 
decisions made BEFORE you are faced with your dataset 100% speeds up and 
smooths over the process of analysis (if you’ve already written the script for dummy 
data, it’s literally a matter of hitting “run”). You’ve already dealt with and solved the 
problems, likely adjusting small parts of your methods, so that you can perform the 
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analysis. The alternative is trying desperately to find an analysis that you can actually 
run with the data you’ve collected, which is a slow and painful process (“to consult the 
statistician after an experiment is finished is often merely to ask him to conduct a post 
mortem examination. He can perhaps say what the experiment died of” to quote Fisher).

2. Freedom from too many degrees of freedom (and anxiety)

As previously mentioned, it is pretty common to collect your data and only afterwards 
realise there are in fact multiple ways to answer the question you’re interested in. Having 
decided exactly how to analyse your data before you collect it frees you from this anxiety 
of not knowing which method to choose, or which is best. Of course, you still don’t know 
which method is ‘best’ as it were, but at least you will have a previously justified reason 
for going ahead with your chosen method, and will have already encountered potential 
problems and dealt with them beforehand. This doesn’t mean you can only analyse your 
data in this predetermined way, though. This is a worry that people ask me about a lot: 
“But, what if we realise there is a better way to analyse it afterwards? Or what if we 
realise we were wrong? Or what if we forgot a critical variable that we now want to 
include? Won’t we be accused of post-hoc changing our mind based on our results?” 
No, of course you can do whatever you want, as long as you explicitly and honestly state 
your reasons for it, and label it as either exploratory or deviating from your original plan 
for whatever reasons. This is totally fine, and kind of the point of preregistering…

3. Confidence to Explore

Knowing that you’ve pre-justified your analysis for your main question of interest, you 
now have the confidence and freedom to explore as your heart desires. If you’re truly 
convinced that there may be a secretly lurking variable that explains everything much 
better than you originally thought, then by all means check! If it does, cool, report it, but 
thankfully you no longer have to pretend that you thought this all along. You can honestly 
admit “huh, we thought this was going to do all the work- turns out it’s this other thing, 
who knew.” This is how science progresses, as long as we honestly say that it was 
unexpected. If we pretend it is exactly how we predicted all along whilst ignoring the stuff 
we actually were testing with our method, then we end up with publication bias and 
skewed literature and a whole host of other problems, which is why we’re in this mess in 
the first place. If we instead openly admit that we weren’t actually controlling for this 
thing but it turns out it does a lot of the explaining with this particular method and data 
then we can encourage others to double-check this finding by testing and controlling for 
it explicitly next time. This is much better for science as a whole than pretending it was 
what we predicted and leading some other poor PhD student to assume this prediction 
holds, only to find they can’t replicate it as it was spurious in the first place. Hello 
replication crisis and wasted research hours. 

4. Gain reviewers’ trust

When reviewing (an admittedly small handful of) papers I have started to include the 
phrase “unfortunately, because you didn’t preregister your analysis…” Now that 
preregistering is an easy-peasy free open possibility for anyone, there is no excuse for 
including every variable under the sun in your analysis with absolutely no a priori 
justification. “Our model included an effect for age, sex, weather, hand size, eye colour, 



favourite food, and country of birth…” Did it? Why? “We found a statistically significant 
effect of country of birth on the ability to smell perfume in a crowded room.” Right, well, 
why did you predict that? And while I’m at it, why is eye colour a relevant variable here? 
Why not shoe size? If you haven’t preregistered your predictions and analysis, then, how 
do I know you haven’t just p-hacked your data to death, or found spurious associations 
and come up with post-hoc explanations for their relevance? I’d like to trust you, of 
course, but, I can’t know for sure. I can if you’ve preregistered. And as preregistering 
becomes more common, this is going to become more of a problem for people who 
haven’t preregistered. On top of this, when the reviewer insists that you should have 
done everything differently, you can point to your preregistration and say “yeah, it may 
seem that way, but these methods and results are explicitly based on our a priori 
predictions, taken from theory, that we had before we saw the data, so any extra stuff 
you want us to do now is exploratory and not directly answering the initial question we 
had.” (Unless of course the methods and analyses you came up with for your 
preregistration are fundamentally flawed in the first place, in which case you have bigger 
problems).

5. Scoop-proof!

I’m still baffled by the fear of ‘scooping’ that some people seem to have in science. To 
me, if someone else somehow hears about your idea, and just so happens to have the 
exact same skill set, methods and resources as you but manages to pull off the research 
before you, then, to be honest, good for them. But to me this occurrence seems 
incredibly unlikely. And even if it did happen, it’s not going to be EXACTLY the same 
data/sample/method that you would have used in your lab, so, great! You can replicate 
it! Or not! Science progresses, hooray. But, it seems to be a fear that people mention in 
relation to preregistration now and again so I’ll address it anyway. Clearly if you have a 
genuinely jaw-droppingly unique and insightful idea that no other human being could 
possibly conceive of, preregister it ASAP. Then if someone comes along with the exact 
same idea, genuinely after you had it, you can point to your time-stamped, publicly open 
preregistration and blame them for cold-heartedly and red-handedly stealing your idea. 
You can name and shame them with cold, hard proof, the horrid little beasts. On the off-
chance that they simultaneously had the exact same idea out of pure genius, then it’s 
their fault (or your fault) for not preregistering it. Maybe you both pre-register it at the 
same time, fine, why don’t you bond over this ridiculous coincidence over a pint in the 
pub and turn this competition into collaboration. Maybe they genuinely have the same 
idea, preregister their version after you, and honestly claim that they never saw your 
preregistration. Well, that’s just bad luck for both of you, in the same way ‘scooping’ is in 
the ‘old system’ when preregistration didn’t exist. 

6. Improve the validity of science forever  

This one goes without saying and has been argued elsewhere. We can eradicate 
publication bias, p-hacking, HARKing and consequently save researcher hours and 
funds, and increase trust in scientific publishing, if we all start preregistering. 

Confessions of a reluctant preregisterer. 



A postdoc recently told me that he hadn’t considered preregistering and saw it as a genuine 
waste of time. His PI encouraged him to because another postdoc in their lab was also 
preregistering. This small bit of peer pressure caused him to try preregistering, and he 
confessed that it hugely improved his research, was enjoyable, and sped up the whole process. 
He said it made him more confident about his analysis, more excited to collect the data, less 
anxious about analysing it, and more confident about exploring it openly. He is now proudly 
committed to preregistering. Every single person I know who has tried preregistering says it is 
so much better than they expected, it definitely improved their research and they would 
definitely do it again in the future. Of course, most of these people are lower down the academic 
hierarchy, but to me, this is a very hopeful picture as it suggests word of mouth will eventually 
get out and the trend will spread! But perhaps this is me being unrealistically optimistic again…

To conclude

It’s all very well for established lecturers to keep using the system that’s worked for them, 
perpetuating the status quo that they keep complaining about in front of us whilst we’re 
desperately trying to embrace a new system or a way of fixing it. But this is only pushing out 
new, rigorous, dedicated ECRs who we need to help perpetuate the new, improved system. I’ve 
written this blogpost deliberately personally. Science is “my job” but it’s also my passion. I don’t 
think it has to be your passion to make you a good scientist, of course. But what if it is 
someone’s passion? I love my job. It’s obviously difficult and exhausting at times like all jobs 
are, but, it is the only career I know of that can satisfy my craving and curiosity for the “big” 
philosophical questions about humans (How did we get here? Why do we behave the way we 
do? Why do we seem so different to all other species?) and in which I get to discuss the 
possible answers and methods for answering these questions with others who also want to 
answer them. As Daniel Nettle put it “…despite all this, I still believe that to spend one’s working 
life as a weaver on the collective tapestry of human ideas is a noble calling, and a privilege.” For 
me, leaving science and academia would be devastating. But the more I hear colleagues 
“further up the hierarchy” telling me how awful and difficult and broken and ghastly and 
apocalyptic life in academia is, the less positive and optimistic I feel about my career, and the 
future of science generally. If even I, an apparently ludicrously optimistic and enthusiastic 
postdoc, can feel dissuaded and disillusioned by all of this negativity and naysaying, imagine 
what it is doing to realistic and sensible ECRs who are deciding if science is really for them.  

So this is my personal plea, as a postdoc, for positivity (and preregistration).


