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Project Title: Improving the Pipeline for Women Principal Investigators in the NHLBI Intramural
Program

Name and Institution: Cynthia Dunbar; Senior Investigator and Head, Molecular Hematopoiesis
Section, National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institutes, National Institutes of Health

Collaborators: Michelle Bennett, Deputy Director, DIR, NHLBI; Herbert Geller, Office of Education,
DIR, NHLBI; Michael Gottesman, MD, Deputy Director for Intramural Research, NIH; Sharon
Milgram, Assistant Director and Head of the Intramural Office of Education and Training; Roland
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Background, Challenge or Opportunity: A rapid transformation of United States medical schools
and biomedical PhD programs has occurred over the past thirty years, with women now
constituting approximately half of graduating classes from MD and PhD programs. Within the
intramural NIH, half of current postdoctoral fellows are women. However, the representation of
female MDs or PhDs as principal investigators at the NIH has barely changed over the same time
period. Only 24% of NIH intramural tenure-track and tenured investigators are women, and even
fewer (16%) hold leadership positions as Lab, Branch or Center Directors, not significantly
increased since the mid 1980s. The NHLBI Intramural program lags behind these NIH-wide
numbers, with only 15 and 22% tenured and tenure-track female investigators respectively, and
only one female Branch or Center Chief.

Purpose/Objectives: 1) Identify the stage at which female doctoral-level biomedical researchers at
the National Institutes of Health leave the principal investigator career ladder and pursue
alternative career options. 2) Search for the factors contributing to the loss of female researchers
from the principle investigator career track. 3) Design and implement interventions within the
NHBLI intramural research program to enhance the retention of female investigators in the
pipeline towards success as a tenured senior investigator at the NHLBI or elsewhere.

Methods/Approach: 1) and 2) Three sources of data are being obtained and analyzed. An NIH-
wide fellow survey designed with my input and conducted by the Deputy Director for Intramural
Research identified a decrease in the percentage of female vs male postdoctoral fellows planning on
pursuing a career as a PI between postdoctoral years 1-3 versus 3 or more. A significantly lower
percentage of female versus male NHLBI postdoctoral fellows over the past 5 years moved onto
tenure-track positions, and comparison of eventual fellow disposition to stated career goals at entry
is ongoing. A detailed postdoctoral survey regarding factors contributing to career decisions has
been distributed and results will be available in April. 3) Since women seem to move
disproportionally away from the PI track during their postdoctoral training, we designed a program
to target this stage of the pipeline. In my role as the NHLBI Women Scientists Advisor, and in
collaboration with all NHLBI tenured and tenure-track women, we have begun implementation of a
new program to provide NHLBI female postdoctoral fellows with periodic access to senior NHLBI
women scientists, in the context of didactic programs on career strategies, a book group/journal
club to discuss relevant literature relevant to career progression, and small group or 1:1
interactions for support and advice regarding career strategies as well as sharing of personal
stories that may encourage postdoctoral fellows to consider careers as Pls.

Outcomes and Evaluation Strategy: We will collect career planning documents yearly from
NHLBI postdoctoral fellows, adding questions regarding the utility of the new postdoctoral support
program. We hope to detect a measurable increase in women applying to be Pls at the completion
of training.
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* Implementation and evaluation of the program together with the NHLBI/NIH
Women Scientists Advisors, and the NHLBI Office of Education
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