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Should I Stay or Should I Go? 
A career in the sciences
Report 18-021
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• Obtain information about career paths in science.

• Understand the driving factors of career satisfaction in the sciences. 

• Examine how likely a science professional is to leave his/her career.

• Allow participants to benchmark their preferences/experiences to others.

Study Objectives

O B JEC TIV ESOBJECTIVES
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Study Results
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50% of Scientists Surveyed Have Considered Leaving Their Career in the Sciences 

RESULTS  

n= 643

Yes
50%

No
50%
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Only 18% of Scientists Surveyed are Highly Satisfied with Their Current Position

RESULTS  

n= 643

Highly 
Satisfied

18%

Neither 
Satisfied nor 
Dissatisfied

37%

Highly 
Dissatisfied 

45%
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Only 26% Find their Job Highly Intellectually Challenging  

RESULTS  

n= 643

Highly 
Challenging

26%

Neither 
Challenging nor 
Unchallenging

46%

Highly 
Unchallenging 

28%
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What’s Driving 
those Statistics? 
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• Academic professionals are more frustrated than 
Pharma/Biotech professionals with inadequate project 
funding (16% vs. 6%).

• Pharma/Biotech professionals are more frustrated than 
any other group with supervisor/management 
expectations (10% Pharma/Biotech vs. 3% Academic and 
Other). 

• Almost a quarter of Millennials are frustrated with 
insufficient compensation, more than any other 
generation (22%). 

FRUSTRATIONS

The Main Work-Related Frustrations of Scientists
Scientists across the board report a large problem with 
internal politics. Professionals are constantly competing 
with one another for talent, who gets published, who 
gets funded, the pressure to have significant findings etc. 

Interesting Findings:

Not enough support staff

Internal politics

Other

Excessive obligations 
(i.e., committees, mentoring)

Inadequate project funding

Lack of advancement

Insufficient compensation

Supervisor/management 
expectations

Regulatory process

Personnel problems

Tenure fears

20%

14%

4%

13%

12%

11%

11%

5%

4%

3%

3%
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Being a scientist is more than a job, it’s a calling. A 
desire to make the world better and to understand the 
way things work.

COMPENSATION

Scientists’ Base Salaries 

• 37% of scientists earn $50,000 USD or less

• 49% strongly disagree that the salary they receive is 
adequate to cover their expenses and support their 
lifestyle.

• 62% strongly disagree that the salary they receive is 
fair considering their age, education, and experience. 

• 64% strongly disagree that their institution/company 
provides a benefits package adequate for their needs. 

n= 643

$50,001 to 
100,000 

USD

$10,000 to 
$50,000 

USD

Less than 
$10,000 

USD

$100,001 to 
$150,000 

USD

$150,001 to 
$200,000 

USD

8%

More than 
$200,000 

USD

Prefer not 
to answer

29%

36%

4%

15%

6%

3%
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COMPENSATION

Scientists’ Base Salaries by Gender

• 29% of male scientists report making $100,001 USD 
or more while only 15% of females match that.

• Almost a quarter of women strongly disagree that the 
salary they receive is fair considering their age, 
education, and experience, more than men do (22% 
of women, 15% of men). 

$50,001 to 
100,000 USD

Less than 
$10,000 USD

$10,000 to 
$50,000 USD

1%

Prefer not 
to answer

27%

$100,001 to 
$150,000 

USD

$150,001 to 
$200,000 

USD

More than 
$200,000 

USD

8%
7%

34%

5%

33%

3%

41%

18%

9%

6%
5%

3%

Male (n=436)

Female (n=199)
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Many scientists feel they do not earn a sufficient salary. Obviously workers of any career (or in 
any field) want fair compensation; it is rare to ever find someone that is completely satisfied with 
their pay. However, what often gets overlooked for scientists is that what they do is not just a job, 
it’s a calling. A calling to make a difference. A calling to contribute something to the overall 
benefit of society. 

So given the sacrifices they have endured of strenuous school years, the cost of paying for that 
schooling, the long hours spent in the lab, the low-paying post-graduate jobs, and all the 
frustrations they have encountered, it is valid that many would feel undercompensated and 
undervalued as an employee. 

COMPENSATION

Scientists’ Base Salaries 
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Main Reasons to Leave Career 

REASONS TO LEAVE

• Scientists working in Pharma/Biotech were more likely to 
consider leaving their career due to new opportunities 
and loss of interest than any other group. They were the 
least likely to leave due to family reasons.

• Scientists working in academia were the least likely to 
consider leaving due to loss of interest.

Burnout

New opportunity

Loss of interest

Other

44%

Not enough free time

7%

Too difficult

30%
29%

30%

2%

21%

9%

20% 30%

Family reasons

20%

20%
17%

8% 14%
11%

20%

8%

6%

6%
7%

4%
5%

4%

3%
3%

6%

Financial concern

17%

Total Respondents (n=319)

Academic (n=250)

Pharma/Biotech (n=50)

Other Industry (n=18*)
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Main Reasons to Leave Career 

REASONS TO LEAVE

• Males were more likely to consider leaving due to financial 
concerns and new opportunities than females.

• Females were more likely to consider leaving due to 
burnout and family reasons than males.

• In part these reasons reflect different traditional roles in 
the family (breadwinning vs. caregiving either for 
immediate family or extended family).

Family reasons

Financial concern 33%

New opportunity

Burnout

Loss of interest

Other

7%

Too difficult

Not enough free time

11%

30%

4%

21%

26%

24%

20%
19%

21%

4%

9%

8%
10%

4%

6%

9%

3%
6%

3%
2%

5%

14%

Total Respondents (n=319)

Male (n=205)

Female (n=109)
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• Europeans are less likely to feel that any other 
group of people values their workplace 
contributions. 

• Those in the Academia feel the least supported 
out of all the other industries.

• Females are more likely than men to strongly 
disagree that their colleagues value their 
workplace contributions. 

Many Scientists Feel a Lack of Support
Workplace Culture 

WORKPLACE CULTURE 

Scientists feel more valued by their colleagues –
the people they’re metaphorically in the 
“trenches” with – than they do by the people 
who are externally related. 

n= 643

36%

30%

19%

37%

32%

32%

27%

37%

49%

My SUPERVISOR 
values my 

workplace contributions.

My COLLEAGUES 
value my 

workplace contributions.

My INSTITUTION/COMPANY 
values my workplace 

contributions.

Highly Agree

Neither Agree nor Disagree

Highly Disagree
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Many Are Dissatisfied with the Quality of Facilities and Infrastructure

FACILITIES & INFRASTRUCTURE

n= 643
46%

39%

27%

21%

21%

21%

20%

28%

33%

35%

32%

22%

22%

22%

26%

28%

38%

47%

58%

58%

58%

My supervisor has helped me get 
funding to do my own work.

I have access to the 
books and journals I 

need for my work.

My institution/company provides 
access to travel grants and/or awards.

The research facility 
where I work is clean 
and well maintained.

My institution/company 
supplies the equipment

and supplies I need for my work.

My institution/company
supplies the technical support and 

services I need for my work.

The institution provides opportunities 
for independent funding.

Highly Agree Neither Agree nor Disagree Highly Disagree
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Many Are Dissatisfied with the Quality of Facilities and Infrastructure

FACILITIES & INFRASTRUCTURE

• Only 15% of European scientists strongly agree that their institution/company supplies the 
technical support and services they need for their work.

• Scientists in Academia are more likely than scientists working in Pharma/Biotech to strongly 
disagree that their institution/company supplies the equipment and supplies they need for 
their work (Strongly Disagree: Academic 44%, Pharma/Biotech 18%).

• The lower the salary, the higher the percentage of respondents that strongly agree that their 
institution/company supplies the technical support and services they need for their work. 
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• Boomers ranked their current positions as more 
intellectually challenging than average. 

• Generation X ranked their current positions as 
less intellectually challenging than average. 

• Those who make more than $150,000 USD 
ranked their current positions as more 
challenging than average. 

Level of Intellectual Challenge 

CHALLENGE

Many Scientists Do Not Feel Challenged 

n= 643

Highly 
Challenging

26%

Neither 
Challenging nor 
Unchallenging

46%

Highly 
Unchallenging 

28%
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• There seems to be a direct correlation between 
overall job satisfaction and the level of 
intellectual challenge involved with scientist’s 
current positions. 

• The more intellectually challenged one is, the 
more overall satisfied they seem to be. 

• 48% of those who are unsatisfied with their job 
feel highly unchallenged while 56% of those 
who are highly satisfied with their job also feel 
highly challenged. 

CHALLENGE

The Correlation Between Satisfaction and Challenge
n= 643

56%

26%

13%

37%

60%

39%

7%

14%

48%

Highly 
Satisfied

Somewhat 
Satisfied

Not 
Satisfied

Highly Challenging Highly Unchallenging

Neither Challenging nor Unchallenging
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• Pharma/Biotech and other industries report spending more of their 
time performing administration/management tasks than those in 
Academia (33% Pharma/Biotech vs. 23% Academic). 

• Those in Academia spend more of their time performing basic 
research than those in Pharma/Biotech (34% Academic vs. 25% 
Pharma/Biotech).

• There is a positive correlation between earning a larger salary and 
spending less time performing basic research.

• Scientists making more than $150,000 USD spend more time than 
average performing “other” tasks. 

Percentage of Time Spent Performing  Tasks in Current Position 

ALLOCATION OF TIME

Some Other Tasks According to SAB Members:
• Clinical Work
• Quality Control
• Analysis
• Project Management 
• Diagnostics Research 

Basic Research
31%

Administration
/Management

26%

Teaching
16%

Translation 
Research

15%

Manufacturing
5% Other

7%
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• Asian scientists ranked recognition and prestige as 
their number one most important factor in their 
professional lives. 

• Males ranked autonomy as the most important 
factor while females ranked job security as most 
important factor. 

The Most Important Factors in Scientist’s Professional Lives 

IMPORTANT JOB FACTORS

15% of those making more than $150,000 USD marked “Other” as 
being the most important. Some of their answers include:
• Intellectual stimulation and challenge
• Job satisfaction 
• Accomplishment and self-satisfaction 
• Work/Life balance
• Contribution to society

n= 642

Salary and compensation

Autonomy

Job security 21%

Resources available 
to do the job

Promotion opportunities

Recognition and prestige

Other

Opportunities for 
collegial exchange

Number of hours worked

23%

15%

13%

11%

6%

5%

3%

2%
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Implications



©2019 The Science Advisory Board • scienceboard.net 22

• Due to an insufficient salary, 43% of scientists seek additional 
income. 

• Scientists in Asia are more likely than those in any other region to 
pursue science writing as an additional source of income. 

• Male scientists are more likely than female scientists to have an 
additional source of income. 

• Out of all the age groups, Boomers are the most likely to have an 
additional source of income. 

Scientists Seek Additional Income 
Sources of Additional Income in 2017/2018

ADDITIONAL INCOME

Some “Other” Sources of Income According to SAB 
Members:
• Exam rater
• Renting out properties
• Adjunct faculty 
• Grant reviewer 
• Teaching at a University 

n= 636

Other

3%

Consulting

Tutoring

Board member

Part-time job 
unrelated to science

Science writer

7%

Online teacher

Licensing fees

Start-up company

None

17%

6%

5%

3%

2%

1%

1%

57%
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• 71% of Asian scientists would consider relocating to another 
country. 

• Male scientists are more likely than female scientists to 
consider relocating to another country (Willing to Relocate: 
59% male, 49% female). 

• There is a positive correlation between youth and 
willingness to relocate. 

• Millennials are much more willing to consider relocation 
than Boomers (Willing to Relocate: 41% Boomers, 74% 
Millennials). 

• There is a positive correlation between willingness to 
relocate and salary, the less one makes, the more willing 
they are to relocate. 

Scientists Consider Relocation Percentage of those 
Considering Relocation

RELOCATION 

n= 643

Yes
56%

No
44%
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• The United States is considered the most 
attractive country to relocate to by those who 
live elsewhere.

• 16% of respondents indicated that relocating 
within the country they currently live in is 
the most attractive option.

Most Attractive Countries for Relocation in Regard to Science (Top 10)

RELOCATION

Germany

United States

United Kingdom

Singapore

Canada

Australia

Switzerland

France

New Zealand

Sweden

24%

13%

9%

8%

3%

7%

7%

4%

3%

2% n= 537
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• Europeans are twice as likely to choose 
Germany for relocation than North Americans.

• North Americans are almost three times more 
likely to choose to relocate to Canada than 
Europeans.

• Europeans find Switzerland to be a 
particularly attractive location for relocation. 

• Similarly, Asians find the United States more 
attractive to relocate to than Europeans and 
North Americans.

Most Attractive Countries in Regard to Science (Top 10)

RELOCATION

Switzerland

France

Canada

Singapore

Australia

United States

Germany

2%

4%
United Kingdom

New Zealand

Sweden

4%
27%

7%

44%

15%

24%
7%

6%

2%

6%
8%

10%
11%

11%
5%

5%

9%
7%

10%

4%
3%

1%

4%

2% 4%
3%

2%

Asia (n=102)

North America (n=168)

Europe (n=194)
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• Asian scientists are more likely than average to search for a 
new job in the next 12 months (27% Highly Likely vs. 20% 
Highly Likely for total respondents).

• Millennials are more likely to search for a new job than 
Boomers (29% Highly Likely Millennials vs. 14% Highly Likely 
Boomers). 

• Generally, the lower the salary, the more likely scientists are 
to be searching for a job in the next 12 months.

• 30% of respondents who reported being unsatisfied with 
their jobs will actively search for a new job in the next 12 
months. 

Likelihood of Searching for a New Job in the Next 12 Months 

LIKELIHOOD OF SEARCHING FOR NEW JOB

n= 643

Highly Likely
20%

Somewhat Likely
17%

Not Likely
63%
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• Out of all the age groups, Generation X was the most 
likely to pursue consulting at 43% and Millennials were 
the least likely at 17%. 

• Males were slightly more interested than females in 
pursuing entrepreneurship. 

• Males top two choices were consulting (36%) and science 
writer (24%) while females chose science writer (34%) 
and “Other” (29%). 

Top Alternative Careers for Scientists 

ALTERNATIVE CAREER

Some “Other” Alternative Careers According to SAB Members:
• Teaching 
• Research Administration 
• Agriculture 
• Academic Administration 
• Eye Surgeon 
• Food Scientist
• Product Development 

n= 316

Other

Consulting

7%

Science Writer

Entrepreneur

16%

Medical Science Liaison

Government Regulator
/Policymaker

Business Analyst

Market Research Analyst

Regulatory Affairs

Health Informatics
Operations Research 

Analyst
8%

Sales

Patent Law

33%

28%

22%

19%

18%

9%

9%

8%

5%

4%
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Top Two Choices per Industry:

Academic: 1st choice is Consulting 
(33%) and 2nd choice is Science Writer 
(30%). 

Pharma/Biotech: 1st choice is 
Consulting (34%) and 2nd choice is 
Entrepreneur (34%).

Other Industry: 1st choice is Consulting 
(33%) and 2nd choice is Regulatory 
Affairs (28%).

Alternative Careers by Industry:

ALTERNATIVE CAREER

n= 316

Business Analyst

Operations Research Analyst

Sales

18%

Entrepreneur

Science Writer

23%
Medical Science Liaison

3%

Other

Government Regulator/
Policymaker

Health Informatics

Regulatory Affairs

Market Research Analyst

Patent Law

33%
34%

33%

17%

30%
18%

11%

16%

24%

8%

12%

28%

11%

10%

6%

8%

20%
17%

15%

12%

34%
6%

Consulting

2%

8%

6%

10%

6%

8%

6%

6%

20%

5%

6%

11%

Academic (n=247) Pharma/Biotech (n=50) Other Industry (n=18*)
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Outcome  Outcome
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• Asian scientists report being the most likely to act on their 
interest in leaving the lab (Highly Likely: 18% Asia vs. 14% 
North America, and 7% Europe). 

• Pharma/Biotech professionals are more likely than 
Academic professionals to act on their interest in leaving 
the lab (Highly Likely: 16% Pharma/Biotech, 11% 
Academic). 

• Females are more likely than males to act on their interest 
in leaving the lab (Highly Likely: 9% Male, 15% Female). 

• 21% of those making less than $10,000 USD annually are 
highly likely to act upon their interest in leaving the lab 
while only 10% of those making more than $150,000 USD 
are likely to act upon this interest. 

Likelihood of Acting upon Interest to Leave the Lab

OUTCOME 

n= 319

Through all the dissatisfaction, frustrations, and obstacles,  only 
11% are actually highly likely to act upon their interest in leaving 
the lab. 

Highly Likely
11%

Neither Likely or 
Unlikely

29%
Highly Unlikely

60%
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Percentage of those who would “Do it All Over Again” if Given the Chance 

OUTCOME

• Despite all the conveyed frustration amongst 
scientists, 57% said they would do it all over again.

• Asian scientists are the most enthusiastic: 71% 
said “yes” while North Americans had the lowest 
rate at 51%. 

• Those who make the lowest and those who make 
the highest salaries are both more positive about 
“doing it all over again” (69% and 66% respectively 
said “yes”). Passion for science and a good salary 
clearly help convince people to keep going.

n= 643

Yes
57%

No
24%

Unsure
19%
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From SAB Member’s Perspective:

• “It’s one of the only fields that offers autonomy, challenge, and potential for intellectual stimulation and growth.” 

• “Life sciences is one field where there is immense potential for innovation at every level compared to any other field.”

• “I find my career to be incredibly rewarding, intellectually and personally. I have a great deal of autonomy and the 
compensation is fine for me.”

• “Science is my passion and I am happy with my involvement and career. Would maybe try to correct a few mistakes but I 
would do it all over again.”

• “I am fulfilling my childhood dream and a scientific career has brought me great joy and happiness.”

• “Because I was lucky and have had valuable supporters.”

• “Despite all the setbacks from administrators/peers, it is still great to interact with young people with new ideas.”

• “I think this it is the best discipline for me and I enjoy doing it. Maybe compensation and recognition is less than what I 
expected. But I still think this is the best among the lots.”

Percentage of those who would “Do it All Over Again” if Given the Chance 

OUTCOME
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Demographics  Demographics 
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Number of Years that Respondents have been in a Science-Related Career:

DEMOGRAPHICS

n= 643
11 to 15Less than 1 1 to 5

<1%

16 to 206 to 10 More 
than 20

3%

14%

19% 18%

45%
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Age Group of Respondents: 

DEMOGRAPHICS

n= 643

Boomers
32%

Generation X
33%

Xennials
23%

Millennials
11%
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Gender of Respondents: 

DEMOGRAPHICS

n= 643

Male
68%

Female
31%

Prefer not to answer
1%
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Region of Respondents: 

DEMOGRAPHICS

n= 643

North America
35%

Europe
35%

Asia
18%

Rest of 
World
12%



©2019 The Science Advisory Board • scienceboard.net 38

Current Job Positions 
Respondents: 

DEMOGRAPHICS

n= 643

Principal Investigator

1%

Professor/Assistant Professor/Teacher

Staff Scientist

Graduate Student/Research 
Assistant/PhD Student

Lab Manager/Director/Supervisor/Coordinator

Post Doctoral Fellow

Department Head

4%

Physician

1%

Laboratory Technician

Quality Assurance/Quality Control

Other

Executive (CEO, VP, etc.)

21%

Bioengineer

1%

Production/Manufacturing

Retired/Emeritus

16%

5%

15%

10%

7%

6%

1%

4%

4%

2%

1%

Consultant
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Respondents Area of 
Research/Work: 

DEMOGRAPHICS

Some Other Areas of 
Research/Work According to SAB 
Members:
• Bioinformatics
• Environmental 
• Food Science
• Toxicology
• Zoology

n= 642

Molecular Biology

Biochemistry

Other

Microbiology

13%
Cancer Research

Virology

Clinical Research
Drug Discovery/Development

Analytical Chemistry

Genomics/Genetics
Cell Biology

Bioinformatics/Computational Biology

Neuroscience

5%

Chemistry
6%Immunology

4%

3%

Plant Biology
Bioengineering/Biophysics

Proteomics
Development Biology

14%

10%
10%

9%
9%
9%
9%

8%
8%

7%
7%

5%

4%

2%
2%

Molecular Diagnostic/Pathology
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Institution/Company 
of Respondents:

DEMOGRAPHICS

n= 643

Medical Devices

Academic/University

Pharmaceutical Company

Research Institute/Foundation (non-profit)

Biopharmaceutical/Biotechnology Company

University Medical Center

1%

Research Institute (for-profit)

Commercial Testing Lab

9%

Environmental Testing Laboratory

Government

Hospital

Contract Research Organization

1%

2%

1%

Group/Private Practice

Food/Beverage Manufacturer

Healthcare Network/Facility

Contract Manufacturing Organization

45%

8%

7%

7%

6%

3%

3%

2%

2%

2%

1%

1%

Agriculture/Agricultural Biotechnology Company
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Methodology and 
References
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• A total of 643 respondents completed the survey between July 5th and July 10th, 2018. 

• Respondents were from 38 different countries.

• Agreement was measured on an 11-point scale where 10=“Strongly Agree” and 0=“Strongly 
Disagree”. Values of 9 and 10 were grouped to indicate “Highly Agree”, 7 and 8 to indicate 
“Neither Agree nor Disagree” and 0 through 6 to indicate “Highly Disagree”.

METHODOLOGY

Methodology



©2019 The Science Advisory Board • scienceboard.net 43

Established in 1997, The Science Advisory Board is an international online community of scientists and medical professionals 
who share the goal of being the catalyst for future scientific and medical breakthroughs. Our website provides a space for 
scientists and medical professionals to share, interact, and discover. Members share their knowledge and experience with the 
community, and through surveys, interviews and focus groups, advise and consult with science-focused companies, scientific 
publishers and government agencies. Registered members are compensated for their participation in most research studies 
conducted by The Science Advisory Board.

The Science Advisory Board offers access to an exclusive community of science and medical experts. We provide you with an 
opportunity to share, network, and collaborate with peers. You can ask and answer important research questions. Join us to 
influence the development of the next generation of research, development, manufacturing, and medical technologies. All 
qualified individuals are encouraged to apply for membership by registering at The Science Advisory Board's Signup Page.

Only professionals actively conducting life science research, development, or manufacturing; clinical care and testing; or related 
disciplines in the applied sciences or engineering are eligible for membership. Applications from full-time graduate students and 
post-doctoral fellows are also welcome.

We invite you to join us in helping to shape the future of scientific and medical technologies! More information can be found on
our website, or email us at questions@scienceboard.net.

www.scienceboard.net

METHODOLOGY

About The Science Advisory Board®

https://www.scienceboard.net/index.aspx?sec=log&radio=newmember
mailto:questions@scienceboard.net

