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Scientists must push to preserve a small part of a large US survey that provides essential
information on the ever-changing scientific workforce.

16 December 2014

) por | W Rights & Permissions the year in science
Some 3.5 million households in the United States receive a survey each year with six dozen or so
questions from the US Census Bureau. Among enquiries about occupation, income, household
plumbing, commute times, ethnicity and more is ‘Person Question 12’, which asks university
graduates what subject they studied. This census question, along with six others, may be dropped

from future surveys as part of a push to streamline federal data collection. That would be a big
mistake.
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1. Still no stem cells via easy 'STAP' path
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365 days: Nature's 2014 quiz

The question features on the American Community Survey, an ongoing mandatory survey launched in
Nature | 18 December 2014

2005 to provide timelier data than the more-intense decadal countrywide census. Faced with criticism
. . - " - . . . UK releases world's largest university
from some legislators that the annual survey is a public imposition, officials reviewed all its questions ——

to see how much time they required, how difficult or sensitive respondents found them, and how Nature | 17 December 2014
federal agencies used the data.
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. Parasite test shows where validation
studies can go wrong

Asking about degrees posed a minimal burden on respondents, the review concluded. But the e | 7 Pesantier 20K)
question was also deemed to be one of a few not required by statute or by regulatory agencies.
(Alongside, for example, a question that asks whether US citizens have a medical facility on their
property.) So, it faces the chop.

Why should it be kept? Difficult times for scientists make such data more important than ever. On

10 December, the National Academies released a long-awaited report on the postdoctoral
experience. It decried the increasing fraction of PhD-holders taking these positions by default, and on
academia’s still-increasing treatment of postdocs as cheap labour rather than as trainees. Two weeks
ago, this journal described two reports on the plight of postdocs and freshly minted science PhD
graduates in the United States and the United Kingdom (see Nature 516, 7—8; 2014). Both reached
similar conclusions: although an academic career is still presented as the default path, only a tiny
minority (perhaps less than 5%) of new science PhDs will go on to permanent academic research
positions. These reports stressed the need for more data to keep track of scientific (and non-
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The information that is available on the US situation is most
conveniently presented in regular reports produced by the
National Science Foundation (NSF). These include the biennial
Science and Engineering Indicators and statistics about the

“On a survey estimated to np| |Schizophrenia
take 40 minutes to complete,
question 12 requires only

nine seconds.”
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minorities, immigrants and disabled people. The reports reveal
trends and disparities, such as the continuing dearth of women in computational science. They also

aid international studies of the scientific workforce. Accepting original

papers and review
articles that will be of
significant importance
introduced by the census bureau, the agency had to carry out its own survey to acquire the to specialists in the
information that the responses provide. It cost US$17 million in 2003. Today, that effort would be fields of SCh"_ZODhFE"iE
and psychosis.

Congressional mandates demand that the NSF produces such reports. Before question 12 was

even more costly and less effective. The workforce is increasingly mobile. People in scientific careers
shift jobs so frequently that workforce scholars now refer to career pathways instead of pipelines.

Building a sampling pool from the decennial census data would miss the hordes of people moving in

and out of relevant fields as well as in and out of the country. In partnership with:
|
Scientists across the world are starting to realize the power and value of increasing efforts to study T Schizophrenis KSR,

Rescarch Sociery
and foster its workforce. University offices and funding agencies are discussing how best to track the

career paths of their graduate students and postdocs. The aim is to identify, promote and even create
viable career paths outside the conventional system. To do so, these institutions need benchmarks

Part of the
) nature pa
Np) s
— benchmarks that question 12 enables. Scientists and engineers are a rare population in statistical u
series.

terms, and that means that less-intense population surveys are not big enough to get appropriate
samples.

On a survey estimated to take 40 minutes to complete, question 12 requires only nine seconds. There
is little to gain in its elimination and much to lose. Scientists and their allies should not only argue to Science jobs from naturejobs

retain the question, but also that the census bureau should recognize it as legally required in light of Scientist Position in Epigenetics

. . University of Toronto
the NSF's mandates. The call for public comments on its removal ends on 30 December (see

Scientist Position in Human Molecular Genetics

go.nature.com/ceqgkkl). A robust response could encourage the administration to keep it. University of Toronto

Graduate Program

Nature 516, 287 (18 December 2014) | doi:10.1038/516287a Janelia Research Campus
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