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Abstract 

Start-up packages were once predominantly associated with research-intensive institutions. However, they are now 
increasingly important for teaching-focused and primarily undergraduate institutions due to rising expectations 
for research involvement. Effective negotiation for tenure-track start-up packages is essential for aligning the can-
didates’ and institutions’ interests and goals. Candidates must understand the various components of an offer, such 
as start-up funds, teaching loads, research expectations, and tenure requirements, to negotiate terms that align 
with their needs and goals. However, navigating these negotiations can be daunting, particularly for individuals 
from historically underserved and excluded groups (HUE) in STEM fields who may lack access to supportive networks. 
In this article, we aim to provide a detailed guide on how to negotiate an effective tenure-track start-up package. We 
emphasize that this process can be beneficial for both the candidate and the institution, as it helps ensure that their 
values and goals are aligned, ultimately increasing the chances of success for both parties. This article builds upon our 
earlier publications and provides comprehensive guidance for negotiating strategies.

Keywords  Start-up package, Academic start-up package, Faculty job offer, Tenure-track job offer, Faculty job offer 
negotiation, Academic job offer negotiation, Negotiation

Background
It is commonly recommended that candidates seek-
ing faculty positions should have a precise understand-
ing of the terms of the offer from an institution prior to 
accepting the appointment. However, this objective can 
be challenging to achieve as candidates may not possess 
the requisite knowledge to negotiate a job offer’s various 
elements and parameters [1, 2]. It is imperative for candi-
dates to be aware of the different components of an offer, 
including start-up funds, teaching loads, research expec-
tations, and tenure requirements. Acquiring this knowl-
edge will empower the candidate to negotiate effectively 
and obtain the start-up package that affords them the 
resources, support, and autonomy necessary to thrive 
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in their new role and be well on their way to securing 
tenure.

One key element of a faculty job offer is the start-up 
package. The startup package is a collection of resources 
an institution provides an incoming faculty member to 
start their research program. Start-up packages have tra-
ditionally been considered essential by research-intensive 
institutions, given the focus on research among faculty. 
However, these resources are also becoming increasingly 
important for teaching-focused institutions and primar-
ily undergraduate institutions (PUIs). In today’s academic 
environment, faculty members at PUIs are increasingly 
expected to engage in research activities that involve 
undergraduate students.

Institutions are best served by prioritizing the suc-
cess of their incoming faculty members. Therefore, they 
should make every effort to provide clear and concise 
information about the terms of an offer to ensure that 
candidates are positioned to succeed in their new aca-
demic community. Unfortunately, candidates are often 
left to navigate the terms and conditions of an offer inde-
pendently, which can be challenging and overwhelming.

Candidates with a supportive mentoring network are 
more likely to receive the guidance they need to navigate 
and negotiate a competitive startup package successfully. 
Research suggests that people who belong to groups that 
have been historically underserved and excluded (HUE) 
in STEM fields have less access to such supportive net-
works compared to their well-represented peers [1, 2]. 
This mentoring gap disproportionately affects the abil-
ity of historically minoritized individuals in STEM to 
negotiate a robust start-up package that will allow them 
a strong start in academia, potentially further contribut-
ing to disparities in tenure success. In addition to men-
toring gaps, there is implicit bias that candidates face in 
academia and during the hiring process, especially HUEs 
[3–5]. Content that openly discusses the unwritten rules 
of the academy and the degree to which an institution’s 
investment (i.e., details of start-up package) impacts a 
candidate’s chances for success can help close these men-
toring gaps.

Here we aim to build upon our previous publications, 
which briefly mentioned job negotiation and start-up 
packages as components of securing a faculty position 
[6–8] titled "Accomplishing Career Transitions (ACT) 
2019: Professional Development for Postdocs and Ten-
ure-track Junior Faculty in the Biomedical Sciences", 
which was published by the American Society for Cell 
Biology (ASCB) in 2021 [8]. Although the NIH/NIGMS 
Innovative Programs to Enhance Research Training 
funded ACT program, a professional development pro-
gram established and managed by the ASCB, aims to 
provide support to HUE postdocs and tenure-track 

junior faculty in STEM fields, the principles discussed 
in this article are broadly applicable to all and are geared 
towards individuals who have landed their first faculty 
position and those who have decided to move institu-
tions into new faculty appointments. We aim to promote 
open discussions about effective negotiation strategies 
for tenure-track start-up packages. By doing so, we hope 
to emphasize this negotiation as an opportunity for both 
the faculty candidate and the institution to ensure that 
their values and goals align with one another.

Overview of how to negotiate a job offer: the offer 
negotiation process
While the exact negotiation process often varies depend-
ing on the institution, it will likely involve a combination 
of verbal (in-person, phone, or videoconference) and 
written communications, both informal (e-mail) and for-
mal (revisions to the offer letter).

Generally, the offer letter will not arrive unannounced 
but rather follow official communications clearly indi-
cating that the institution wishes to make an offer. These 
communications between the candidate and the institu-
tion representative who has been charged with negotiat-
ing on the institution’s behalf in an official capacity. The 
institution representative can be a department chair, 
dean, or provost, depending on the size of the academic 
institution. It is important to note that informal expres-
sions of optimism by a department member or the search 
committee chair regarding an individual’s fit for the 
department and institution do not guarantee a job offer.

During the communications that precede the arrival of 
the offer letter, the institution’s representative will want 
to ascertain the elements needed to make the candidate 
a competitive offer in writing. During these conversa-
tions, it is important that the candidate share what are 
the parameters they would ideally want included in the 
offer letter. It is unlikely that the institution will be able 
to include all items in the candidate’s wish list. The candi-
date should therefore consider selecting one to three top-
priority items to negotiate and expect that some, but not 
all, of the requests will be granted. This is where negotia-
tion ensues. For this reason, it is normal and acceptable 
to request revisions to an offer letter before signing–it is 
not unusual for an offer to go through two or three drafts 
before it is accepted. This will ensure that the offer letter 
reflects the needs of the candidate and what they need to 
be set up for success in their faculty position. Candidates 
should be professional and always negotiate respect-
fully, truthfully, and in good faith. Candidates should be 
prepared to provide clear, solid scientific or professional 
justification for what they request, including the reason-
ing behind counteroffers. Candidates should also prepare 
to ask insightful questions that can help inform their 
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decision-making. This is where preparing for negotiating 
becomes most important.

If the candidate has competing offers at hand, they 
can request their interlocutor (chair, dean, or provost–
authorized institutional representative) to match the 
offers if they are better in terms of salary, start-up money, 
or other benefits of interest. In these cases, the candidate 
should be prepared to provide copies of competing offers 
as requested.

Throughout the process, a number of resources exist for 
getting advice on job negotiations, such as Future/New 
PI Slack channels (https://​futur​episl​ack.​wordp​ress.​com/; 
https://​newpi​slack.​wordp​ress.​com/), university career ser-
vices (some of which have open access content online), 
colleagues in the candidate’s same fellowship or profes-
sional development program, and scientific societies. 
Publications such as books [12] and articles containing 
case studies or advice (https://​medium.​com/@​jason​corso/​
how-​to-​negot​iate-​your-​first-​facul​ty-​job-​offer-​852be​ed1dd​
73;  https://​bmatb.​medium.​com/​negot​iating-​facul​ty-​jobs-​
7b3b0​d88ae​c3; https://​www.​niehl​ab.​com/​getti​ng-a-​facul​
ty-​job; https://​hbr.​org/​2014/​04/​15-​rules-​for-​negot​iating-​
a-​job-​offer) will likely be useful as well.

Prepare for the process: doing the homework
It is helpful for the candidate to have an idea of whether 
the items on their wish list are within reach at the insti-
tution of interest. For example, if the amount of start-up 
funds they would like is 4 or 5 times what is usually given 
to incoming faculty, it would be unrealistic to expect the 
institution to automatically grant the requested funds 
without trying to negotiate a lower amount. In this way, it 
will be important for the candidate to do their homework 
or research the expected or reasonable values for the fac-
ulty position and institution being considered.

There are additional benefits to the candidate prepar-
ing the needed inventory of laboratory equipment well 
before the interview. For example, having this list would 
enable them to appraise the department’s resources—for 
instance, during a tour—and preliminarily assess what 
needs may need to be addressed during the negotiation.

While some institutions include the salary range in the 
faculty job announcement, this is not common practice. 
There are several resources available online that you can 
use to estimate these values. For example, data reports 
from the Faculty Compensation Survey administered 
by the American Association of University Professors 
(AAUP) are available on the AAUP website (https://​www.​
aaup.​org/​our-​work/​resea​rch/​FCS). Moreover, if you are 
interested in faculty salary information from public insti-
tutions, those are readily available open access on many 
sites online. Faculty candidates are rarely asked to name 
a desired salary as part of their wish list, so preparing 

to name a number is likely not necessary. As part of the 
negotiations, candidates can request an increase in salary 
from the initial draft offer if they have clear professional 
and/or personal justification. At the same time, institu-
tions may have constraints that prevent them from offer-
ing higher salaries (e.g., internal pay equity rules; salary 
bands created by statute, in the case of public schools). 
Sometimes, candidates can negotiate a one-time signing 
bonus (4–5 figures) in lieu of a higher salary. A higher 
base salary is more desirable than a one-time bonus, but 
institutions may be more able to provide the latter than 
the former.

Another consideration is that compensation and ben-
efits can come in many forms. These, too, can be negoti-
ated. For example, other forms of compensation include 
tuition reimbursement, daycare, and professional devel-
opment funds. Be flexible when considering these ele-
ments as part of what you are negotiating. Part of doing 
your homework is to think about to what extent you are 
willing to include this as part of the negotiation process.

Depending on the institution, especially those focus-
ing on teaching, overload pay for accepting additional 
teaching responsibilities during a term might be avail-
able. Candidates should consider this type of oppor-
tunity carefully, as taking on too many responsibilities 
can be overwhelming, especially for a brand-new fac-
ulty member. It is essential to ensure that the quality of 
instruction and the commitment to primary employment 
obligations are not compromised when accepting addi-
tional responsibilities.

Finally, it is important for the candidate to carefully 
read the faculty handbook and the appropriate guide-
lines (departmental, school, or disciplinary) related to 
tenure and promotion. If you have a joint appointment, 
you must understand how you will be evaluated and if 
the same guidelines apply to each department. A clear 
understanding of these guidelines will help you ask for 
everything you need to succeed.

There is no one‑size‑fits‑all start‑up package
While every start-up package aims to provide a tenure-
track faculty member with the necessary resources to 
succeed in their research program, there is no one-
size-fits-all approach to creating such a package. The 
resources offered must align with the individual’s vision 
for their research program. These resources should not 
only help them publish their first few scientific papers 
but also generate data that fosters new ideas and serves 
as preliminary data to obtain external funds to sustain 
research beyond the end of the start-up resources. This 
highlights the importance of a candidate’s well-defined 
vision and goals for their future research program. The 
better defined their vision and goals, the better position 
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they will be in to advocate for the resources they need to 
meet these goals. Therefore, it is important for candidates 
to start creating their vision as early as possible.

Start preparing early: inventorying and listing 
the resources needed
Concurrent with creating a vision for your research pro-
gram, you should be building a detailed list of what you 
will need to achieve it–from instruments and consuma-
bles to space and collaborators. It is recommended to 
start building this list early. This list should be specific 
and include suppliers and catalog numbers if there are 
strong preferences, especially when related to major or 
specialized equipment (e.g., microscopes, mass specs), 
allowing for time savings in the future and facilitat-
ing access to all that is needed. If your list also includes 
estimated prices, the total of these needs can be added 
to generate an estimated dollar amount to get your lab 
up and running. Please keep in mind that once an offer 
is made, the institution will likely ask for a list of instru-
mentation and materials that are needed. Table  1 lists 
items and areas that can be negotiated as part of a start-
up package for the reader to consider. Additional consid-
erations can be found in relevant articles published in the 
previous BMC ASCB ACT Proceedings issue [6, 7, 9, 10].

If there are non‑negotiables, respect them and use them 
as a way to better understand the institution
The individual negotiating on behalf of the institution 
might mention area(s) that are non-negotiable areas. In 
these cases, they will offer a rationale for these being non-
negotiables. The candidate might have non-negotiables 
as well. If the institution discloses non-negotiables, this 
might be a good time for the candidate to disclose theirs. 
If the institution does not offer a rationale for the non-
negotiables, it is acceptable to ask follow-up questions 
to reach a better understanding of what the institution’s 
limitations are. If you have non-negotiables, you might 
expect the institution representative to ask follow-up 
questions to understand your situation or needs better.

Getting it in writing
When considering a job offer, verifying its legitimacy is 
a critical step that necessitates careful consideration. The 
only credible evidence of a job offer is an official, signed, 
written document that unambiguously defines the terms 
of the appointment, such as those summarized in Table 1. 
By taking these measures, an individual can ensure that 
they clearly understand the terms and conditions of their 
employment. Everything must be negotiated to the can-
didate’s satisfaction and be included in the offer letter 
before signing. Once the offer letter has been signed, the 
candidate’s leverage evaporates.

Body language and tone
While negotiation conversations can occur on the phone, 
it is becoming more common to have them through video 
conferencing. In these situations, experienced nego-
tiators can interpret body language and utilize this as a 
source of information during negotiations. While body 
language can vary depending on an individual’s identity 
and culture, once you understand someone’s baseline 
behaviors, it is possible to gauge how your requests and 
ideas are being received [11]. If the conversation is over 
the phone, similar information may be obtained by pay-
ing close attention to someone’s tone–word choices, vol-
ume, and speed. The candidate should pay attention to 
the way the negotiation is handled by the institution and 
its representative. For example, was the process handled 
with respect and intentionality? This is information that 
can be used by the candidate to inform their decision of 
whether to accept the offer or not.

Making a decision
Accepting an offer
Job offers from academic institutions are increasingly 
being presented as legally binding contracts. These con-
tracts contain detailed information about the job, includ-
ing language related to promotions, background checks, 
appointments, and employment eligibility. There are 
many examples available online. If an individual accepts 
such an offer, they must consider the reasons behind the 
decision, weigh the options carefully, and ensure that the 
decision aligns with their career goals. Before signing and 
submitting the document to the employing institution, 
the candidate needs to review and confirm all the terms 
and conditions offered in the contract. If there are details 
from the negotiations that were overlooked, the can-
didate can ask to continue the conversation and ask for 
changes or revisions to the letter. If the applicant would 
like to accept an offer, it is recommended that this is done 
by phone and then followed up with the signed contract 
to confirm their decision. It is vital to note that once the 
contract is signed, the candidate is ethically obligated to 
fulfill their commitment under the agreed-upon terms. 
Additional resources can be found in books that focus on 
academic job search [12] and those that discuss specific 
considerations for scientists [13].

Declining an offer
Declining a job offer is a task that requires a level of 
finesse and is an essential skill to learn. It is critical to 
maintain good relationships and avoid burning bridges. 
Various reasons may warrant the rejection of an offer. 
These include the position being unsuitable or not a 
good fit, an inadequate compensation package, life 
changes, a red flag being raised during the negotiation, 
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or the reception of a more desirable offer. Regardless, 
the employment opportunity must be declined gracefully 
to preserve one’s reputation. Therefore, it is crucial to 
approach the task of declining a job offer with a measure 
of professionalism, tact, and diplomacy. Before declin-
ing an offer, it is essential to consider the reasons behind 
the decision, weigh the options carefully, and ensure 
that the decision aligns with one’s career goals. A well-
crafted email expressing gratitude for the consideration 
and interest in the position should be written. The email 
should also convey a polite and respectful tone while 
stating the reasons for declining the offer. Candidates do 
not have to provide a detailed explanation of why they 
are declining an offer if they prefer not to do so. It is suf-
ficient to express gratitude for the offer and simply state 
that another offer or opportunity proved to be a better fit. 
Ultimately, the process should preserve the relationship 
between the parties involved and demonstrate a com-
mitment to ethical and professional conduct. Additional 
resources can be found in books that focus on faculty job 
searches for scientists [14].

Conclusions and final remarks
As candidates get ready to negotiate the terms of their fac-
ulty position, it is worth remembering that this is also the 
perfect opportunity to get to know their potential future 
employer. The consideration, intentionality, and interest 
they display in setting the candidate up for success is likely 
a strong indicator of how they will be treated once they 
are a faculty member there. If they are unable to secure a 
start-up package that meets their basic needs and expec-
tations, being prepared to walk away will ultimately open 
the door to finding an institution that is a better match. 
In Table 2, we include a list of Frequently asked questions 
on startup package negotiation. Additional resources that 
will likely be useful when negotiating a job offer include 
articles written by other scientists [15–27]. There are 
other resources that highlight the institutional perspective 
of the job search, including the negotiation process [28]. 
When it comes to negotiating the terms of a faculty posi-
tion, there are various effective strategies that can lead to 
a positive outcome. Negotiations can help set up the new 
faculty member for success, including the attainment of 
tenure and promotion. However, it is important to note 
that the candidate themselves are ultimately responsible 
for selecting the details of the negotiation process that 
are best suited to their needs. The skills developed during 
the negotiation process can be useful throughout a faculty 
member’s career progression [29].
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