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Recommendations 
 

1. Increase the number of postdoctoral awards to match rise of postdoctoral fellows. 
 

2. Increase the value of student and postdoctoral awards indexing with inflation. 
 

3. Foster international collaboration and mobility by increasing awards for international          
students and allowing mobility of Canadian award holders. 
 

4. Make equity, diversity, and inclusion a priority in all the above recommendations. 
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Budget 2019 made a “Promise to Canada’s Future” and invested in Canadians pursuing             
post-graduate training by increasing the number of Canada Graduate Scholarships (CGS). The            
previous budgets have recognized the value of fostering research, both fundamental and applied,             
to promote Canadian innovation. Investing in research by funding trainees helps to build the              
capacity of highly-qualified personnel (HQP) who will be Canada’s next innovators. In particular, we              
commend the government’s continued interest in supporting the next-generation of scientists with a             
$115M investment in student fellowships. Additionally, increasing parental support for tri-council           
funded graduate students and post-doctoral fellows (PDFs) is a critical step towards equity,             
diversity, and inclusion (EDI). We appreciate this effort by the government. Despite this, we were               
disappointed by the lack of recommendations regarding funding for PDFs or international students,             
as well as the absence of changes to award values or international portability. 

Students and PDFs make up a significant portion of researchers and must be adequately              
supported to fuel innovation. As they are an important stakeholder in this discussion, Science &               
Policy Exchange surveyed over 1100 current and recent research trainees on their experience with              
federal scholarships and fellowships and their thoughts on the future of these programs. Using the               
data from this survey, we identified gaps in funding and international trainee support. In order to                
create an environment for training HQP, we propose the following specific recommendations            
for supporting research in Budget 2020: 

 
(1) Increasing the number of postdoctoral awards 

In Budget 2019, a specific investment was made to increase the number of available              
Canada Graduate Scholarships for Masters and Doctoral students, however the number of            
scholarships for PDFs was not increased. PDFs who need funding to support not only their               
research and career development, but also their families. Failure to secure funding can result in job                
loss and project termination, particularly for less privileged PDFs who already face important             
barriers. These consequences are crippling to the career development of young researchers.   

98% of respondents to our survey outlined a clear benefit to obtaining direct support awards rather                
than indirect support from their supervisors. The benefits outlined included: increased salary, salary             
security, and more autonomy and prestige as researchers early in their career. This highlights the               
importance of these awards. 
 
Additionally, 63% believe that Vanier and Banting elite awards should be reduced or abolished. 
 
In order to increase the number of trainees who receive important funding opportunities, we              
recommend: 

 
● A specific increase in the number of Postdoctoral Fellow (PDF) awards. PDFs            

are a critical part of the research ecosystem and many go on to contribute outside               
of academic research after their fellowships. PDFs are considered employees and           
pay federal taxes. Since the number of PDFs in Canada is rising, we believe it is                
time to invest in them by increasing the number of available awards in line with this                
increase. Abolishing elite awards can liberate funds for more awards. 

 
(2) Increasing the value of student and postdoctoral awards indexing with inflation. 

 
Budget 2019’s increase in number of scholarships was a much needed step to match available 

funding and increased enrollment of graduate students. However, the value of awards provided by federal 
granting councils has not kept pace with inflation1. A lack of financial resources for trainees can impact 
the quality of research and training by forcing award recipients to supplement their income outside of their 
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program work. These consequences prevent trainees from concentrating on their career development 
and can have a significant impact on their financial security or ability to start families. 
 
The importance of adjusting the awards became a clear need based on our survey results. Our survey 
found: 

● Median recommended values for awards were $22,000 for Masters level, $35,000 for            
Doctoral, and $50,000 for Postdoctoral Fellowships (see Appendix for selected results) 

● 66% of those who received Tri-Council awards required additional funding to support            
themselves. Respondents were also concerned that the value of awards does not reflect             
discrepancies between costs of living in different cities. 

● 79% of respondents valued increasing the monetary value of the average award. 
 

To guide this recommendation, we propose the following amendments to the current2,3,4 graduate and 
postdoctoral level awards: 
 

● Harmonize all postdoctoral fellowships to $50K, for 2-3 years. PDFs are now 
considered by institutions as employees, thus paying full taxes on their fellowships and 
salaries, which reduces their take-home. To reinstate the value of fellowships, we 
recommend harmonizing them to $55K per year (2 years at NSERC and SSHRC, 3 years 
at CIHR, as it is now). 

 
● Harmonize all doctoral scholarships to $35K per year, for 3 years. This implies 

equalizing all awards to the value of CGS for CIHR, NSERC, and SSHRC. The “elite” 
Vanier CGS awards are of $50K per year, which is two-fold the stipend of trainees not 
funded by CGS programs. Abolishing the Vanier & Banting awards would liberate 
significant capital towards harmonizing all awards to $35K. Harmonizing reduces 
inequalities by providing more trainees with a living wage that reflects their role as the 
workforce of science in Canada. Additionally, eliminating elite high value awards will 
liberate funds to create more awards, and ultimately will impact a greater number of 
trainees. 

 
● Harmonize all Master’s scholarships to $22K, for one year. We consider this to be a 

fair and overdue increase for all Master’s CGS, which are currently set to $17,500. Like 
the doctoral awards, this has not kept up with inflation for the last 15 years.  

 
(3) Foster international collaboration and mobility 
 

Canada needs a workforce skilled in problem-solving, communication, collaboration, creativity, 
and adaptability5. International experiences improve these skills, as well as fostering “heightened cultural 
awareness” and higher employment rates6,7,8. Canadian students training abroad creates international 
networks for idea exchange and innovation, broadens Canada’s sphere of influence as a leader in 
scientific research, and reinforces our values of openness and inclusion. Importantly, students from 
less-advantaged backgrounds benefit from international training the most in terms of academic outcomes 
and employment9,10. Therefore we recommend to: 
 

● Make all Tri-Council scholarships portable internationally. Currently, the only 
Tri-Council training awards that are portable outside of Canada are the doctoral 
postgraduate scholarships (PGS-D) and the PDF awards. Allowing students to take their 
scholarships abroad and actively encouraging this will ultimately increase Canada’s 
economic growth and competitiveness.  
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“ Providing students with international experience is a smart investment in their future success 
– and Canada’s.”  

– 2017 Canadian “Report of the Study Group on Global Education” 
(Ch.2, goglobalcanada.ca) 

 
There are also challenges for international trainees, who are aggressively recruited to Canada but 

lack adequate support to manage the higher tuition fees and the costs associated with international 
relocation. Support for international trainees helps attract the best and brightest talent to Canada. Our 
survey indicated that: 

 
● 80% of international survey respondents recommended increased funding for international          

trainees, who are currently ineligible for most awards. 
● 70% of international students surveyed reported that they found it difficult or very difficult to               

find funding in Canada. 
● 33% of all survey respondents, including Canadians, felt there were funding barriers for             

international applicants. 
 
In order to better support international students and PDFs in Canada, we recommend that Budget               
2020: 
 

● Allocates a percentage of scholarships to international students reflecting the 
proportion of international applicants. Currently, except for the Vanier Graduate 
Scholarship, international graduate students are not eligible for Tri-Council training 
awards. This puts significant financial burden on international students and limits their 
career development.  

 
● Provide supplemental funding or tax exemption for the first two years for            

international PDFs to help defray the costs of relocation and immigration.           
Furthermore, information on postdoctoral salaries, benefits, and taxation should be          
more readily available for international PDFs looking to move to Canada. 
 

(4) Making equity, diversity, and inclusion a priority in the above. 
 
Investment in scholarships and fellowships can help promote equity, diversity, and           

inclusion. Funding international student opportunities and promoting international mobility can          
create diversity and  foster a global environment in Canadian research. 
 

From our survey, women perceived more benefits from funding through scholarships and            
fellowships, but they also experienced more barriers associated with them. In addition, EDI-seeking             
groups highly valued science outreach support, multidisciplinary research, and the societal impact            
of science11. Therefore, investing in EDI can support multidisciplinary research and science impact.             
We believe the above recommendations are critical to providing opportunities to all Canadians, and              
that EDI considerations be made a priority in any changes to the scholarships and fellowships               
programs. 
 
Final Considerations 

 
Through our survey, research trainees have voiced the importance of scholarships and            

fellowships to their professional development, as well as their perspectives on the current awards              
ecosystem. Support for PDFs, international students, and international mobility for students are still             
needed to maintain a productive research ecosystem that benefits the Canadian economy. Based             
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on these results, we encourage the Government of Canada to continue to increase support for               
scholarships and fellowships for the next-generation of researchers and HQP in Budget 2020             
according to our recommendations. 

 
We commend the efforts made by the Government on Scholarships and Fellowships and             

their demonstrated commitment to the research trainees who bring their expertise to many             
industries and careers. We also look forward to continued engagement with the Government to              
ensure trainee voices stay included in these matters and that training the next generation of               
researchers remains a priority. 
 
Thank you, 
  
Sincerely, 
The Science & Policy Exchange Team 
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Figure 4. Respondents perceived benefits to receiving own award rather that being supported by supervisor’s               
grant. 
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