UCSF Physician-Scientist Scholars Program (PSSP)
The UCSF Physician-Scientist Scholars Program (PSSP; https://pssp.ucsf.edu/) was established in 2013 to address national declines in the number of young physicians who engage in research. The PSSP provides financial resources, career guidance and protected research time to facilitate the early career development of physician-scientists who have high potential to conduct transformative laboratory-based research to advance human health. The Program is funded by the Dean of the School of Medicine, who appoints a PSSP Director and Steering Committee to review candidates and oversee the Program.
UCSF PSSP Scholars are physician-scientists (MD-PhD or MD) with exceptional research training and potential. Although PSSP Scholars have extensive training in research, they have also completed ACGME residency training in a clinical specialty area. MSTP graduates and other physicians who do not complete ACGME residency training are not eligible. Importantly, individuals may be nominated and named as PSSP Scholars while they are still enrolled in an ACGME clinical training program. 
Most Scholars initiate laboratory work after completing clinical training in a relevant subspecialty. They conduct bench research to advance our understanding of human disease and to implement new mechanism-based treatments. Each PSSP Scholar will hold an appointment in a clinical department at a level appropriate for her/his level of training (e.g., Resident, Fellow, Assistant Professor). Because of the nature of medical training, PSSP Scholars can activate their research support at multiple time points while they are pursuing or after completing ACGME residency/fellowship training. 
Typically, one UCSF PSSP Scholar is appointed each year. The names of all scholars can be found at https://pssp.ucsf.edu/scholars.
PSSP Eligibility and Support. Candidates can be nominated as early as when they are considered for residency training, or as late as four years after completing ACGME-mandated residency/clinical fellowship training if those four years involved >50% effort in laboratory research. Individuals who have been searched into an Academic Senate series (Clinical X, In-Residence, or Ladder) are not eligible. The PSSP provides partial financial support for Scholars who are enrolled in an ACGME-sponsored residency or fellowship with full support provided when clinical training has been completed, as described below. The same individual can be nominated multiple times. Clinical departments may nominate candidates who will be appointed while they are trainees in ACGME-approved residency or fellowship programs or as faculty members. 
Individuals who have completed ACGME training are eligible to apply if: (1) they have been primarily engaged in laboratory research (>50% effort) since completing ACGME training; and 2) the total period of research-intensive postdoctoral training on the application due date does not exceed 4 years. All research-intensive (>50% effort) training periods at any time after the terminal degree — before, during, and after ACGME training — count toward this limit, but periods dedicated principally to clinical training do not. For example, a physician who has completed a 3-year ACGME GI fellowship that includes two years of laboratory research in July 2023 is eligible to be nominated through 2025. 
The Dean’s Office provides a maximum of $1.25M for each Scholar, with these funds allocated as described in the following sections. Funding for each Scholar is reviewed annually and is reduced by half the dollar amount of any active external grant support held by the Scholar. Grant support for the Scholar’s salary is excluded from this reduction.  
PSSP Scholars Enrolled in ACGME Training Programs. The nominating Department is responsible for the Scholar’s salary, which should be within the normal range for ACGME residents/fellows at the same level of training. The Department and training program must protect at least 80% of the Scholar’s time for research. The PSSP will provide $125,000 per year for research expenses. These funds cannot be used to fund any portion of the Scholar’s salary. Scholars who are appointed during ACGME training will not have Principal Investigator (PI) status. The sponsoring Department must also submit a letter stating that the Scholar will be appointed to the faculty upon completion of training. At that time, these Scholars will be granted PI status and will receive up to $250,000 per year, up to the maximum of $1.25M. 
PSSP Scholars Eligible for Faculty Appointments. The nominating Department is responsible for the Scholar’s salary, which should be within the normal range for junior faculty in the department but must be at least $150,000 per year. The Department must also protect at least 80% of the Scholar’s time for research. The PSSP will provide $250,000 per year for up to 5 years for research expenses. Scholars who are appointed at the faculty level will have PI status. The initial faculty appointment will be at the Assistant Professor level.
Nomination for PSSP Awards. A call for nominations is sent to clinical departments once per year. A department may nominate any number of individuals annually and designate a faculty sponsor for each nominee. A letter of nomination, prepared by the department chair and sponsor and signed by both, is required. This letter describes why the nominee has exceptional potential for a career in laboratory-based research, and states the department’s commitment to the nominee’s career. NIH Biosketches of the sponsor and nominee should be included, together with a concise, one page summary of the nominee’s previous research, areas of interest, and future plans. Clinical departments who make multiple PSSP nominations must ensure that at least one nominee is a woman or under-represented in medicine (UIM). Departments should contact the PSSP Director if they wish to request an exemption to this policy before the nomination deadline.  
For subspecialty trainees who have re-entered the laboratory, that lab’s PI would typically serve as the faculty sponsor, although this is not required. Similarly, applicants who are still in clinical training are not required to join the lab of their PSSP sponsor. If the PSSP applicant is in the lab of the sponsor or plans to join her/his group, it is essential that the nomination letter describe a clear and rapid pathway to scientific independence. The sponsor will also be responsible for summarizing how she/he will advocate for the scholar with the nominating department. Finally, the PSSP Scholar and sponsor should work together to identify an advisory committee that includes at least two other senior faculty members.  
For this year’s round, PSSP nominations should be submitted in a single PDF document by 5 pm on Wednesday, January 7, 2026, to Tina.sexton@ucsf.edu. Please use 11-point Arial font with margins of at least 1/2 inch. The departmental nomination letter is limited to 2 pages. Questions about the nomination process should be directed to the PSSP director, Dr. Alexandra Nelson.
Selection of PSSP Scholars. The PSSP Steering Committee evaluates the nominations. A small number of exceptional candidates (typically 3-5) are invited to submit full applications that include additional letters of support and a more detailed research plan. The PSSP Steering Committee then schedules research chalk talks to evaluate each finalist on the basis on her/his accomplishments and trajectory to date, letters of support, the quality of her/his research proposal and relevance to human disease, and likelihood of future success as a laboratory-based investigator. While departments may nominate an individual multiple times, it is unlikely that a nominee will be invited to the formal proposal/chalk talk round >2 times. The target date for notifying the finalists of the Steering Committee’s decision is May 1, 2026. 
It is critical that PSSP Scholars occupy independent research space that is physically located near colleagues with complementary expertise. PSSP sponsors play a key role in helping Scholars identify an ideal “neighborhood” and working with the Vice Dean for Research and the PSSP Director to advocate with department chairs to secure space. For Scholars who are initially appointed at the faculty level, funding from the PSSP will only begin after she/he is assigned independent research space. In addition, PSSP sponsors should assist Scholars in obtaining K or other competitive career development awards.
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