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Abstract With far more PhDs graduating than academic 
positions available, we need to challenge the assumption 
that a PhD traditionally leads to an academic career—
either as a guarantee or as a lifelong commitment. This 
book is comprised of interviews with those thriving in 
non-academic roles showcasing the many alternatives. 
From these interviews, I propose that non-academic roles 
be considered as two broad paths: academic-adjacent 
careers use research expertise through industry, policy, 
and publishing and skill-transfer careers, applying trans-
ferable abilities like critical thinking. For individuals in 
career transition, self-reflection and informational inter-
views help assess fit aligned with personal values. While 
finding a suitable path is disorienting initially, focusing 
on versatile PhD competencies reveals alignments with 
meaningful work beyond academia. Recognising a PhD 
need not lead to a faculty career opens possibilities to 
leverage doctoral skills in impactful new contexts.
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What’s next after you complete your PhD? Even if you have postponed thinking 
about careers so far, friends and family have been asking. Rather than being stressed 
and unsure, in this book we will discover possible career paths that might resonate 
with you.

This book includes 31 interviews with a focus on those in non-academic posi-
tions. But, reality is more complicated than a simple dichotomy. Some interviewees 
have gone back-and-forth between academia and industry. Moreover, most of the 
interviewees in “non-academic” positions are still in roles that are part of the broader 
academic community: They may work at academic societies or journal publishing 
companies. They may read academic work and inform government or medical pol-
icy. They may work within a funding agency and help decide research funding pri-
orities. They may work at a scientific equipment development company and sell 
equipment that we use within academia—such as eye trackers or brain measure-
ment/stimulation. So many post-PhD job opportunities exist that are academic- 
adjacent careers.

What is a PhD for?

While a PhD is necessary for a future academic career, i.e. as a university professor, 
it is not sufficient. Some academics have liked being a principal investigator (PI) to 
running a small business. A PI typically does not interact with participants or con-
duct analyses themselves anymore, but instead focuses on the research vision and 
management. Some of these major responsibilities include applying for grants and 
leadership responsibilities (Wright & Vanderford, 2017). Within this view, a PhD 
student likely is not even a “management” role. Nonetheless, many transferable 
skills can be learned as part of a PhD (Campbell et al., 2005; Barnacle & Dall’Alba, 
2011; Sinche et  al., 2017; Weber et  al., 2018; Reithmeier et  al., 2019; Bernery 
et al., 2022).

Doctoral training should not only be about learning research skills and becoming 
a topic expert but also developing critical thinking (Schwartz, 2008; Almeida-Souza 
& Baets, 2012; Yanai & Lercher, 2019, 2020) and improved scientific literacy 
(Hubbard & Dunbar, 2017). Given how later academic positions diverge from the 
day-to-day responsibilities of a PhD student, the assumption that a PhD directly 
leads to a definite career as a university professor needs to be pre-empted by men-
tors. Moreover, mentors should have open discussions with PhD applicants about 
their motivations and expectations when pursuing PhD studies (Gibbs & Griffin, 
2013; McAlpine & Emmioğlu, 2015; Tsoi et  al., 2018; Vanderford et  al., 2018; 
Madan, 2022b).

The mismatch between the rates of new PhD graduates and new faculty positions 
being created is not necessarily a sign that we should be training less PhD students. 
If people are willing to learn advanced scientific topics, why is this a problem? This 
is not to say that we should leave academia as is, there are plenty of ways it can and 
should be improved—such as improving student mental health (Flamez et al., 2017; 
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Evans et al., 2018; Moran et al., 2020; Dickerson, 2020; Ayres, 2022; Hall, 2023; 
Korreck, 2023) and including mentorship training for PhD supervisors (Denicolo 
et al., 2020; Hinton et al., 2020; Madan, 2021, 2022a; Cao et al., 2022; Ruedas- 
Gracia et al., 2022; Almlöv & Grubbström, 2023). Instead, as mentors we need to 
be clearer about the possible career paths upfront and should view academia as a 
skill-training period and opportunity to contribute to science, but not as a lifelong 
commitment.

Moreover, academia can involve a diverse range of skills (Sinche et al., 2017; 
Bernery et  al., 2022)—perhaps there is a future where specialisation and larger 
teams have a place: one individual for science communication across a few research 
groups, another with statistical expertise alongside some domain knowledge, and a 
third who is practiced with data documentation and open-science practices. What if 
these roles are considered part of the “indirect costs” associated with research and 
underwritten by the university department? We have shared costs for building and 
equipment maintenance, why not also employ people that can help make our 
research capabilities greater?

 Three Career Paths: Traditional Academic, Academic 
Adjacent, and Skill Transfer

What is generally viewed as the traditional route is to stay in academia—looking 
into teaching or research positions, planning further research studies, grappling with 
how to find a good potential next position while also moving to another city that’s 
affordable, and how to stay in touch with your family and friends. Unfortunately, 
positions within academia are quite limited, with far more PhD graduates each year 
than available job postings (Campbell et al., 2005; Schillebeeckx et al., 2013; Edge 
& Munro, 2015; McAlpine & Emmioğlu, 2015; Hayter & Park, 2019; Reithmeier 
et al., 2019; Berdahl et al., 2020; Lu et al., 2023), along with increasing training 
periods (Kahn & Ginther, 2017; Tsoi et  al., 2018; Cheng, 2023) and systematic 
inequalities in academic progression—including gender, ethnicity, socioeconomic 
status, and characteristics of doctoral institution (Goulden et  al., 2009; Clauset 
et al., 2015; Collaborative on Academic Careers in Higher Education, 2017; Meyers 
et al., 2018; Hayter & Park, 2019; Hinton et al., 2020; Morgan et al., 2022; Rennane 
et al., 2022; Wapman et al., 2022; Zhang et al., 2022; Edwards et al., 2023). Beyond 
these considerations, academic positions can be quite heterogeneous—with the 
same job title being associated with varying mixtures of research, teaching, and 
management responsibilities. Even then, academia has more day-to- day variation 
than most other careers (Faccio, 2023).

I am putting together this book and writing this introductory chapter from the 
position of someone in academia with a permanent position, but also as someone 
who wants to make sure that those planning or finishing a PhD are able to make an 
informed decision. Staying in academia almost requires you to move around the 
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world several times—this may not be an option given other life commitments. 
Personally, I am living in my fourth country now (Canada, Germany, the USA, and 
the UK). Even if it is a viable option or can be “planned around”, academia asks a 
lot of us in many ways. PhD supervisors are responsible for facilitating the career 
development of those they supervise (Concordat to Support the Career Development 
of Researchers, 2019; Berdahl et  al., 2020; Denicolo et  al., 2020; Madan, 2021, 
2022a, b).

Often, it is discussed that the other path is “not academia”. However, this is a 
false dichotomy—the number of positions in academia and non-academia is far 
from balanced. In interviewing people for this book and the previous volume, I see 
two paths that both fall under non-academic careers. Many of those I interviewed 
are still part of the broader academic community, working at funding agencies, 
developing government policies, working for companies that make specialised 
research equipment, and developing training courses. In these interviews, a more 
accurate term has come up for these positions—“academic-adjacent careers” 
(Madan, 2022a).

Doctoral training involves developing in three categories: topic, methods, and 
general. Topic is what you study—I study memory. Others have studied music cog-
nition, perceptual expertise, or moral decision-making. Methods are what approaches 
you use to study them—programming experiments, doing brain imaging analyses, 
and conducting interviews—all of these are methods. General doctoral skills include 
technical writing, giving presentations, working as part of a team, and managing 
projects. All of these are skills developed through a PhD but are distinct from the 
topic or methods. Those in academic-adjacent roles are using topic and/or methods 
skills in their new “non-academic” role. Thus, academic-adjacent, non-academic, 
and alt-academic are not synonymous terms—rather, these are different framings of 
using doctoral training outside of working at a university.

However, not all of those interviewed are using PhD topic or method skills in 
their subsequent role, but are still benefitting from more general skill development 
associated with their PhD (Campbell et  al., 2005; Barnacle & Dall’Alba, 2011; 
Sinche et al., 2017; Reithmeier et al., 2019; Berdahl et al., 2020; Bernery et al., 
2022). Careers prioritising data science, project management, or technical writing 
are relying on these more general doctoral skills—here I am suggesting we refer to 
these as “skill-transfer careers”. These individuals take skills developed during 
their PhD into another context where they are transferable and highly valued (Vitae, 
2012; Sinche, 2018; National Science Foundation, 2023). It can nonetheless be a 
challenge to convey to a hiring manager how a PhD is a benefit for the role you are 
applying for (Hancock et al., 2017; Cornthwaite, 2021; Persson, 2021; Ward, 2021; 
Skakni et  al., 2022). Two general tips are to prepare a position-specific tailored 
resume instead of an academic CV and to learn the relevant languages (e.g. in user 
experience research—terms such as user journey, persona, and prototype are 
common).
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 The Book Series

The two volumes of this book series comprise over 50 interviews. Most of the indi-
viduals interviewed in this book series completed their PhD in Psychology or 
Neuroscience. However, it is worth acknowledging that these are broad disciplines 
themselves. Psychology can span from humanities approaches, such as interviewing 
special populations and ethnographic research questions, to experiments with 
humans or animals to study behavior, to more data science focused on working with 
large data from a brain imaging dataset—perhaps without having collected any pri-
mary data. As such, there is a breadth of research approaches underlying the inter-
viewees’ PhD experiences—though interviews occurred opportunistically, people 
who I have met at conferences overlapped with in my own career path or otherwise 
sought out based on their career (e.g. someone with a PhD that works in a specific 
industry setting).

The reaches by which psychology interfaces with other fields have led to psy-
chology being described as a hub science (Cacioppo, 2007, 2013), and the recent 
expansion of large datasets and secondary data has further cemented this (Nosek 
et al., 2015; Madan, 2016, 2022c; Hesse, 2018; Bainbridge et al., 2022). Neuroscience 
overlaps with some of these domains, but then further includes additional bench 
skills and related topics, such as understanding biochemical pathways, patch-clamp 
techniques, and histology.

The first volume (“Navigating life after a PhD”; Madan, 2022a) included 22 
interviews. 9 of the interviews were with academics, while 13 with non-academics. 
Of the non-academics, many are still part of the broader academic community—
academic publishing (StavroulaKousta, ArfonSmith), government policy (Andrew 
DeSoto), scientific equipment sales (Cleyde Helena), research infrastructure (Ana 
Van Gulick, Aaron Moss), industry research (Matt Wall, Alice Kim), intellectual 
property law (Anastasia Greenberg), skill training (MairaQuintanilha), and knowl-
edge translation (Alice Kim, Jens Foell, Alison Caldwell). Apart from these 
academic- adjacent roles, there are also jobs that use doctoral skills in other contexts, 
such as data science (Joe Moran) or project management (Arfon Smith). This sum-
mary, however, loses the individual perspectives and value of these interviews. 
Paths to the same job sector and the advice they offer can be quite different—three 
interviewees were founders and Editor-in-Chief’s of three journals (StavroulaKousta, 
Arfon Smith, SimineVazire), but their paths have been very different.

Based on knowledge gained through my own experiences and in conducting the 
interviews from this first volume, I have given presentations at universities in the 
UK, Canada, and the USA about career paths. This has included being on career 
panels for the annual meetings of the Cognitive Neuroscience Society and 
Psychonomic Society. This spurred me on further—to conduct more interviews 
with those in non-academic careers.

This second volume (“A PhD is not a commitment to academia”; this book) 
includes 31 interviews, all with experience in non-academic roles. Broadly, many of 
the new interviewees could be categorised as similar topics—government policy 
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(TommiHimberg), funding agency (Katie Askew, Crystal Lantz), academic com-
munity building (Helena Ledmyr), scientific equipment sales (Ben Toovey, Tracy 
Warbrick), research infrastructure (within a university: Andrew Rowe, Donna 
Palmer; research software: Rebecca Hirst, Jade Pickering, Vijay Iyer), industry 
research (Kirsten Smayda, Veronika Vilgis), skill training (Sarah Treit), and knowl-
edge translation (Elodie Chabrol). Skill-transfer careers include using data science 
in non-academic contexts, such as anti-money laundering (Sebastian Similä) and 
police services (Emily Batty), or in a large supermarket (Damien Neadle).

 Insights into Academic-Adjacent and Skill-Transfer 
Career Paths

In conducting the interviews that comprise this volume, I have noticed re-occurring 
underlying themes that came up in multiple interviews. There are several ways to 
learn more about non-academic jobs—applicable to both academic-adjacent and 
skill-transfer career paths. Informational interviews, such as those in this volume, 
are very helpful in providing initial insights. Below I list the questions consistent in 
all interviews here.

 1. Can you introduce yourself and tell me a bit about your current position?
 2. What was the focus of your PhD? (mention when, where, department).
 3. As you were finishing your PhD, what were you thinking about your 

career plans?
 4. How have your career plans changed as you’ve continued on to your current 

position?
 5. Can you tell us a bit about what day-to-day life is like in your current position?
 6. What do you like most about your work?
 7. And what do you like least about your work?
 8. How do you think having a PhD has helped you succeed in your current 

position?
 9. If someone currently finishing their PhD was considering a position similar to 

yours, how might they decide if it would be a good fit?
 10. If someone was interested in pursuing a similar career path, what would you 

suggest they do to better prepare themselves?
 11. A lot of people like academia because they feel it gives them an opportunity to 

work on a topic that they deeply care about. Do you think this is also true in 
your current position?

 12. Another reason many like academia is that they feel it provides them with more 
freedom than they think they would get in other positions. How much freedom 
do you feel you have to work on what you think is interesting?

 13. Have you thought about returning to academia?
 14. Based on your journey, what advice or suggestions do you want to pass on to 

someone who’s currently finishing their PhD?
 15. Is there anything else you’d like to tell someone reading this interview?
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However, your own values may make other questions pertinent, such as the 
work-life balance, hour flexibility, and considerations of where the workplace is 
located. For instance, within the USA, there is a large degree of heterogeneity in 
state-level laws related to identity and expression. Conducting further informational 
interviews with colleagues you’ve met at conferences or more senior PhD student 
cohorts can be a great way to gain a better understanding of potential career paths. 
Internships can be a way to gain more depth of experience in exploring career 
options. The goal here is to gain insights into potential roles, understand job prereq-
uisites, and get a feel for different industry sector cultures.

Leaving academia does not mean you have to give up your topics of passion and 
expertise. While the freedom and passion associated with academia are often roman-
ticised, they might not always meet one’s expectations. Nevertheless, skills honed 
during doctoral training—such as analytical abilities, critical thinking, project man-
agement, and communication—are invaluable across a breadth of roles, in and out-
side of academia. Many find a home in industry, non-profit, or government jobs, 
cherishing the supportive teams, autonomy, work-life balance, and joy of being a 
part of creating tangible outcomes.

It’s imperative to reflect on one’s values, priorities, and interests when consider-
ing career paths. There’s a vast world beyond academia that might be a better fit for 
many. Prior choices are not a commitment to a specific path—transitioning between 
sectors is always an option and leaving academia is often the more sensible approach. 
It’s also advisable for PhDs to highlight their transferable skills, gain experience 
early on, strategise their networking, and always bear in mind that a PhD is a testa-
ment to their capabilities, making them suitable for a variety of roles.

 Advice for Individuals

It is important to consider your personal values and life considerations when evalu-
ating job options. Some of these include work-life balance and job availability. 
Academia offers flexibility in working hours, but is difficult to step away from. The 
academic job market is stressful—often sparse in new positions. Jobs can vary in 
their rate of progress; academia typically involves a narrow focus with projects that 
take years to complete (from inception to publication), with little real-world impact. 
Geographic restrictions are also a limitation of academic jobs; universities are often 
located few and far between, with hiring priorities varying from year to year. 
Priorities also change over time—especially in relation to major life events such as 
getting married and having children. These major life events particularly have direct 
influences on work-life balance, geographic restrictions, as well as financial factors 
(e.g. stability).

Leaving academia can be difficult. It often becomes viewed as a core aspect of 
one’s identity, but people are multifacted and have other talents and interests. 
Nonetheless, changing career focus is disorienting, and these feelings should be 
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validated and viewed with self-compassion. Friends made during PhD studies can 
still be a support network. Focusing on personal values can be important in deter-
mining priorities going forward. Academia is just one potential path of many.

 Advice for Institutions

PhD programs can try to alleviate some of these anxieties and concerns. Workshops 
cantered on transferable skills (e.g. project management, data visualisation, and sci-
ence communication) can help prepare students for skill-transfer careers. Providing 
support for finding and exploring industry internships will also help students see the 
value in the expertise in other work settings. Inviting alumni to visit and talk to cur-
rent PhD students can also make these career paths appear more approachable. 
Guidance on applying for non-academic roles (e.g. resume vs. CV, portfolios) can 
also be beneficial.

While the interviewees are in non-academic roles, most of these are still aca-
demia adjacent. These careers are still part of the broader academic community and 
interact with academics on a regular basis. PhD programs should highlight these 
career paths, where PhD is still very applicable, such as in industry research and 
science policy, where research skills and subject expertise remain highly valuable. 
Academic-adjacent careers provide opportunities to collaborate with and positively 
impact the academic community, even if not directly as an academic. Encouraging 
informational interviews and job shadowing with people in these academic-adjacent 
roles directly shows how research skills are valued and applied in these positions. 
The breadth of academic-adjacent options allows PhDs to find alignments with their 
specific skills, interests, and values; there are many potential good fits. Pursing an 
academic-adjacent career can be viewed as building upon one’s doctoral training, 
not abandoning it. It leverages their graduate education in a new context. The goal 
is conveying that research-related non-academic careers allow PhDs to continue 
doing meaningful, impactful work that builds on their graduate training. They are a 
natural continuation of the PhD journey, not an off-ramp. (Additional, complemen-
tary resources have been made available at https://worldbeyond.ac.)

 Conclusion

In exploring career paths after a PhD, it becomes clear there are opportunities 
beyond the traditional academic route. Many fulfilling roles exist that allow PhDs to 
continue applying their expertise, though perhaps in a different context. Academic- 
adjacent careers provide chances to collaborate with academia through industry 
research, policy, publishing, and more. Skill-transfer careers make use of transfer-
able abilities honed during doctoral training, like critical thinking and project man-
agement. While leaving academia can be disorienting initially, focusing on personal 

C. R. Madan

https://worldbeyond.ac


9

values and interests helps reveal alignments with these alternative paths. They 
should be seen as a natural continuation of the PhD journey. With an abundance of 
options, through informational interviews and self-reflection, PhDs can find non- 
academic careers where their passions, talents, and training remain relevant. The 
key is recognizing that a PhD need not be a lifelong commitment to academia; there 
are many ways to leverage and build upon that education. With an open mind to 
possibilities, PhDs can find pursuits where they continue doing impactful work that 
resonates with who they are.
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