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I’m gearing up to co-host the Beyond the Professoriate conference once again this May. It’s the fourth annual event,
and there’s a great lineup of speakers presenting. I asked our Day 1 (Career Day) panellists to share advice they
have for graduate students and PhDs who are seeking – or at least considering – non-faculty careers. How can they
manage an effective job search campaign? Here’s what they told me.

Explore your options

PhDs can feel boxed into a limited range of job options, particularly just after graduate school or a postdoc. But
doctoral degree holders work in a wide range of roles. I myself work as a life coach and entrepreneur, hardly what I
expected I’d do after a history PhD! Career exploration was crucial in my case: I felt lukewarm about all the choices
I thought I had; I needed to look elsewhere.

“Don’t be afraid to explore options that are outside your comfort zone,” says Jessica Hartshorn, a forest health
specialist for the Minnesota department of natural resources. She encourages new grads to try different things.
“People get tunnel vision in the job market and often forget that it’s okay to try things and move on. No matter what
you do you will learn a lot about your field, and about yourself, and nothing is permanent.” Dr. Hartshorn echoes
what my conference co-host Maren Wood tells PhDs: “Your first job is not your last job.”

One challenge for academics seeking non-faculty work is that they are used to their content knowledge – their
research expertise – being of primary importance to their careers. Sometimes, that remains true of their work
beyond the professoriate. Chandra Moffat, a PhD in evolutionary ecology turned research scientist for Agriculture
and Agri-Food Canada, can speak to this. Others need not dismiss their research entirely. Beth Seltzer points out
that “dissertations can provide a clue to the types of issues you might be interested in working on in a non-faculty
career. For me, I started out interested in Victorian information technology long before I realized I was interested in
technology use today too.” Dr. Seltzer is currently an education technology specialist at Bryn Mawr College.

Know and apply your skills, confidently

Lisa Bélanger advises PhDs to look at their degrees as a collection of skills. “No one – and I mean no one – cares if
you have publications,” she emphasizes. “What matters most are your skill sets, your network, and your experience.”
(Read more about Dr. Bélanger’s career on this Transition Q & A and hear her speak as part of the Non-profit panel
at the conference.)

“Apply all the skills you learned while earning your PhD to building up your professional network.” That’s advice Erin
Arizzi gives graduate students and postdocs seeking employment beyond the professoriate. Dr. Arizzi earned a
doctorate in the humanities and now works as a communications specialist at a software company in North
Carolina. Networking is key to any job search, and that includes PhDs.

In terms of what skills PhDs bring to employers, Mylynka Kilgore Cardona argues it’s easy to overlook them all. “We
are so conditioned in grad school to reach for a tenure-track job that we forget that we have a lot of skills that are
really desirable in the non-academic world. All of the things I do in my day-to-day work are things I honed in my
doctoral program – research, writing, editing, project management, public speaking. These skills are so valued
outside academia and are wanted!” Dr. Cardona did a PhD in history and now works as a map curator at the Texas
General Land Office. “I think the most important piece of advice I would give to academics seeking non-faculty
positions is to be confident in your abilities,” she says.

Translate your skills, redefine your professional identity, and market yourself
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effectively

According to Darek Moreau, PhDs should “learn how skills and experiences gained in academia translate into other
career paths.” He sees graduate degree holders struggle to match up their knowledge and skills with job postings.
“A lot of this simply comes down to unfamiliar jargon,” Dr. Moreau says. He’s had varied professional experiences
after earning his PhD in biology and now works as a senior aquatic scientist for Stantec Consulting in Fredericton,
New Brunswick.

In his own career, Dr. Moreau found his doctoral experience set him up well for future roles. “Most surprising to me is
how research strengths can be applied to a wide array of day-to-day activities in the jobs I’ve had since graduating.
It’s inspiring to see how my skills can make novel contributions in areas I’d never imagined.”

In addition to translating academic experiences into language employers understand, job seekers may have to
“morph strategically” to effectively and persuasively communicate with hiring managers. That advice comes from
Trina Filan, a geography PhD who works in the nonprofit sector. Dr. Filan warns that this morphing isn’t simply a
matter of assessing skills and crafting a compelling resume. It can get at the heart of who you are. “In some cases,
that might mean that the person you’ve become during your doctoral work must be subsumed into a new identity,
someone you may not be entirely comfortable with becoming but who is palatable to the people who will offer you
employment.”

The emotional, psychological journey that many PhDs transitioning into nonfaculty careers go through is something I
know well from my own experience and client work over the years.

One thing that’s often surprising to academics is how different markers of success and accomplishments can be
beyond the professoriate. “As scientists we have our published articles and that’s mainly how we define our value in
academia,” points out Simon Landry, a recent biomedical sciences PhD now working at a startup company in
Toronto. In the non-academic world, he says, individuals have more flexibility to brand themselves in different ways.

Proving your value is done differently beyond the professoriate. Dr. Arizzi agrees. “It’s a tough lesson, but no one
cares about your academic accomplishments or where you went to school. You’re going to have to prove your value
all over again by doing good work, and working well with others.” She cautions academics to manage their
expectations. If they’re entering a new industry, they may need to begin in a more entry-level role than they imagine.

Be patient and follow your gut

Synatra Smith’s experience is instructive. “It took me a year after graduating to stumble upon something I was
passionate about that makes me feel like 10 years of college and terminal degree level debt was worth it,” she
reflects. “It took another five months of volunteering to get hired in a position that has been molded to reflect my
interests,” says Dr. Smith. She now works as education coordinator and scholar in residence at the Prince George’s
African American museum and cultural center in Maryland. Her advice? “Be patient, think outside the box, try on
different things.”

Dr. Moffat, the entomologist, advises academics seeking non-faculty roles to “listen to your gut.” She says not to
worry about what others think about your career path. And, she adds, keep in mind that what works for someone
else isn’t necessarily right for you.

At the end of the day, many doctorate degree holders work in roles where they do work they find meaningful,
rewarding, and engaging, even if it looks different from how they imagined it would. “The most surprising thing about
work after my PhD is that I’m still finding meaningful research questions, just in a different context,” says Megan
Brown, a psychology PhD who works as a data scientist at Amazon. “Ultimately, I’m still motivated by the same
things: making life better for people based on research, interesting questions, and teamwork.”
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Non-academic lifestyles can be better, too. “I have way more free time to do what I want and build my life the way I
want,” Dr. Hartshorn told me. “In grad school I was a non-stop mess of anxiety and now I’m able to explore new
hobbies and spend more time with my family.” Dr. Brown similarly emphasized her appreciation for weekends off and
vacation time.

A final piece of advice comes from Emily Bell, a psychiatry PhD who works at McGill University as a training
manager. Dr. Bell finds that her students and postdocs often want discipline-specific advice and information on job
searching. She tells them that “a job search is roughly the same for everyone.” That’s good news, says Dr. Bell. “You
are not alone and your non-academic friends, relatives and colleagues may be able to share strategies, resources or
documents that they used in the process of searching for work or new opportunities.”

Hear from all these PhDs and others during Career Day on Saturday, May 6, part of the Beyond the Professoriate
online career conference. Read the full conference program, check out the speaker bios, and register online. Group
discounts available for institutions purchasing on behalf of their students or postdocs.
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