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PhD Career Paths at UW—An Update

Background

In response to widespread concerns regarding the avail-
ability of dataon PhD employment, the UW Graduate
School in 1997 began systematically surveying advisors
of UW doctoral recipients regarding the current employ-
ment of their former students. The survey time span cov-
ered ten years— PhDs awarded from 1986 to 1996. The
findings of that survey were published in 1998*. Thisre-
port covers the second survey cycle, representing degrees
awarded from 1989 to 1999. The eight-year overlap of
the surveys affords the opportunity for alimited analysis
of career mobility.

Asin the previous study, the ten-year cohort is divided
into an “early career” group consisting of those persons
awarded degrees in the last four years, and a*“ mid-career
group of those awarded degreesin the previous six years.

The overall responserate for this cycle was 70%, a 10%
decline from the earlier survey. The Graduate School i n-
tends to continue this survey approximately every two
years.

Interesting information is also available from the UW
Educational Assessment Office’s “ Graduate Survey”?.
Thisquestionnaireis mailed directly to UW degree recipi-
ents approximately 11 months following graduation. The
1999 survey results mark thefirst year that data were
available reflecting enhancements requested by the
Graduate School to break out master’ s and doctoral re-
cipients and to provide more depth regarding employ-
ment. These data are available on the Web at http://mww.
washington.edu/oea/0007.htm

PhD Production

National statistics reveal that PhD production has leveled
off following sharp increases during most of the latter part
of the Twentieth Century. The number of doctorates
awarded in 1999 declined 3.6% from the previous year.
Thisisthelargest one-year decline sincethe 1970's.

In contrast, PhD production at UW continuesto grow,
reaching 521 in 1999. For that year, the UW ranked 13"
among top doctorate-granting institutionsin the U.S.

Anincreasing fraction of doctorates awarded nationally

go to women (42.7%) and internationa students (23%). This
trend ismirrored at UW where in 1999 45% of PhDswere
awarded to women and 22% to international students. The
proportion of PhD degrees awarded nationally to minorities
has nearly doubled in the past ten years. Thisisaso true at
UW wherein 1999 13% of degrees were granted to minority
students.

PhD Employment Prospects

Severa years ago the national media portrayed dreary pros-
pectsfor PhD employment. It waswidely (and accurately)
reported that many doctoral recipients, faced with ashortage
of faculty positions, were finding employment in business or
other “non-traditiona” sectors, or were locked in successive
or long-term postdoctora positions.

More recent sources report someimprovement in this situa
tion, probably attributable to a decline in PhD production and
abetter economy. One of the products of the attention being
pai d to PhD production has been acritical examination of the
doctoral education process. Notable examplesinclude the
Re-envisioning the PhD project coordinated at UW? and the
recently released study “ At Cross Purposes: What the experi-
ences of doctoral students reveal about doctoral education”®.

Asnoted in our previous report, unemployment among PhDs
remains bel ow the unemployment rate for the general popu-
lace. Of the entire ten-year cohort only 48 (1.5%) were un-
employed. Thisisnearly the same rate (1.2%) asin the 1996
survey cycle. The 1999 survey respondents were asked
whether the unemployed PhD was seeking employment.
Nearly half were not seeking employment.

There have been small reductionsin the percentage of re-
spondents employed in temporary, part-time, or positions un-
related to the PhD. These decreases are most pronounced in
the sciences.

Employment Sector

Nationally, the percentage of PhD recipients working in busi-
ness/industry or self-employment hasincreased from 17% of
thetotal in 1979 to 28% in 1999. Twenty-five percent of our
early career cohort and 23% of the mid-career group arein
business/industry or self-employment. The number of UW
respondents employed in non-faculty jobsincreased dlightly
from the 1996 survey. Business/industry and self-
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employment rates were considerably higher in some dis-
ciplines, 30% in the sciences and 54% in engineering
fields.

Demographic differences by employment type are proba
bly attributable to differing demographic profilesin the
respective disciplines. Overall, women were more likely
to be employed by colleges and universities and less
likely to be employed in business/industry. In contrast,
minorities and international students were morelikely to
be employed in business/industry than in academia.

The survey showsthat the UW isamajor employer of
our PhD recipients. Ten percent of the entire cohort is
employed by UW, mostly in non-tenure (38%) and post-
doctoral (25%) positions.

L ocation of Employment

Considering U.S. citizens and permanent residents only,
42% of the respondents are employed in Washington
State. Considering all respondents, 36% of the early ca
reer cohort are employed in Washington State. The per-
centage of mid-career PhDs employed in Washington
State (31%) is dightly lower, reflecting the national trend
observed in “ Doctorate Recipients from United States
Universities: Summary Report 1999”° of recipients re-
turning to birthplace areas for permanent employment.

Postdoctor al Positions

Therole of the postdoctoral appointment has changed in
the last twenty years. The Survey of Earned Doctorates
reportsthat the proportion of PhDs choosing postdoctoral
appointments climbed from 20% in 1979 to 30% in 1999.
These positions are held mainly by those receiving de-
greesin thelife and physical sciences. Eighteen percent
of the UW early career cohort werein postdoctoral pos-
tions. Surprisingly, 5% (80) of the mid-career group
were gtill holding postdocs. Of the entire cohort, 327 re-
ported having held two postdocs and 80 reported three or
more.

Career Mobility

There were 1,864 individuals who were surveyed in both
UW cycles. Of those, 702 (38%) had changed positions.
Of those who changed positions, 21% changed to aten-
ure-track position, 17% changed to a business/industry
position, and 14% changed to a non-tenure track position.
Twenty-five percent |eft a postdoctoral position. Of
those who changed positions, 147 changed employment
location. Over half of those changi ng location moved
outside of Washington State to another location within
the U.S. Fifteen percent moved out of the country and
30% moved from el sewhere to Washington State.
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PhD Production: UW vs. National

1999 National PhD production i1s down 3.6% from 1998
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National® vs. UW
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Temporary/Part-time/Unrelated
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Employment Type - Early Career
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Employment Type, Mid-Career
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Small Increase in Non-Faculty Jobs
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Employers by Gender —
Entire Cohort
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Employers by Ethnicity —
Entire Cohort
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Employers by Nationality —
Entire Cohort
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Mid-career Still in Postdoc: 87
(84 in 1996)
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Postdoc Appointments by College — Early and Mid-Career Cohorts
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Number of Postdoctoral Appts
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Employment Location Change
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