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How can a PhD researcher stand out in the job market of 2012?  

Good question, and for several reasons. First, is the student on schedule to complete on time, now 

funding is usually for three years, rules normally allow completion within four years. I must say I’m 

quite old fashioned insofar as I like to see people do the work in three years. There has to be a good 

reason to stray over to that fourth year. Beyond that, frankly, unless it is ill health or some other 

external factor over which they have no control, which would lead me to think that there is something 

amiss. 

The second issue is has the PhD Student undertaken any form of teaching. Now usually PhD students 

will, as part of their doctoral studies, be expected to do some seminar/tutorial work, particularly if 

they are receiving an institutional sponsorship for their programme. But I think they need to 

demonstrate both a measure of depth and breadth in what they have done. I realise there are 

limitations but ideally if they can show that they have done lectures as well as seminars and ideally 

that they have some familiarity with administrative processes, it all helps. And, of course, in today’s 

technological advanced era, they should have some familiarity with virtual learning environments of 

some description. The third area, I recall my supervisor saying it to me is, ‘publish or perish’. There is 

a lot of talk - some of it informed, some of it less informed – about a need to concentrate on teaching 

but the fact is people are judged most on their research output and their scholarly aptitude. So I would 

expect an applicant really to have publications under their belt. 

What about publications in history/politics magazines, do they count as much or is it journals? 

Clearly for REF or whatever the future of REF will be, institutions can only return people who have 

some work at 3 or 4 star level. They can return people at 2 star level but frankly since there’s no 

funding for that, there might seem little point. I am not saying that the kind of publications that you 

have referred too are unimportant but clearly if they are all that a PhD candidate for a job can offer, it 

may lead the panel to conclude that, well, there not really cut out, they don’t have an ability. Those 

publications make what I call great stocking fillers but they don’t substitute for core delivery in top 

journals. 



Just linking on to what they can do outside their PhD, how important is networking and 

presenting at conferences, is that an important component in improving your employment 

prospects? 

Indeed, it is. I would say that particularly at smaller conferences, seminars and so on. Again, speaking 

from experience I recall my first was at an event at Oxford at the UK territorial workshop of the PSA 

and it was a smaller event. It didn’t mean the event was without incident but it was in some ways a 

less daunting or challenging environment than going to a very large conference. But I think that’s 

important David because what you’re doing is your showing your ability to speak about your 

research, to take constructive criticism, take it on the chin, and to learn from the experience. 

 

How important is a PhD student’s attitude in terms of gaining employment? 

We want somebody who has got a reasonable degree of confidence. In a sense this is stating the 

obvious but we can’t help the way we are made but we have to try and manage as best we can. 

Attitude is important, I think you have to be realistic in your expectations but equally there’s nothing 

wrong with having aspiration - just don’t expect to run before you walk. Some people will do very 

well, other people will make disappointing progress but it’s about pacing yourself. 

If a PhD candidate has taken all this advice, they have ticked all the boxes and they have got to 

an interview. What is the most important feature in a candidate for you’re in an actual 

interview?  

Before the interview, you need to do your homework – above all, know yourself, your CV, your 

strengths and weaknesses. Research the position, the history, plans and nature of the parent 

department/unit or School, and the host institution. If you get a chance, research the appointment 

panel to know your inquisitors! Be able to put your experience into context and to show how you feel 

you can make a worthwhile contribution. Ensure that your application is well proof-read and that 

you’ve addressed what is being sought. 

In the interview itself, I think you need to give answers which are not too short but equally don’t give 

know chapter and verse. Remember, you’re in an interview which maybe thirty or forty minutes. You 

know the kind of questions they are going to ask about: what experience have you got, what are some 

of the issues or concerns such as enthusing students, dealing with issues of retention, dealing with 

changes in technology, approaches to large groups, getting more diffident students to participate and 

so on. If you’re asked to deliver a presentation as part of the interview, which you may well be, you 

need to think very carefully about that. Don’t just put up three or four very basic PowerPoint slides 

and hope for the best - think about how you use layout, colour, design, and wording. Do not read from 

it, because the panel should be able to read for themselves what’s on the screen. Look at your panel 

members; don’t keep looking at the screen. They know that you will be nervous but eye contact is 

important. Be prepared. Be poised. Be polite. Be positive. 

Final question, obviously a degree is not what it was worth say ten or fifteen years ago and as 

you said there are a lot more PhD students on the market. Are they days of PhD students 

walking into lecturing posts coming to an end? 

I am not sure that PhD students ever simply walked into lecturing but I take the point. It is possible if 

you have got a sound CV, to make a credible pitch for a post. There’s always been some tendency for 



some PhDs to go on to do further research with a post doc. I’m a bit loathe to generalise because it 

really depends on the specifics of the case. The other thing is supply and demand - you may have all 

the ingredients which - last year or next year maybe - what an institution seeks but, this year, they just 

don’t have any posts or the field of candidates was very tough. A lot of it is time and chance as much 

as anything; I think a PhD student needs to be prepared to do something else before going directly 

into an academic post. I think also there must be realisation there are only so many posts available and 

by implication if the pool of PhD students is growing and the demand is finite for their talents, there 

are going to be proportionately fewer PhD students going directly into academia. 

 

 


