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Before PhD

Possible barriers to entry
o Funding – lack of student loans for PGR study
o Extremely competitive funding
o Uncertainty – financial, employment, and otherwise – during and post-PhD

During PhD

Career development while completing PhD: PhD vs. CV
There are considerable demands in completing a PhD while trying to gain experience in teaching,
publications, conferences, networking, impact/outreach necessary to get an academic job. All of this
places incredible pressure on the individual: “you are the master of your own destiny” (Gill 2010).

 Teaching: often low/no pay (zero hours contracts) but high responsibility. This is often put to
PhD students as “essential experience” but in many cases PhD students are not being
properly trained and/or may be taken advantage of.

 Publications: the “publish or perish” mantra is well known, but this is challenging given the
long timescale of publishing and comparatively short timescale of PhD. Cairney’s (2015)
anecdotal evidence suggests short-listed candidates for politics lectureships often have at
least four publications, with the successful candidate typically having more. It is becoming
less and less realistic to be able to gain a lectureship after the PhD.

 Networking always shows up as one of the most important things on the PhD ‘checklist’ –
and the earlier one starts, the better. This comes much easier to some than others and a lack
of mentors for women and BMEs could make this much harder for this group.

Isolation/loneliness
UK PhD often conjures up images of ‘lone scholar’ in the library. This may be changing a bit for the
better (especially with online communities), but many people often isolated or do not feel part of a
community, and for many their only point of contact is their supervisor (see Angel Productions’ PhD
survival video, for example).

Support for emotional and mental wellbeing/health
This has recently been identified by the Guardian as an issue prolific across HE (see Shaw 2015). For
PhD students it is a matter of concern especially due to the often isolating nature of our work, a lack
of mentors (see below), and not knowing where to go for help. Mueller (2014) covers a lot of these
issues in a good blog post.

Coping with an ever-changing and under pressure HE environment
The increasingly harsh, neoliberal environment of HE is something that PhDs both feel very much a
part of but sometimes slightly on the margins of too. REF 2014 is a good example; it is not always



clear to PhDs if/how their work filters into processes such as the REF. See also Ros Gill’s (2010)
excellent piece on neoliberalism in academia more generally.

Mentoring
Mentoring is crucial during this time, but mentors are not necessarily easy to find, since it requires
building up meaningful relationships with people over time (someone ideally who is not your
supervisor).

Family responsibilities
Women with children or caring responsibilities may feel even more pressure and face extra
difficulties while completing the PhD.

Post PhD

A precarious, uncertain, and competitive academic job market
 The job market is extremely competitive (cf. Cairney 2015). Put simply, there is an

oversupply of PhDs and not enough academic jobs. In addition, PhDs are expected to have
ever more polished and professional CVs.

 Most jobs available are not permanent; Cassuto (2015)’s informal data reveals at least three
to four years minimum post-PhD before a permanent job can be secured (this is in the US
context but is still relevant I think).

 Many jobs are also poorly paid, with no remuneration for prep time (see Fazackerley 2014,
as well as Flaherty and Mulhere 2015 on the recent Adjunct Walkout Day in the US). When
asked in an academic forum whether a post doc salary was negotiable, one response was
the following: “Believe me, you're not special. I have a stack of CVs from candidates who are
just as qualified; I'll move down to the next one who won't be a pain in the ass” (Mozman
2015).

The following are listed as essential criteria for a currently-advertised lectureship in politics position
at a UK university:

Demonstrates a quality breadth of knowledge of Political Science and in particular political movements,
ideologies, political parties, pressure groups and elections.
Some understanding of the use of e-Learning or a willingness to undertake training in this area
Knowledge of assessment procedures.
Depth of teaching experience in HE, part or full time
Well-developed communication skills.
Excellent presentation skills.
Ability to work effectively as part of a team.
Liaison and organisational skills.
Relevant First degree
PhD or PhD close to completion
Commitment to innovations in teaching and learning.
Commitment to research in an appropriate field.
Experience or willingness to engage in externally funded research activities
Experience or a willingness to engage in collaborative research
Willingness to undertake academic administration appropriate to the position’s scale.



Essential requirements for a currently-advertised fellowship in comparative politics:

A completed PhD in a relevant subject by 1st September 2015 or, in exceptional cases, a PhD close to
completion.
An emerging track record in research in comparative politics, as evidenced by publications in peer-
reviewed outlets or equivalent.
Excellent written and oral communication skills
Successful teaching experience in comparative politics.
A commitment to high quality teaching and fostering a positive learning environment for students.

Grey zone between end of PhD and first job.
I believe there is a difficult ‘grey zone’ the in the period between submitting one’s thesis, completing
the viva/corrections, and actually applying/receiving that first job. Many job ads require one to have
the PhD in hand. Yet, for many people, funding runs out during this time, and survival becomes the
objective! People may also lose access to critical resources such as physical office spaces, libraries,
and journal subscriptions during this time.

Non-academic careers
For those not wishing to go into an academic career, knowing how to articulate their skills and self-
present for a non-academic job market can be difficult, particularly when told that one may be
‘overqualified’ for a position. There is a dedicated online community devoted to this (Twitter
hashtag #altac and blogs such as From PhD to Life: http://www.universityaffairs.ca/career-
advice/from-phd-to-life/).

Future family life
The precarious nature of many positions for ECRs means that jobs are often short-term and
unstable. For women this often comes at a time when many are thinking of starting a family (see, for
example, Thomeer 2015 on job hunting while pregnant). How do maternity leaves fit into contracts
that are only 9 or 12 months long? (And, see Koblyk 2012 on how to approach publishing during
maternity leaves!). For those that do decide to start a family during this time, career breaks and
financial stability are key concerns (see Bawden 2014).

Geography
Along with a competitive job market and concerns about family life, there is an concern about job
searches and geography. It is a truly global market nowadays, but many PhDs are not in the position
to be able to move away from family or spousal support, etc.

Women/BMEs severely underrepresented in HE
Aside from all of these more individualistic concerns outlined above, there overall picture for women
and BMEs in HE is bleak. There have recently been a couple of reports released, and these statistics
do nothing to inspire. The Equality Challenge Unit (2014) report published in November shows that
men are still predominant in academia: there are three times as many male professors as there are
female. Also, only 2.8% of BME female academics are employed at professor level (Ibid.). In addition,
race is a key concern, and seems to be an issue that does not get much attention (see Rollock 2015).
See also the Runnymede Trust’s recent report (Alexander and Arday 2015) which contains a lot of
compelling stories, statistics, and additional sources.
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Other recommended online resources

PhD support – general
PhD Talk: http://phdtalk.blogspot.co.uk/
The Thesis Whispher: http://thesiswhisperer.com/
Pat Thomson’s blog (good on the writing process: http://patthomson.net/
Nadine Mueller: http://www.nadinemuller.org.uk/

Women in academia
Hook and Eye (written by women working in HE in Canada): http://www.hookandeye.ca/
Tenure, She Wrote (USA) https://tenureshewrote.wordpress.com/

Other
A blog for “people on the margins of academia”: http://conditionallyaccepted.com/
Equity Challenge Unit: http://www.ecu.ac.uk/
PhDisabled Blog: https://phdisabled.wordpress.com/
Disabled Philosophers: https://disabledphilosophers.wordpress.com/


