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Abstract
Despite limited opportunities for tenured academic positions, the number of PhD gradu-
ates in Social Sciences has steadily risen in countries with developed research systems. 
The current literature predominantly portrays PhD graduates as victims, either of the 
higher education system or of their own optimism in pursuing an academic career. This 
paper takes an alternative stance by spotlighting the agency exhibited by PhD graduates 
in Social Sciences as they deftly navigate their career pathways amid the constrained aca-
demic job market. Specifically, we adopt an ecological perspective of agency to explore 
how PhD graduates in Social Sciences exercise their agency in navigating their career from 
the beginning of their PhD candidature until up to 5 years after graduation. We employ 
a narrative approach to delve into the employment journeys of twenty-three PhD gradu-
ates. Within this cohort, we select to report four participants from four Australian universi-
ties, each possessing distinct career trajectories. Our analysis highlights agency as the link 
between various personal and institutional factors that shape our participants’ career tra-
jectories. Based on this finding, we offer recommendations for practice and policy changes 
that appreciate PhD graduates’ agency.
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Introduction

There has been a significant surge in the number of new PhD graduates over the past 
few decades in countries with developed research systems (Buenstorf et al., 2023; Han-
cock, 2023; OECD, 2021). However, academic job markets have shrunk considerably 
(Guerin, 2020), with decreased percentages of tenure academics in Australia (Crim-
mins, 2017; Lama & Joullié, 2015), the USA (Feder, 2018; Hayter & Parker, 2019), the 
UK as well as many other European countries (Feder, 2018; Germain-Alamartine et al., 
2021; OECD 2021). Research on labour markets for PhD holders has identified sev-
eral prominent labour market trends (despite specific variations across nations). These 
include a growing availability of non-academic opportunities for PhD holders in the 
USA (Hayter & Parker, 2019) and other OECD countries (OECD 2021), a shift towards 
temporary and contract positions especially in the higher education sector in the UK and 
Australia (Hancock, 2023; Croucher, 2023), stronger ties with industry and entrepre-
neurship in European countries such as the UK, Norway, Sweden, and Italy (Hancock, 
2023; Germain-Alamartine et  al., 2021; Marini, 2022), and increased global mobility 
across OECD countries (Auriol et al., 2013). These trends emphasise the importance of 
a broader perspective on career possibilities for PhD holders in a dynamic job market.

Academic job markets exhibit variations depending on the national system. For 
instance, recent cohorts of doctoral graduates in Germany are more engaged in univer-
sity-based professional jobs (e.g. administration and management positions) (Buenstorf 
et al., 2023, p. 1218). By contrast, recent census data in Australia suggests a growing 
trend of PhD graduates seeking employment opportunities beyond the academic sector 
(McCarthy & Wienk, 2019). Likewise, more PhD graduates in the UK pursue non-aca-
demic career paths (Hancock, 2023; McAlpine et al., 2013). Regardless of the national 
differences, a decline in tenured academic positions and increased use of academics on 
a contingent contract basis is a common trend in countries with developed research sys-
tems that need further investigation.

In terms of aspiration, a survey in Australia shows that nearly two-thirds of PhD 
students in Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics (STEM) want to find 
a job in an industry or the public sector; in contrast, only one-third of PhD students in 
Social Sciences indicate their intention to look for work outside academia (McCarthy 
& Wienk, 2019). Top employers of PhD graduates are Banking and Finance, Informa-
tion Technology, Engineering, Energy and Mining, Medical and Pharmaceutical sec-
tors (McCarthy & Wienk, 2019), which look for STEM experts rather than social scien-
tists. Within academia in a broader context, PhD graduates in Social Sciences in OECD 
countries are less likely to have full-time research fellowship opportunities, meaning 
fewer opportunities leading to secure employment (Auriol, 2010). UK PhD graduates 
in Social Sciences find more opportunities in non-research positions than their coun-
terparts in STEM (Hancock, 2023). These findings suggest that career opportunities for 
PhD graduates in Social Sciences are limited both inside and outside academia.

Despite the large body of literature underscoring job security issues, little is known 
about how PhD graduates in Social Sciences navigate their career pathways in such a 
gloomy employment landscape. Addressing this gap, this study explores the stories 
of PhD graduates in Social Sciences to examine how they consider career options and 
make decisions from the beginning of their candidature until up to 5 years after gradu-
ation. The next section will present the literature that casts light on various career 
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pathways available for PhD graduates in Australia. It is then followed by discussions 
about the agency of PhD graduates in navigating their career progression.

Common career pathways for PhD graduates

Inside academia

In Australia, a PhD graduate can follow two main academic career routes: the lecturer 
pathway (teaching and research positions) and the postdoctoral pathway (research-only 
positions) (Rogers & Swain, 2022). Both routes have equivalent academic titles, which are 
ranked from levels A to E. Table 1 shows the titles used in most Australian universities.

The postdoctoral pathway, more common amongst those in STEM, especially in 
the biomedical sciences, is research-focused and often starts with a research assistant 
position (level A). PhD graduates in Social Sciences and Humanities tend to take the 
teaching and research pathway, which normally starts with teaching associate positions 
(level A). For both pathways, academic positions that offer continuing employment 
often start at level B.

The above two pathways are not distinctive routes. In fact, it is common to find PhD 
graduates switching between precarious teaching and research positions with no permanent 
employment opportunities entailed (Menard & Shinton, 2022; Spina et al., 2022). Alarm-
ingly, there is an increase in the number of teaching-only staff, considered “second class”, 
accounting for around 80% of the casual academic workforce because they are loaded with 
heavy teaching and do not often have opportunities, time, and support to conduct research 
(Bennett et al., 2018, p. 282). Without strong track records in research, they are unlikely to 
be offered a long-term employment contract (Rogers & Swain, 2022). The time taken to 
obtain one can extend to 10 years or more after the completion of doctoral study (Nadolny 
& Ryan, 2015).

Outside academia

The employment landscape for PhD graduates outside academia has become more and 
more promising. The rise of knowledge-based economies has promoted collaboration 
between academia and industry and made available career options outside of academia 
to PhD graduates (Hancock, 2023; Priestley et al., 2015). Although people may be opti-
mistic about career prospects outside of academia (Waaijer, 2017), there are certain 

Table 1   Common career pathways for academics in Australian universities

Levels Teaching and research positions Research only positions

A Tutor/Associate Lecturer Research Associate/Assistant
B Lecturer Research Fellow
C Senior Lecturer Senior Research Fellow
D Associate Professor Associate professor—Principal research fellow
E Professor Professor—Senior principal research fellow
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challenges involving adapting to the requirements of industries. Research indicates that 
PhD graduates often find it difficult to transition from Higher Education to other sec-
tors because of their lack of industrial experience, the mismatch between the job mar-
ket’s demand and their skill sets (Jackson & Michelson, 2016) or their lack of skills to 
sell themselves in the market (Boulos, 2016). Further, industry leaders tend to show 
reluctance to hire PhD holders due to their lack of understanding about the potential 
and values of these graduates for their organisations (Couston & Pignatel, 2018). To 
succeed outside of academia, PhD graduates, especially those in Social Sciences and 
Humanities, are recommended to equip themselves with generic and transferable skills 
at the doctoral level (Guerin, 2020; Jackson & Michelson, 2016; Pham, 2023) or enter-
prise skills (Lean, 2012). There are also recommendations for providing coursework to 
expand their skill sets (Denicolo, 2003) and substantial resources for them to develop 
their profiles (Waaijer, 2017).

The above recommendations come from a deficit frame, which views PhD graduates 
as lacking the required skills to be successful outside academia. It also places a strong 
emphasis on the responsibilities of individual PhD graduates while overlooking the sys-
temic problem: the neoliberalisation of higher education (Warren, 2017). On the one hand, 
neoliberalism with its technocratic rationalities drives the process of responsibilising grad-
uates for their employment outcomes (Hooley et al., 2023; Reid & Kelestyn, 2022; Sultana, 
2022). On the other hand, it creates competitive and exploitative working conditions in 
higher education (Guerin, 2020; Khosa et al., 2023, March 23) As a result of neoliberal 
governance, universities have to adopt corporate management models requiring increased 
numbers of flexible workers, which accounts for casualisation of the academic workforce 
and associated job security issues (Warren, 2017). Moreover, the neoliberal funding mech-
anism has turned universities into exploitative employers by gaining profit from academics’ 
under-paid work (Bates, 2021).

Following the above line of logic, it makes sense for PhD graduates to leave academia 
with its poor working conditions and embark on industry-based careers. Nevertheless, a 
majority of PhD students and graduates in Social Sciences and Humanities want to pursue 
an academic career, and indicate hope to obtain a permanent academic position (McCa-
rthy & Wienk, 2019; Suomi et al., 2020). These people are portrayed as victims of cruel 
optimism (Burford, 2018; Guerin, 2020). Specifically, PhD graduates in Humanities, Arts 
and Social Sciences are reported to hold false hope of obtaining a permanent academic 
appointment, and be pushed out of academia “by disappointment and inability to remain 
employed in the sector, rather than being pulled out to better work or lifestyle opportuni-
ties” (Guerin, 2020, p. 311). This body of research clearly overlooks PhD graduates’ agen-
tic roles in responding to institutional structures.

PhD graduate agency

There is research acknowledging the role of both individual agency and institutional struc-
tures in shaping PhD graduates’ career pathways (Campbell & O’Meara, 2014; O’Meara 
et al., 2014). While institutions provide career frameworks, comparable to a “road map”, 
outlining entry and advancement milestones, individuals have agency in navigating their 
involvement with this “road map” (Dany et  al., 2011; Garbe & Duberley, 2021). How 
individuals navigate their career pathways depends on their interpretation of institutional 
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“career scripts”, which are defined as “collective interpretive schemes” that “represent 
steps of commonly successful careers in a certain institutional setting” (Laudel et al., 2019, 
p. 955).

It is important to note that existing research on academic agency mainly drew on the 
experiences of faculty members who have more or less stable academic positions. There 
are only a handful of studies discussing the agency of newly graduated PhD holders in 
managing their careers. For example, Pham et  al. (2023) found that international PhD 
graduates in the Australian context display their agency through drawing on their strengths 
and multiple identities to obtain employment, and navigating visa requirements. Examin-
ing PhD graduates in STEM in the USA, O’Meara et al. (2014) claim that PhD graduates 
can exercise agency by observing the academic job market and understanding the nature 
of academic careers. Drawing on the same data set, Campbell and O’Meara (2014) sug-
gest that PhD graduates’ agency can manifest through taking strategic actions to “over-
come systemic challenges in order to pursue professional goals” (p. 53). Nevertheless, 
the question of how PhD graduates in Social Sciences exercise their agency in navigating 
their career pathways has not been investigated in-depth. By addressing this question, our 
research can offer sophisticated insights that have implications for enhancing the employ-
ment experience of PhD graduates in Social Sciences across individual, institutional, and 
socio-political levels.

An ecological perspective of agency

In this study, we adopt an ecological perspective of agency, which highlights the inter-
play between individual capacities and environmental conditions (Priestley et  al., 
2015). On the one hand, this perspective recognises individual ability to make inten-
tional choices, initiate actions, and exert control over oneself and the environment 
(Goller & Harteis, 2017). On the other hand, it emphasises how one’s ability to act 
with agency is afforded by the ecological system within which one operates (Priestley 
et al., 2015). For example, an academic’s agency is not only facilitated or constrained 
by socio-political structures and institutional conditions (McAlpine, 2012; Thomas, 
2014), but also by their personal histories, and ability to envision different futures (Tao 
& Gao, 2021). Therefore, to understand PhD graduates’ agency, it is important to take 
into account their life histories, their career envisions as well as the social structures 
within which they operate. By exploring not only the social dimension of agency, but 

Fig. 1   An ecological perspective on agency (adapted from Priestley et al., 2015)
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also the personal and temporal dimension of agency, this ecological approach can shed 
light on the multifaceted aspects that shape individuals’ agency in the context of PhD 
graduate employment. This approach to agency is summarised in the following dia-
gram (Fig. 1):

Research methods

Study design and participants

Our research adopted a qualitative multiple-case study design using semi-structured inter-
views to explore the employment experiences of PhD graduates in Social Sciences. We inter-
viewed 23 PhD holders who graduated from five Australian universities within 5 years before 
the interviews. Twenty-one out of 23 participants were from Group of Eight, which are Aus-
tralia’s leading research-intensive universities. The participants graduated between 2016 and 
2021 and aged between 27 and 70. Their research fields cover sociology, education and lin-
guistics. Ethical approval was obtained from Monash University (project ID: 22980).

The interviews, which were conducted in October 2021, focused on their employ-
ment experiences and career decisions made before, during and after completion of the 
PhD. Adopting a semi-structured interviewing approach, we treated each interview as a 
conversation, giving freedom to the participants to recount their experiences. For exam-
ple, at the beginning of the interview, we said “please treat me as a friend whom you 
haven’t seen for a long time. I would love to hear your employment experiences, includ-
ing before the start of your PhD, during your candidature, and your current position.” 
The participants would then start telling their stories. Occasionally, where relevant, we 
would ask them questions, clarifying particular details and aiming to understand why 
they make particular career decisions.

Analysis approach

Our data analysis comprises two main stages. The first stage involves documenting 
employment trajectories of each participant while the second stage involves analysis 
of selective stories representing each employment trajectory. Based on their employ-
ment trajectories, we grouped our participants into the following four categories: (1) 
those who remained in academia and had long-term contracts (1 year or more); (2) who 
remained in academia and had precarious positions; (3) who moved out of academia; 

Table 2   Participant groups

Categories Numbers Average age Male/Female G8 Universities

1 Staying in academia with a long-term 
contract

5 47 3/2 5/5

2 Staying in academia with precarious posi-
tions

10 44 0/10 10/10

3 Moving out of academia 7 40 2/5 5/7
4 Moving out and returning to academia 1 27 1/ 0 1/1
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(4) who moved out, and returned to academia. Demographic features of each group pro-
vided participants in each category are provided in Table 2:

Although it is tempting to draw conclusions about the association between the demo-
graphic features of the group and their employment trajectory, we refrain from doing 
so due to the small sample size. Instead of reducing our data into numbers, we would 
like to capture the richness of stories shared by our participants. Though each story is 
unique in its own way, a common feature emerging among all stories is the participants’ 
agency in navigating their career pathways.

In this paper, we focus on stories told by four participants who represent four dif-
ferent career pathways. Their stories are chosen not because they are typical of demo-
graphic features listed in Table 2. We also do not aim to choose narratives to represent 
the wide variety of different disciplines within Social Sciences. Instead, we chose these 
stories because they are the best examples of how PhD graduates can act with agency in 
navigating each career pathway.

Narrative analysis

Narrative theories have been widely adopted in career development studies, which explore 
career barriers, adaptability, and decision-making process (Lent, 2016; Meijers & Lengelle, 
2012; Rossier et al., 2021). As Rossier et al. (2021) point out, stories allow career counsellors 
and researchers to understand the dynamic complexity of how individuals navigate moments 
of vulnerability in their career journeys. Such understanding allows the promotion of individu-
als’ self-directedness, enabling them to mitigate barriers, cultivate resilience, and foster change 
(Rossier et al., 2021). Our paper extends this line of research by adopting a narrative approach 
to examine how PhD graduates navigate the uncertainties of the academic labour market.

We examine each story as a whole as opposed to thematic analysis in which stories 
are fragmented into thematic categories (Wells, 2011). In our view, a story is not a 
mere representation of what happens, but rather it is constructed in the process of tell-
ing and it is told for social purposes (Ta, 2022; Ta & Filipi, 2020). The construction of 
stories in narrative research starts at the interview stage: interview questions not only 
shape the scope of the story to be told, but also influence the development of the story 
(Stokoe & Edwards, 2006). Stories will then continue to be re-constructed through 
interpretation and analysis. Acknowledging the constructive nature of telling and re-
telling stories, we do not aim to provide an objective account of reality. Instead, we 
selectively analyse details that help us understand how participants’ agency interplays 
with other personal and social factors to shape their career pathways.

When analysing stories, we also look at participants’ construction of identity 
because identity, agency and storytelling have a close-knit relationship (Bamberg 
et al., 2011; Holland & Lachicotte, 2007). Through telling stories about themselves, 
“people tell others who they are, but even more important, they tell themselves who 
they are, and then try to act as though they are who they say they are” (Holland & 
Lachicotte, 2007, p. 3). In other words, people’s stories about themselves play a role 
in shaping how they act in certain circumstances (Sfard & Prusak, 2005). Not only 
participants’ stories about who they are now, but also stories about who they want to 
become in the future can shape people’s present actions (Sfard & Prusak, 2005). This 
perspective on storytelling aligns with the ecological approach discussed above, high-
lighting the interplay between agency and personal histories, future career envisions.
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Findings

Staying in academia with a long‑term contract

Introduction to Mary

Mary (pseudonym) who completed her doctoral study in 2019 in her late 50s. Prior to her 
PhD, she was in and out of academia for about 25  years, serving as a sessional staff at 
a number of universities in Victoria. She also has solid experience in the corporate sec-
tor and ran a consultancy business in learning and development for 10 years. Just before 
the submission of her doctoral thesis, she was offered to work as a full-time research fel-
low and a deputy director of a centre providing free career consultancy and training for 
refugees.

An advocate of a good cause

Mary’s career story originated from her years of volunteer work involving supporting refu-
gees. This experience provided her with insights into refugees’ employment issues. There-
fore, she wanted to support refugees in career adaptability and decided to do a PhD study 
in this area. As she told us, her main motivation for her PhD research was to “fill the litera-
ture gap and a gap in the sector”. With this claim, Mary displays an image of a passionate 
scholar who was responding to the call of the industry and the knowledge gap. To realise 
her aspiration, she strategically recruited supervisors who worked in the field of migra-
tion and were able to support her good cause. By making meaningful choices about her 
research field, and strategically selecting supervisors, Mary displayed her agency in man-
aging the direction of her career pathway.

An independent thinker establishing a niche field

During her PhD candidature, Mary saw herself as building a niche research area, which 
placed her in a unique position allowing her to function as a bridge between academia and 
the refugee sector. Besides working on the doctoral thesis, she accumulated extra assets to 
make her stand out in the job market. For example, she gained substantial industry experi-
ence by engaging in voluntary work to support refugees. Moreover, to build up her research 
experience, she worked as a lead research assistant in four research projects related to refu-
gees’ employment. In this role, she co-wrote grant applications with her supervisors, which 
in her opinion was an important skill set, giving her an advantage in applying for research 
jobs.

A versatile leader with a vision

Unlike many PhD candidates struggling to find an academic position, Mary actively shaped 
her own career pathway and created her own job. Toward the end of her PhD candidature, 
Mary, together with her ex-supervisor, submitted to his university a proposal to set up a 
centre for supporting refugees’ employment. This proposal was built around her PhD and 
other research projects that she and her supervisor had been doing. To manage the centre, 
she drew on her previous experience running a consultancy business and working for the 
corporate sector. She saw herself as a multi-tasker with “varied work experience” and “lots 
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of strings” to her bow, which made her a perfect fit for the job. However, she noted that 
what she is doing is not about creating a job, but instead “it’s about building a reputation, 
it’s about building impact.” In summary, she positioned herself as a leader with a vision 
and motivation for creating something bigger than mere employment for herself.

The interplay between agency, personal histories, career envisions and institutional 
factors

Mary portrayed herself as a highly capable, multi-tasker leader who had an ethical com-
mitment to pay back to the research participants and a vision to create social impacts. Her 
unique career pathway was not only shaped by her strong agency, her mature age, her rich 
industry and research experience, her well-articulated career visions, but also influenced 
by institutional factors, particularly her ex-supervisor and his university. As a senior aca-
demic in a leadership position, he supported her in proposing the establishment of the cen-
tre. Additionally, she also received strong support from the university with a tradition of 
running humanitarian centres: it accepted their proposal, created favourable conditions for 
them to run the centre, and offered her a research fellow position. However, it is noted that 
these favourable conditions did not come on their own, but Mary played a significant role 
in creating them: she made serious investigations when choosing an institution and she 
interviewed several potential supervisors before making a decision. She also deliberately 
built both industry and research experiences that aligned with her career goal. As a result, 
she did not struggle to secure a position, but proactively created her own position as the 
deputy director of a university-based career clinic for refugees even before the completion 
of her PhD. In short, her agency was a prominent factor that shaped her career pathway.

Staying in academia with precarious positions

Introduction to Kate

Kate (pseudonym), a female domestic graduate in her 40s, is a typical example of a PhD 
graduate who remained in academia yet struggled to obtain a secure position. Prior to her 
PhD, she worked as a schoolteacher and was involved in a government project to imple-
ment e-learning in schools. She remained in these jobs while enrolling in the PhD program 
part-time. In the latter half of her PhD candidature, she started to work as a teaching asso-
ciate at her university. Upon completion of her PhD, she mainly worked as a sessional staff 
at the same university for over 4 years. At the point of the interview, she got a 5-month 
contract as an education-focused lecturer at another university and was still looking for a 
long-term position.

An educator passionate about both research and teaching

Kate’s enrolment in the PhD program came out of her “fascination and respect for higher 
learning”. She loved “the intellectual enrichment and cultural enrichment of university 
life”, which she found stimulating. In terms of career considerations, Kate recalled that 
she had an “internal calling” of conducting research and teaching at university during her 
PhD candidature. At some point, she expressed her preference of becoming an academic 
to a professional job, and the “secret desire” to gain “recognition from academia”. How-
ever, Kate maintained both jobs as a schoolteacher and a university tutor even after she 
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graduated. Her diverse interests led to her uncertainty about her career pathway: “I get torn 
between the two pathways [being a teacher and a researcher].” After the completion of her 
PhD program, she decided to negotiate with her school to have a 6-month agreement after 
being offered a 1-year contract “just to have a little bit of security before deciding to take 
the leap into pursuing academia”.

An active job seeker on a million contracts

Kate described herself as very good at networking, which led to several casual contracts 
after graduation. Her efforts of working hard in her casual roles helped her gain the trust of 
employers who could provide her with more opportunities. Desperate for a secure position, 
she actively applied for more stable jobs. She strategically chose to apply for jobs with a 
similar title or similar role and jobs with employers she had experience working with. In 
addition, she also tried to make her presence stronger by being around the campus, finding 
out about and participating in university events, getting herself invited to meetings, and 
taking advantage of mentoring opportunities offered by the university. Kate displayed her 
agency in managing her career pathway by making conscious choices regarding job appli-
cation, networking, and increasing her presence in the university community.

An academic seeing herself as “not an academic yet”

Although Kate worked as a casual academic for several years, she did not “feel like a real 
academic yet”. She did not feel that she was part of the academic community in her work-
place, seeing a clear boundary between those inside and outside the “full-time staff club”. 
In her words, sessional staff are “not fully embedded in that environment and easily dis-
pensable.” In this claim, Kate highlighted the low status of sessional teacher and implied 
her aspiration to become an insider of the full-time staff club. To actualise her aspiration, 
Kate saw the necessity of building a research narrative to showcase her uniqueness through 
weaving various research experiences she has accumulated into a coherent story. As she 
believed a strong research narrative is essential for selling oneself in the academic job mar-
ket, she worked hard to craft one. This story indicates her strong agency in identifying key 
success factors and working hard to achieve success.

The interplay between agency, personal histories, career envisions, and institutional 
factors

Kate’s story represents the majority of our participants who worked hard and played agen-
tic roles in navigating their career roadblocks, but still had not been able to obtain a stable 
academic position. To prepare for an academic career, she accumulated extensive teaching 
experiences, and built strong connections to academic communities. The missing element, 
as Kate identified, was a lack of a strong research narrative. Her limitation in research was 
partly due to the fact that at the early stage of her PhD candidature, she had to take jobs 
with stable incomes to pay her mortgage and bring up a child as a single mother. As a child 
grew up, when she felt she could take risks, leaving a stable position as a secondary teacher 
to engage in various precarious academic jobs. Although her personal circumstances and 
the institutional requirement regarding research performance have limited her choices at 
certain points of time, her key career decisions were driven by her aspirations of becoming 
an academic.
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Moving out of academia

Introduction to Noriko

Noriko (pseudonym), a PhD graduate in her late 20s is a typical example of those who 
moved out of academia and did not intend to return. She started doing her PhD study at 
a very young age. After her undergraduate degree, she worked at an Australian primary 
school for a year, and did a Master’s study, which was immediately followed by a PhD 
study. While doing her Masters’ and PhD studies, she had multiple part-time jobs includ-
ing teaching at primary schools and tutoring university students. She was actively looking 
for opportunities to stay in academia, but settled on a full-time professional job as a policy 
officer at the Department of Education 1 year after her PhD graduation.

A struggling casual teacher with a passion for studying

Noriko experienced multiple struggles when she worked as a casual relief teacher at a pri-
mary school. Therefore, she wanted a career change. As a first step, she decided to do a 
Master’s study, and then a PhD study focusing on relief teaching. She also attributed her 
decision to her love for studying, which is a common quality that academics tend to share. 
To fund her PhD research, she actively searched for scholarships, which shows her agentic 
role in finding opportunities to support her career change.

A strategist building stepping‑stones for an academic career

Noriko had multiple casual teaching opportunities during her PhD candidature. Since the 
middle of her Master’s study, she had already actively searched for opportunities to work 
as a casual teaching associate, teaching university students. Her strategy was “mass email-
ing”: she emailed every unit coordinator whom she did not know personally, expressing her 
interest in teaching their units, which successfully resulted in job offers. In accounting for 
multiple job opportunities, she highlighted the significance of networking, getting to know 
people in the faculty, appearing to be competent, and showing initiative when communicat-
ing with them. In her own words, she was “open to any opportunities that might arise”, and 
“strategically took on jobs” that would make her resume look good. This effort led to an 
offer of a 6-month contract position as a unit coordinator, who is in charge of coordinat-
ing teaching staff who teach a subject. In this story, Noriko displayed her agency in creat-
ing stepping-stones on the academic pathway, thereby to some extent realising her goal of 
becoming an academic.

A pragmatist prioritising job security over becoming an academic

Despite the desire to become an academic at the beginning of her PhD candidature, Noriko 
later realised that it was not realistic to pursue the career. She was also concerned that 
the pressure in relation to research outputs would drive her life out of balance. Moreover, 
the COVID-19 pandemic experience made her prioritise job security over her ambition to 
become an academic. When she graduated in 2021, a year after the start of the pandemic, 
she started looking for a more secure job outside academia. She applied for a position as 
a policy officer at the Department of Education and performed very well in the interview. 
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She proudly said: “I was really good at showcasing my skills that were translatable to the 
position […], I remember telling the interviewers, like, I’m really good at synthesising 
really large volumes of information”. Apparently, Noriko’s decision to leave academia is a 
rational choice; it was a response to the insecure working conditions; and it was facilitated 
by her confidence in the transferability of her skills to the non-academic position.

When Noriko received the job offer, she felt like she “finally achieved the goal, which 
was to get a full-time job”. However, for her, it was also “a bittersweet moment” because it 
was not an academic job. Despite some “bitterness”, she confessed that she did not want to 
come back to academia unless “there is, by some miracle, a permanent full-time position”. 
Job security was the key consideration in her decision of whether or not she would return 
to academia.

The interplay between agency, personal histories, career envisions, and institutional 
factors

Noriko’s stories represent a proportion of PhD graduates who had a strong passion for cho-
sen research topics, and acted with agency in pursuing an academic career, but decided to 
leave academia for job security reasons. In comparison to others who left academia after a 
number of years, Noriko decided to leave within a couple of months after graduation. This 
early decision might be attributed to her employment experience as a relief teacher and the 
COVID-19. While the life of a relief teacher taught her to appreciate stability, the strike of 
COVID-19 on higher education made her realise how insecure an academic career can be 
(Hadjisolomou et  al., 2022). Her aspiration of becoming an academic became weak and 
having a stable job became the ultimate goal. However, her decision to leave academia 
should not be seen as a failure. Rather it is a story of success in which Noriko demonstrated 
her agency in prioritising what was important to her and taking actions that lead to the 
achievement of her goal to get a full-time job in an area where her experiences and skills 
are valued.

Moving out and returning to academia

Introduction to Jack

Jack (pseudonym), a PhD graduate in late 20s, represents those whose career pathways 
involve multiple turns and twists. After his first degree, he worked in public service in the 
Australian government for 2 years, before pursuing his PhD degree in Applied Linguistics. 
During his PhD candidature, he had multiple precarious teaching, marking and research 
jobs. After the submission of his PhD thesis, he started to look for a lecturer or postdoc 
position both inside and outside of Australia. However, after a few unsuccessful attempts, 
he decided to return to the public sector. Nevertheless, a couple of months later, he again 
resigned from the government job to work as a research officer at a university. At the time 
of the interview, 6 months after the conferral of his PhD, he was offered a fixed-term post-
doctoral position in New Zealand.

An idealist following a dream

Jack developed an interest in a research degree when he was doing a research compo-
nent for his Honour degree. He envisaged an ideal image of a PhD student and desired to 
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become a research student. This outlook played a critical role in his later decision to pursue 
an academic career; however, after his BA Honour degree, he decided to take a job in pub-
lic service for financial reasons. In this position, Jack always felt “unfulfilled”. After meet-
ing his partner who was doing a PhD degree, his dream of becoming a PhD student became 
stronger: “When I saw what my partner’s life was like I thought, wow, it looks so nice”. 
Holding an idealised notion of a PhD student’s life working 9–5 in a supportive environ-
ment, Jack decided to apply for PhD scholarships. He admitted that he chose the research 
topic because of his personal interest without considering whether his topic choice could 
bring about opportunities for an academic career. His decision-making was clearly driven 
by his love for research and the idealistic perspective of a PhD student’s life.

A dreamer facing a reality check

Once being a PhD student, Jack’s dream to become an academic grew stronger. To pave the 
road for his academic career, he sought to obtain teaching and research experiences, and 
actively participate in multiple research communities at his university. He secured multiple 
precarious jobs including tutoring and marking a couple of subjects. Around the time of 
thesis submission, he started to look for but failed to gain a postdoc position. Despite his 
proactive measures in preparing for an academic career, he did not succeed in obtaining an 
academic position. He attributed this lack of success to his limited publications. Although 
he still longed for academic life, he decided to move back to the public sector working as 
a policy officer, for financial reasons as he acknowledged “I needed something when the 
scholarship money ran out”.

A persistent pursuer of an academic career

While working in the public service sector, Jack still persistently pursued his academic 
dream, spending his spare time on publications, thus developing his academic profile. 
Despite his fear of being unable to get an on-going academic job, he made a hard decision: 
leaving the stable job to seek career fulfilment. Here is what he told us about why he left: 
“If I don’t get an academic job within one year or two years, then it’s kind of over for me 
like I won’t be able to get into the area. So, I was really freaking out, I quit”. His words 
show his strong desire to get back to academia and his awareness of the time pressure, 
which both account for his decision to return to academia. After leaving the government 
job, Jack actively searched for better jobs while working on publications. He looked for 
positions in China, the UK, and Europe and succeeded with a postdoctoral application with 
the Chinese government. Nevertheless, he did not go to China for various reasons includ-
ing his unfamiliarity with the Chinese academic environment, and the uncertainty of get-
ting back to Australia.

A semi‑happy postdoctoral fellow

After resigning from the government position, Jack got a job as a research officer at a uni-
versity. Although he found the position more exciting than the government job, he some-
times felt frustrated with the situation that he had to support other researchers when he 
could not be one himself. Therefore, he sent another application and succeeded in obtain-
ing a postdoctoral fellow position in New Zealand. He was happy with the job offer except 
for one thing: he had to relocate to New Zealand. However, he thought moving to New 
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Zealand was a stepping-stone for him to get back to an academic career in Australia. This 
decision was driven by his long-term goal of having an academic career in Australia. 
Despite the happy moments of having a fixed-term contract, he was still concerned about 
its temporary nature.

The interplay between agency, personal histories, career envisions, and institutional 
factors

Jack was the only participant who went back and forth several times between academic and 
non-academic employment. Fuelled by his envision for an ideal life of an academic, he pro-
actively participated in research communities, and searched for opportunities that can lead 
to an academic career, which showed his strong agency in navigating his career. Like other 
participants, the key barrier for him to obtain a stable academic position is the institutional 
requirement regarding research output. Also like others, he had to prioritise financial secu-
rity at some stages; however, he did return to academia accepting a less stable position in a 
neighbouring country, viewing it as a ticket for his entry into a stable academic position in 
Australia in the future. The fact that he was a young male with no childcare responsibilities 
might have made it easier for him to accept certain instability in the pursuit of an academic 
career.

Discussions

This study explored how PhD graduates in Social Sciences navigated their careers in a 
tight labour market for academic positions. It unpacked the role of agency, personal his-
tories, career envisions and institutional factors in shaping four typical career trajectories: 
(1) remaining in academia with long-term contracts; (2) remaining in academia with casual 
or short-term contracts; (3) leaving academia; and (4) leaving and returning to academia. 
Analysis of stories from these four career trajectories highlighted PhD graduates’ agency 
as the key link among various factors contributing to shaping the trajectories.

There are multiple factors accounting for why individuals remained in academia. For 
Mary, who remained in academia with a stable position, supportive factors include her 
mature age, strong agency in creating career opportunities, well-formed career vision, 
extensive industry experience, solid connections with the industry, and institutional sup-
port. Some of these factors are though observed in the case of Kate, who landed in a short-
term contract academic position after graduation. They include her strong aspiration for an 
academic career, industry experiences, and academic connections, which were also present 
in the story of Jack, who returned to academia after some diversions. A supportive fac-
tor that other participants did not share with Jack was his status as a young male, which 
allowed him to accept certain instability in his pursuit of an academic career.

The main barrier in most participants’ pursuits of an academic career was regarding 
research output. According to Kate and Jack, the major hindrance for them to obtain 
an on-going academic position was their lack of strong research narratives and track 
records. Likewise, due to the pressures related to research output, Noriko gave up pur-
suing an academic career. Research output pressure is a long-existing institutional 
problem. In the neoliberal higher education, to compete for research funding and high 
ranking, universities have widely adopted recruitment and reward systems that favour 
academics with high research output (Bogt & Scapens, 2012; Douglas, 2013). These 
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systems apparently disadvantage newly graduated PhD holders, prolonging the time 
for them to find a stable position (Nadolny & Ryan, 2015). Moreover, an overemphasis 
on research output is reported to create stress, and work-life balance issues (Culpepper 
et  al., 2020; Szelényi & Denson, 2019), which account for an increasing rate of PhD 
graduates choosing non-academic careers (Feldon et al., 2023).

A common factor that drew our participants away from academia is financial security. 
For financial reasons, Kate was unable to devote her time to research and publication, 
and Jack had to leave academia several times to earn a living elsewhere regardless of 
their strong passion for research. For financial security, Noriko accepted a professional 
job albeit feeling sad about giving up an academic career. Job security, which is associ-
ated with the casualisation in academia in countries with developed research systems, 
has become a significant concern for PhD graduates, causing various well-being issues 
such as stress and anxiety (Van Benthem et al., 2020). More importantly, high casuali-
sation can potentially de-professionalise academic work, erode academic freedom and 
hence make academia less attractive to PhD graduates (Kimber & Ehrich, 2015; Ryan 
et al., 2017).

Regardless of the above challenges, a considerable portion of our participants 
strongly held on to their aspiration to an academic career (16 out of 23). For some par-
ticipants, their motivation was fuelled by an idealised image of academic life. However, 
they are not naïve victims of “cruel optimism” as portrayed in some literature (Bieber 
& Worley, 2006; Guerin, 2020). Instead, they were well aware of the challenges asso-
ciated, knew what they would need to do to succeed, and deliberately took actions to 
achieve their goals. To name a few examples, Mary established a niche area where she 
can translate her research into practice. Kate worked on crafting a research narrative to 
promote her research visions. Jack explored and succeeded in obtaining opportunities 
overseas. Noriko knew how to sell herself to non-academic recruiters and was success-
ful in applying her research capabilities to her professional work. In short, they dis-
played strong agency in responding to the challenges as well as opportunities in their 
career pathways: they decided what career they wanted to have, and how to achieve 
their career goals. Their stories all highlight the importance of agency in shaping one’s 
career trajectories, which is consistent with existing research (Campbell & O’Meara, 
2014; O’Meara et al., 2014).

Implications for PhD students and graduates

The above findings offer practical implications for PhD students and graduates. PhD 
graduates should be aware that they can enact their agency in making career choices 
and responding to the institutional pressures proactively (Campbell & O’Meara, 2014; 
O’Meara et al., 2014). To make well-informed career decisions, they need to know career 
options both inside and outside the academic sector. If they prefer to stay in academia, it is 
important to be aware that passions, industry experiences, and networking are necessary, 
but not sufficient to obtain a tenured position in academia. Similarly, research output is an 
essential factor, but focussing on the number of publications only is not sufficient either. 
The key element seems to be the ability to construct a narrative that helps present one-
self as a researcher with a strong potential to make unique contributions and create lasting 
impacts as narrative has been increasingly used as a tool in performance measurement in 
higher education (Bandola-Gill & Smith, 2022; Chubb & Reed, 2018).
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Implications for PhD supervisors, universities and industry employers

Our research calls for institutional recognition of PhD students’ agency. Universities can sup-
port this by providing resources and opportunities (e.g. in the form of funding) for them to 
“start up” their research career (O’Meara et al., 2014). In addition, as people who know their 
students’ research fields, supervisors can act as mentors during their career building-up jour-
ney. Instead of merely focusing on the particularities of the PhD research, supervisors can 
invest time and effort in supporting students to form a career vision and identify competi-
tive edges. Mentoring practices, which have been adopted in PhD programs in STEM, (Curtin 
et al., 2016; Hund et al., 2018), can also be offered to those in Social Sciences.

For students who do not intend to pursue an academic career, universities can support 
their agency by legitimising non-academic careers and integrating career development with 
research training (Universities Australia, 2013). More importantly, a shift in perspective is 
timely required: PhD students should be treated as highly capable individuals instead of a 
labour force lacking industry-relevant skills (e.g., Jackson & Michelson, 2016; Pham, 2023). 
Appreciating PhD students’ agency, universities can support PhD students to reach their full 
potential while a deficit perspective may result in a waste of resources in running skills devel-
opment programmes that do not meet student needs (Moreno, 2014). In the same vein, with 
an agency-focused perspective, industry employers can appreciate the broader value of PhD 
graduates’ skills in enhancing the growth of their organisations (McAlpine & Inouye, 2022).

Policy implications

Policymakers also need to consider the agency of PhD students and graduates, treating them 
as valued brokers in the process of translating advanced knowledge for the benefit of the soci-
ety at large (Lazurko et  al., 2020), instead of turning them into fierce competitors for lim-
ited research funding and academic appointments (Carson et al., 2013; Pelletier et al., 2019). 
Under the current funding systems, and the casualisation of academic workforce, working 
conditions in academia have become increasingly competitive, which is associated with early 
career academics’ mental health issues (Culpepper et al., 2020; Szelényi & Denson, 2019). To 
address these issues, there are calls for increasing on-going positions (NTEU, 2020), strength-
ening support for early-career researchers (McComb et  al., 2021), and reforming research 
funding policies (O’Kane, 2023). Taking the Australian system for example, funding increases 
in line with PhD completion, which accounts for a surplus supply of PhD graduates compared 
to the availability of academic positions (Hoang et al., 2023, May 18). To address this issue, 
reducing PhD enrolments in Social sciences has been recommended as a solution (Croucher, 
2016, November 18). This recommendation may help resolve the supply–demand issue, but 
would lead to the shrinking of social research, which would have detrimental impacts on the 
society at large (Shaw, 2023, July 25). Instead of limiting PhD enrolments, measures should 
be taken to promote employment of PhD graduates in the translation of social research find-
ings into practice.

Conclusion and limitation

In this paper, we provide narrative evidence to illustrate the agency of Social Sciences PhD 
graduates in navigating their career pathways. By emphasising their agentic roles, we are 
able to identify the key institutional and personal factors that bear strong consequences on 
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the twists and turns in their career pathways. Based on our analysis of the stories told by 
our participants, we offer recommendations for practice and policy. It is important to note 
that the stories may not be representative of all social research disciplines due to the limi-
tation in sampling: the majority of our participants did their PhD study in linguistics and 
education.
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