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Masters: < 3 years1 PhD: 5-7 years2

Advanced study with the goal of 
contributing original research to the field

In a nutshell:

Higher Ed Physics/Astronomy

https://www.physics.northwestern.edu/graduate/master-degree/
https://qz.com/432756/in-39-years-us-physics-doctorates-went-to-66-black-women-and-22000-white-men/


❖ Capacity for hard work

❖ Persistence

❖ Solid undergraduate background

❖ Intellectual curiosity
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Key Success Factors1

https://www.aip.org/statistics/reports/physics-phds-ten-years-later-success-factors-and-barriers-career-paths


❖ Problem solving (using scientific method to create models, test, investigate, and adapt 

without bias; mathematical leverage)  

❖ Communicating research (conference presentations, outreach) 

❖ Teaching (teaching assistantships, mentoring)

❖ Computing (programming [e.g., python], software development, data analysis)

❖ Writing (publications, grant proposals)

Skills Gained
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Increased demand for physics/astronomy PhDs1

*See discussion here
1. Bureau of Labor; Source

Career Prospects

https://www.wired.com/2017/01/move-coders-physicists-will-soon-rule-silicon-valley/
https://www.bls.gov/ooh/life-physical-and-social-science/physicists-and-astronomers.htm


Percentage Distribution of Employed STEM PhD Holders
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Career Prospects

https://www.air.org/resource/nonacademic-careers-stem-ph-d-holders


“<17% of new PhDs in science, 
engineering and health-related fields 
find tenure-track positions within 3 
years after graduation.”1

2019 survey of particle physics and astrophysics PhDs concludes: “Don’t get a physics 
PhD because you want to be a physicist; get a physics PhD because you want the 

experience of earning a physics PhD.”2 1. Discover, 2015
2. Symmetry, 2019
Figure: American Institute of Physics; Source

Academic Career Prospects

https://www.discovermagazine.com/mind/does-science-produce-too-many-phd-graduates
https://www.symmetrymagazine.org/article/to-phd-or-not-to-phd
https://www.aip.org/sites/default/files/statistics/graduate/1styeargradrpt-1516.pdf
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Career Prospects

https://www.aip.org/statistics/reports/physics-doctorates-initial-employment-2016
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Stipends

https://www.aip.org/statistics/reports/first-year-graduate-students-physics-and-astronomy-characteristics-and-background


Mental Health

Confluence of stressors 
increases chances for 

developing/exacerbating 
depression, anxiety, etc.

Studies indicate doctoral students 
are ~3-6 times more likely 

than average American to suffer1,2

1. Barrera et al., 2018
2. Evans et al.,  2019

Isolation from friends/family

Lack of good mentors

WorkloadCompetitive Culture

Imposter Syndrome

Financial stress

https://scholar.harvard.edu/bolotnyy/publications/graduate-student-mental-health-lessons-american-economics-departments
https://doi.org/10.1038/nbt.4089


❖ Grad school gives you many employable skills

❖ PhD is helpful, but not necessary for lucrative, fulfilling career

❖ Anticipate stress - seek grad programs with happy students

❖ Always have a plan B 

Remember...


