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AGENDA
• Post-PhD employment: 2-6 years after PhD
graduation
• Employment situation and career prospects
of postdocs
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The Number of Doctoral Conferrals in
the Netherlands
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Context: 68% continues outside academia

Source:
rathenau.nl/nl/publicatie/promoveren-nederland (in Dutch)
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Methodology
• PhD Graduate Survey - 2014
• PhD graduates from 5 Dutch Universities
– Erasmus University Rotterdam [April 2008-March 2009]
– Delft University of Technology [April 2008-March 2009]
– Utrecht University [April 2008-March 2009]
– Wageningen University [April 2008-March 2009]
– Leiden University [Jan 2008-April 2012]

• Total: 2410 PhD graduates
• Survey sample: 2193 contacted through email or
LinkedIn
• Online Survey open for 91 days / 3 reminders

Respondents
• 1133 respondents / 52% response rate
• 45% Female
• 83% Dutch nationality
• Mean age 34 years
• 5 Scientific Fields

5

Career paths of doctorate holders
1. Employment status
2. Occupations of doctorate holders
3. Employment: sector, level, type of contract
4. Career Perceptions

Results: (1) Employment Status
Employed

N (%)
1055 (96.3)

of which (multiple answers possible):
Employee

979 (89.3)

Self-employed

95 (8.7)

Working paid or unpaid for own or family’s business

17 (1.6)

Away from work ill, on maternity leave or temporarily laid off

22 (2.0)

Doing any other kind of paid work
Unemployed

9 (0.8)
27 (2.5)

of which (multiple answers possible):
Looking for job
Waiting to start job
Inactive

24 (2.2)
3 (0.3)
14 (1.3)

of which (multiple answers possible):
Retired

5 (0.5)

Student

-

Looking after home or family

4 (0.4)

Long-term sick or disabled

1 (0.1)

Other

6 (0.5)

Total

1096 (100)
7

Results: (2) Occupations of doctorate
holders
• Classification of occupations for official statistics
not sufficiently fine-grained for classifying the
occupations of PhDs
– Two categories: professional and manager
– Does not allow two job activities e.g. research and teaching
– Classification according to level of job along the lines of primary
education, secondary education, some level of higher education
and more extensive higher education

Education, of which
Non-academic
Higher vocational
University

Research, of which
Junior
Intermediate
High

Content specialist, of which
Consultant
Policy advisor
Medical specialist
Clinical fellow
Both medical specialist and clinical fellow
Other health care
Lawyers and other legal professionals
Other content specialist

Management, of which
Research management
General management
Self-employed

Total
%
33
2
4
94
71
23
53
22
39
15
5
18
12
<1
5
1
43
28
67
31
2

Results: (3a) Sector of employment
Male

Female

Total

%

%

%

Academia

56

64

60

Non-academic
research

34

22

28

Outside research

10

14

12

Field differences: in humanities 20% outside research

Based on defintions of Frascati “basic research, applied research and/or experimental development”
and type of employer

Results: (3b) Level of the job
Male

Female

Total

%

%

%

2

2

2

Master

23

17

21

PhD

62

68

65

Professional

12

12

12

Supervisory role

55

55

55

Educational level required for the job
Bachelor or lower

Working in a job below PhD level has a negative
relationship with job satisfaction

Results: (3a-b) Level and Sector

Academia

Non-Academic
Research

Outside Research

Educational Level

%

%

%

Bachelor or
lower

0

4

7

Master

7

35

53

PhD

82

48

24

Professional

11

13
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Results: (3c) Type contract per sector
Type contract

Academia

Non-academic
research

Outside
research

Total

%

%

%

%

42

66

55

50

Probation period

3

3

4

3

Tenure track

9

1

2

6

46

11

26

34

0

19

13
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Permanent

Temporary without
prospect of permanence
Self-employed

Women more often have a temporary contract (39% vs. 29%
of males) and less often a permanent contract (45% vs. 55%
of males)

Results: (4) Career Perception

An important explanatory factor was nationality: PhDs from highincome countries were more negative about both long-term career
perspectives and the availability of permanent positions in academia
and non-academic research

More information?
• Temporary contracts: effect on job satisfaction and personal lives of
recent PhD graduates (2016). Higher Education.
http://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10734-016-0050-8
•

Perceived career prospects and their influence on the sector of
employment of recent PhD graduates. (2016). Science and Public Policy.
http://spp.oxfordjournals.org/content/early/2016/04/22/scipol.scw007.
abstract

•

The role of gender in the employment, career perception and research
performance of recent PhD graduates from Dutch universities (2016)
PlosOne. http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0164784

•

Survey on the Labour Market Position of PhD graduates: Development of
a Novel Questionnaire (2015).
https://openaccess.leidenuniv.nl/handle/1887/32604

Part B

Employment situation
and
career prospects
of postdocs working
in the
Netherlands

3463 Postdocs in The Netherlands
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Value of postdocs
•

Highly educated, specialized, and productive professionals

(O’Grady

& Beam 2011)

•

Contribute to economic and social growth in countries

(Häyrinen-

Alestalo & Peltola 2006)

•

Responsible for a disproportionate share of discoveries and
innovations (Davis 2009). 40% of 1st authorships in Science (O’Grady &
Beam 2011)

•

Postdocs are also the source of future productivity

•

They also have the potential to become key players, bridging
knowledge between national and international scientific and
scholarly networks (Horta 2009)

(Mitchell et al.2013).
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Methodology: mixed method
• Web surveys within 3 universities & 4 University
Medical Centres in the Netherlands (n=440)
• Open interviews with postdocs (n=20)
• 3 Focus group discussions with postdocs, HRM and
NWO
No separate staff category in the national
classification system of functions within universities
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Results Web Surveys (1)
• Uni’s: 34 years; 40% female, 35% Dutch nationality; 34%
children, work 30 months as postdoc
• UMC’s: 35 years, 75% female, 81% Dutch nationality;
43% children, work 41 months as postdoc
• Pursue academic career (85/82%) despite negative
vision on future prospects
• Length of their postdoc employment negatively affects
their career satisfaction and prospects
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Results Web Surveys (2)
• Satisfied with daily working environment [colleagues]
• Feel publication and grant pressure -> stress
• Hardly attend training modules or courses to develop
their personal and transferable skills (formalized)
• Feel resistance to talk with supervisor about nonacademic career possibilities
• Would like to be treated by university as ‘serious group’
of employees -> currently quite invisible
• Not satisfied with career support offered by university
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International postdocs
• Have better scholarly performance during their PhD
period
• More satisfied with employment conditions
• More satisfied with career guidance
• Are more positive about career prospects in
academia
compared to Dutch postdocs
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Results interviews (1)
• Struggle for work-life balance
’I found a good way of combining academic life and private life, but I am still worried
about my future since this position will not lead to a permanent job (female, Spanish,
37 years, no children)’

• Struggle becomes a even more pressing issue when
postdocs have children
34 per cent have kids
Work more months as postdoc: 44 vs. 24 months
Have an even more negative view of their possible academic future
Different phase of life compared to colleagues: Less flexible
regarding future academic career: house / school / childcare facilities
/ social network. Aim: to keep the family together. More critical to the
benefits in their contract
– Considering to switch to non-academic jobs: Most postdocs state that
their family is more important and they will have to start considering
other employment options if they cannot find an academic job in the
Netherlands
–
–
–
–
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Results interviews (2) Quotes
• “I love doing research and, as a postdoc, I have quite a
lot of time for that. However, now that my children are
reaching school age, the uncertain career prospects
are starting to weigh heavily as a disadvantage, in
particular because my husband is a postdoc too”.
(female, Dutch, 37 years old, two children)
• “ ‘It takes far too long to obtain a certain amount of
certainty job-wise, especially for those with children. It
is not nice to not know where you will have to live or still
move to in the coming years whilst your children are
going to school, starting sports, etc. The lack of
permanent jobs is one thing. But on top of that, the
certainty of having to leave the place where you
currently are after a postdoc is even worse! That
makes it very hard to build a life and provide for
stability for the family”. (female, Dutch 39 years old,
two children)
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Results focus groups:
Guidance and Support from HR
• Little awareness of the roles and activities of HR
department
• Activities for postdocs should be developed and
enhanced: postdoc talent management program
– Postdoc community
– Training modules for personal and professional
development
– Mentorship program
– Postdoc alumni network; establish contacts with
organisations that employ postdocs
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Conclusions
• It is urgent for Dutch universities to regard postdoctoral
researchers much more seriously within their current
labour organisation: development of career and talent
policies for postdocs at university level (HRM)
• Not only university policy makers but also top and
middle management should be involved in this process
• Postdocs rarely attempt to pursue alternative career
paths, e.g., by attending courses outside their research
areas, and spend very little time pursuing their own
personal development
• The attitudes of postdocs and their supervisors toward
their professional and career development require
change
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More information
•

Teelken, C. and van der Weijden, I.C.M. (2018). The employment
situations and career prospects of postdoctoral researchers.
Employee Relations: The International Journal.
https://doi.org/10.1108/ER-12-2016-0241

•

Holley, K., Kuzhabekova, A., Osbaldiston, N., Cannizzo, F., Mauri, C.,
Simmonds, S., Teelken, C. and van der Weijden, I. (2017). Global
perspectives on the postdoctoral scholar experience. In: ‘The Postdoc
Landscape: the invisible scholars’. Jaeger, A. & Dinin, A. (Eds).
Elsevier. p. 203-226

•

Van der Weijden, I., Teelken, C., De Boer. M. & Drost, M. (2016).
Career Satisfaction of postdoctoral researchers in relation to their
expectations for the future. Higher Education. 72(1): 25-40.
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