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ABSTRACT  
PhD holders are increasingly exploring careers beyond academia, yet, little 
is understood about their transition experiences, particularly in the 
Humanities, Arts, and Social Sciences (HASS) disciplines. While research 
suggests that these transitions are both challenging and satisfactory, 
there is limited knowledge about the specific engagement (e.g. feeling 
absorbed) and disengagement (e.g. experiencing detachment) 
experiences during these transitions, as well as the career factors 
influencing them. This study aimed to explore the engagement and 
disengagement experiences of 20 HASS PhD holders from Spain and 
Finland who transitioned beyond academia. Specifically, we examined 
how working conditions, personal values, and professional support 
interacted with these experiences. Interviews were conducted and 
analysed using an inductive-deductive content analysis approach. Our 
findings revealed two primary career trajectories: non-academic and 
hybrid careers. HASS PhD holders described low levels of engagement 
with academia, while a pronounced engagement was observed towards 
hybrid careers. Our results showed that work environment and personal 
values being relevant besides the well-known job stability and work-life 
balance factors among engagement experiences. Furthermore, results 
showed the interplay between diverse career factors, revealing 
misalignments between PhD careers and support mechanisms. Overall, 
the study underscores the complex interactions between working 
conditions, personal values, and professional support within engagement 
and disengagement experiences, highlighting the need for tailored 
support systems to facilitate sustainable research careers beyond academia.
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Introduction

The number of PhD graduates working beyond academia1 has significantly increased over the past 
decade and is expected to grow further in the future. In European countries, such as Finland, the UK, 
and Spain, more than 60% of PhD holders pursue careers beyond academia (Boman et al. 2021; Sala- 
Bubaré et al. 2024; Tynjälä et al. 2021). The lack of available academic positions and academic pre
cariousness, as well as the investment in R&D in non-academic sectors, have given rise to a wide 
range of non-academic careers2 in the public, private and non-profit sectors. Moreover, hybrid 
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careers where PhD holders concurrently hold academic and non-academic job positions have 
become popular (Boman et al. 2021; Cañibano et al. 2019; Garcia-Morante, Castelló, and Sala- 
Bubaré 2024).

There are many push and pull factors detaching and attracting PhD holders from academia 
towards non-academic sectors, such as scarce academic positions and favourable working con
ditions in non-academic sectors (Guerin 2020; Kallio et al. 2024). PhD careers beyond academia 
can be desirable and satisfying for both HASS and STEM PhDs (Guerin 2020; Sala-Bubaré et al. 
2024; Sinche et al. 2017). Obtaining permanent employment has been shown to increase job satis
faction among PhD holders, and working conditions, including type of contract, working hours, and 
salary, tend to be better outside academia (Goldan, Jaksztat, and Gross 2023; Sala-Bubaré et al. 2024).

This overall satisfaction notwithstanding, recent research has shown that transitioning to a career 
beyond academia can be challenging, with the social support received being crucial to overcome 
these challenges during career transitions (Rönkkönen et al. 2024; Vekkaila et al. 2018). Challenges 
have been reported in career guidance, lack of recognition of skills and competences, and in adapt
ing to non-academic workplaces after the PhD (Hayter and Parker 2018; McAlpine, Skakni, and 
Inouye 2021; Skakni, Inouye, and McAlpine 2021). Conversely, academic supervisors and non-aca
demic networks, together with professional environments facilitating synergies between sectors 
have proved to be enablers for sustainable and positive non-academic transitions (Garcia- 
Morante, Castelló, and Sala-Bubaré 2024; Germain-Alamartine et al. 2020).

Previous studies have separately examined career transitions beyond academia, factors influen
cing these transitions, and the role of professional support, highlighting that while transitioning 
beyond academia is challenging, it can also be satisfactory, with professional support and other 
influencing factors intervening (Germain-Alamartine et al. 2020; Guerin 2020; Skakni, Inouye, and 
McAlpine 2021). However, our knowledge about how all these aspects interact within engagement 
and disengagement experiences is still quite limited. To our knowledge, only Rönkkönen et al. (2024) 
have examined the engagement and disengagement of STEM PhD holders during their transition 
from academic to non-academic sectors and the pivotal role of professional support. Understanding 
this interaction is relevant, as it sheds light on the nuances of these individuals’ experiences once 
they are settled in their new roles and specific contexts. This, in turn, has implications for their 
long-term wellbeing, professional development, and professional performance.

Considering differences among disciplines in terms of career trajectories and job-skills mismatch 
(AQU 2023; Barnacle et al. 2020; Garcia-Morante, Castelló, and Sala-Bubaré 2024), it is plausible to 
assume that HASS PhD holders’ career transition experiences from academia to non-academic 
environments may underscore certain particularities. Studies focusing on HASS PhD holders 
working beyond academia are scarce, with a bias toward STEM fields, even though their presence 
in alternative job environments is increasing (Barnacle et al. 2020; Sala-Bubaré et al. 2024). The 
limited data indicate that these careers strongly rely on networking and knowledge brokering, 
which warrants particular attention to the factors underlying their decision to move beyond acade
mia (Garcia-Morante, Castelló, and Sala-Bubaré  2024; Guerin 2020).

To enlarge our knowledge on HASS PhD holders’ career transitions, this study aimed to explore 
the Spanish and Finnish HASS PhD holders’ engagement and disengagement experiences, focusing 
on the interplay among working conditions, personal values, and professional support when transi
tioning beyond academia.

PhD holders in non-academic transitions

There are many pull and push factors influencing PhD holders’ careers. Limited academic positions, 
low salaries, and work pressure push HASS PhD holders out of academia, while more favourable 
working conditions and greater stability pull them towards non-academic sectors. Furthermore, per
sonal values, such as a detachment from the academic culture, a loss of interest in research or a 
desire for new opportunities, may play a pivotal role in these transitions (Barnacle et al. 2020; 
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Kallio et al. 2024; Li and Horta 2021; McAlpine, Skakni, and Inouye 2021; van der Weijden and Teelken 
2023). Various reasons account for holding multiple jobs, including financial necessity, personal 
interest, and the acquisition or improvement of skills (Campion and Csillag 2022). For PhD 
holders, hybrid careers can offer career meaningfulness, complementarity, and financial sustenance 
(Spengler and Lee 2017).

PhD holders’ careers beyond academia vary between disciplines. Researchers in the humanities, 
arts, and social sciences (HASS) are more likely to pursue academic careers than those in science, 
technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields (Boman et al. 2021). When they transition 
to non-academic sectors, they were reported to work in a similar position as before completing 
their PhD and experience more difficulties to find a job corresponding to their education qualifica
tions (AQU 2023; Barnacle et al. 2020; Guerin 2020). The few studies on hybrid careers also suggest 
that HASS PhD holders face challenges in combining academic and non-academic jobs. Their aca
demic contracts may be poorly supported and peripheral to their non-academic roles, leading to 
workload and a lack of recognition (McAlpine, Skakni, and Inouye 2021; Garcia-Morante, Castelló, 
and Sala-Bubaré 2024; Pérez-Rojas et al., 2022).

Common challenges when finishing the PhD include academic uncertainty and competitiveness 
combined with high-pressure, particularly when lacking career guidance, which may result in stress 
(Garcia-Morante et al. 2024; Hayter and Parker 2018). Furthermore, the lack of recognition of skills 
and competences, and adapting to non-academic workplaces may further affect the professional 
development and increase their risk of burnout of PhD holders transitioning to non-academic 
sectors (McAlpine, Skakni, and Inouye 2021; Skakni, Inouye, and McAlpine 2021).

Engagement, disengagement, and types of professional support

The engagement framework offers a comprehensive and context-situated explanation of the 
nuances of PhD transitions beyond academia. Engagement experiences are characterised by feelings 
of absorption, dedication, and vigour within a concrete setting (Bakker and Demerouti 2008; Schau
feli et al. 2002). Absorption refers to being fully focused and immersed in one’s work. Dedication is 
marked by feelings of meaningfulness, significance, and enthusiasm towards one’s work. Vigour 
involves high energy and persistence when facing challenges at work. In contrast, disengagement 
experiences are characterised by detachment, withdrawal, and negative emotions (Maslach and 
Leiter 2008; Schaufeli et al. 2002).

Professional support consists of three distinct dimensions: instrumental, informational, and 
emotional support (House and Kahn 1985; Pyhältö 2018; Pyhältö et al. 2024; Rönkkönen et al. 
2024). Instrumental support refers to access to tangible resources and facilities necessary for pro
fessional work and development. Informational support involves giving and receiving feedback, 
help, and constructive problem-solving from colleagues. Emotional support encompasses positive, 
functional, and reciprocal relationships within the professional environment, fostering a sense of 
belonging and appreciation. PhD careers are shaped by the interaction of contextual and individual 
factors, reflecting how socioeconomic and organisational environments interact with experiences 
and agency, resulting in diverse interpretations among individuals (Hottenrott and Lawson 2015; 
Kuoppakangas et al. 2021).

The positive relationship between social support and engagement has been examined across 
various stages of PhD careers within academia (Pyhältö et al. 2017; Vekkaila 2014). Evidence suggests 
that support from supervisors and research communities is closely associated with positive engage
ment experiences for PhD holders in academic settings (Pyhältö et al. 2024; van der Weijden and 
Teelken 2023; Vekkaila et al. 2018). Support from academic supervisors in career guidance and 
non-academic networks that connect field-specific expertise with labour market expectations 
have proven to be essential (Garcia-Morante et al. 2024; Germain-Alamartine et al. 2020; Spron
ken-Smith, Brown, and Cameron 2024). For those pursuing hybrid careers, professional environ
ments that facilitate synergies and fusion between academic and non-academic jobs seem to be 
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crucial for successful experiences (McAlpine, Skakni, and Inouye 2021; Garcia-Morante, Castelló, and 
Sala-Bubaré 2024; Pérez-Rojas et al., 2022).

However, research on the role of professional support in engagement among PhD holders 
beyond academia is limited and has primarily focused on those from STEM fields (Rönkkönen 
et al. 2024). Thus, our understanding regarding HASS disciplines remains particularly constrained. 
Furthermore, there is limited insight into how different types of professional support impact 
specific engagement and disengagement experiences.

This study seeks to deepen understanding of HASS PhD holders pursuing careers beyond acade
mia engagement experiences, focusing on the interplay between professional support, working con
ditions, and personal values in transitions beyond academia. Considering previous gaps, the research 
questions are as follows: 

(a) What kinds of engagement and disengagement experiences did HASS PhD graduates report 
embedded in their transition from academia to beyond?

(b) How did working conditions, personal values, and professional support interacted with the 
engagement and disengagement experiences?

Method

Doctoral education and HASS PhD careers in Spain and Finland

The study was conducted in Helsinki (Finland) and Catalunya (Spain). This was because, in addition to 
reflecting the expertise of the authors, both contexts are prominent regional research centres and 
major producers of PhD graduates in their respective countries (Andres et al. 2015; AQU 2023). 
However, as regions located in northern and southern economies, respectively, they underscore dis
tinct economic contexts and investment priorities (OECD 2021).

Finland
Finland has seen a significant increase in the number of PhDs since the 1990s, supported by its com
mitment to the Bologna process and a policy of no tuition fees for both EU and non-EU students 
(Andres et al. 2015). While about 25% of PhD candidates are employed directly by universities, 
the majority finance their studies through private funding or work in non-academic sectors (Niemi 
et al. 2011; Vekkaila 2014).

Currently, approximately 62% of Finnish PhD holders find employment outside universities 
(Tynjälä et al. 2021). In social sciences, over half of new PhDs still pursue careers within academia 
(Koivunen 2018). From 2015 to 2019, there was a notable increase in Finnish PhDs employed in 
the private sector and entrepreneurial ventures, indicating a shift away from academia as the 
primary employer (Holopainen 2023).

Efforts to promote PhD careers outside academia have become a focal point for policymakers, 
educational institutions, and doctoral program developers in Finland. Initiatives include national 
development programs, skills courses, pilot non-academic internships, and mentoring programs 
(Niemi et al. 2011; Pyhältö 2018; Tynjälä et al. 2021).

Spain
Spain also follows the general European trend of PhD popularisation, with a stabilisation in PhD 
enrolments in the last years (AQU 2023; Castelló et al. 2023). Half of all PhD candidates are 
funded by scholarships or pre-PhD contracts, with differences across disciplines. While most PhDs 
in science and engineering are employed on scholarships or predoctoral contracts, this percentage 
drops to less than half of PhDs in HASS (AQU 2023).

Recent data indicates an increasing number of PhD holders pursuing careers beyond academia, a 
trend that is expected to continue (Castelló et al. 2023). Approximately 70% of PhD holders pursue 
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career paths beyond academia, with the proportion slightly lower in the humanities (65%) and social 
sciences (50%) (AQU 2023).

In response to the changing landscape of PhD careers, Catalunya has implemented substantial 
reforms in doctoral education influencing the structure, duration (typically 3–4 years), orientation, 
and outcomes of doctoral programmes (Castelló et al. 2023). A significant focus is placed on inter
nationalisation and professionalisation within PhD programmes, which integrate specialised training 
workshops and personalised courses to better meet the needs of students (Castelló et al. 2023; 
Germain-Alamartine and Moghadam-Saman 2019).

Participants

The study included 20 HASS PhD holders (10 from Spain and 10 from Finland) who were currently 
working beyond academia and graduated less than 10 years before the interview. They represented 
a range of HASS disciplines, including archaeology, theology, economics, journalism, psychology, 
education, political sciences, philosophy, sociology, and audiovisual communication. They were 10 
women and 10 men, and ages ranged from 30 to 60 years old: 4 participants were between 30 
and 34 (20%), 6 between 35 and 39 (30%), 4 between 40 and 44 (20%), 5 between 44 and 49 
(25%), and 1 between 50 and 60 (5%). The average age differed between countries, with Finnish par
ticipants being older than Spanish participants.

PhD holders pursued a variety of careers outside academia (Table 1). Seven participants worked in 
non-profit organisations, six in small & medium enterprises (SMEs), and three in public adminis
tration. Some participants held positions in policy consulting, research institutions, and large com
panies. At the time of starting the PhD, one participant from Spain and 2 from Finland had long- 
established professional lives.

Data collection

A research consortium comprising researchers from Finland and Spain conducted semi-structured 
interviews in 2022. The interview protocol was cross-culturally designed and multilingually 
developed.3

Participants were selected using a purposive sampling strategy complemented by the snowball 
method. Key stakeholders, including universities, R&D&I companies, and professional associations, 
were approached to request their collaboration in distributing a form to collect potential partici
pants. Additionally, personal and social networks, particularly LinkedIn and Twitter, were utilised, 
and participants themselves were encouraged to invite other potential participants.

Participants were requested to fill out a pre-interview survey. This survey gathered demographic 
data, academic and professional backgrounds, and current job conditions. Such information was 
used to create a career timeline for each participant, which was later ratified and discussed 
during the interview sessions. The semi-structured interviews4 lasted between forty-five minutes 
and an hour and a half. They covered a wide range of topics, including current job characteristics 
and tasks, the impact of the PhD, motivations and career goals, networking, personal factors, 
career satisfaction and expectations, and a personal appraisal of the PhD training. The interviews 
were conducted face-to-face or online, with the audio and video recordings subsequently tran
scribed through the assistance of SONIX, an AI tool, and manually revised by the first and second 
authors.

Table 1. Description of participants.

SMEs
Large 

companies
Non-profit 

organisations
Policy 

Consulting
Public 

Administration Research
Educational 

sector

Spain 2 1 3 2 1 1
Finland 2 1 5 1 1
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Participants gave their consent to participate according to the ethics approval procedures of the 
first author’s institution. The aims and procedures of the study were approved by the ethics commit
tee and the data protection delegate of the first author’s institution [Ref. PRE2020-093026]. Partici
pants were informed of their right to withdraw from the study at any time. To ensure confidentiality, 
all data were pseudonymised.

Data analysis

Data analysis was based on an inductive-deductive qualitative content analysis approach (Gläser- 
Zikuda, Hagenauer, and Stephan 2020). It was developed through a systematic, cross-national colla
borative process, and it comprised six phases, as illustrated in Figure 1.

In the initial phase, the cross-national research team immersed themselves in the data to identify 
the episodes in which the participants reflected on their decision-making related to the first career 
transition after the PhD. In a second phase, these transitions were first inductively coded into 
engagement and disengagement experiences according to the direction of the engagement and 
disengagement experiences – whether towards or away from academia, non-academic sectors, or 
hybrid.

Once engagement and disengagement experiences were distinguished, the third and fourth 
phase involved inductive-deductive categorising career factors: (a) working conditions, (b) personal 
values influencing these experiences, and (c) types of professional support. Each experience of 
engagement and disengagement could be related to more than one career factor. Categorisation 
was rigorously discussed to ensure reliability and validity through consensus.

The data were classified into two main groups: participants transitioning towards non-academic 
careers and those pursuing hybrid career paths. This classification facilitated a detailed examination 
of the unique challenges and experiences associated with each career path, providing a nuanced 
understanding of career trajectories following PhD completion. Moreover, frequencies and percen
tages were calculated to map the distribution of categories, offering insights into their relative preva
lence and distribution among the participants. Finally, we developed a table of co-occurrences to 
establish relationships between the codes.

Results

The first group of participants included 11 PhD holders (4 from Spain and 7 from Finland) who tran
sitioned to non-academic sectors after completing their PhD. They transitioned from PhD fellowships 
and short-term teaching appointments to secure full-time positions outside academia. The second 
group encompassed 9 participants (6 from Spain and 3 from Finland) who pursued hybrid 
careers, thus concurrently combining academic and non-academic jobs. Spanish hybrid participants 
were employed in secondary jobs within academia. They worked as assistant professors, a teacher- 
based and part-time academic position for professionals with a parallel non-academic job. Most par
ticipants began in these roles during their PhD studies. In contrast, Finnish participants exhibited a 

Figure 1. Analysis phases.
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broader spectrum of hybrid employment arrangements. One Finnish participant adjusted her univer
sity administrative role to accommodate academic research tasks; another engaged with the univer
sity through his entrepreneurship; and the third delivered occasional seminars in academia.

Engagement and disengagement experiences of PhD holders transitioning beyond 
academia

Engagement and disengagement transition experiences towards and from academia, non-academic 
sectors, and hybrid careers were distributed differently across the two groups of participants 
(Table 2).

PhD holders who transitioned to non-academic careers
Participants who transitioned to non-academic careers underscored high levels of engagement with 
those non-academic sectors, in contrast to low levels of engagement with academia (Table 2). Their 
engagement experiences were characterised by immersion, an active commitment to overcome 
challenges, give meaning to their work, and invest in their professional growth. Marta, a Spanish par
ticipant in the history discipline and who joined a SME company, was an example of work immersion: 
‘I enjoy it; I am immersed in working with professionals and giving opportunities to other pro
fessionals to help each other in our work’.

Conversely, these participants expressed outrage, burnout, a perception of inadequacy to deal 
with academic pressures and competition, and a loss of the initial meaning attributed to academia. 
Marko, a Finnish participant employed by a large private company, articulated such a diminished 
sense of meaning and interest in academia: 

While doing my PhD, I realised that I did not want an academic career for two reasons. It made no sense. The 
competition is extremely unfair; the basis and reasons for applying for funding are not fully disclosed, and you 
would have to settle for a rather strict life financially, if you want, for example, a family. (Marko, Consultant, 
Political Sciences)

PhD holders who transitioned to hybrid careers
Like the previous group, participants who transitioned to hybrid careers showed low levels of 
engagement with academia (Table 2). Those participants elucidated their orientation towards 
their hybrid careers, primarily focusing on the meaningful integration of various facets of their 
experience. For instance, Joel, a Finnish participant combining academic research and entrepreneur
ship, conveyed his dedication to a hybrid career, aspiring to acquire meaningful roles that integrate 
different aspects of his expertise: 

I desperately wished to find some way to continue what I was doing in research and philosophy at university and 
then in practice, so that they were not so terribly separate. It was such a central and substantive issue that I 
found a way to do it. […] My professional dream was probably to get as many meaningful jobs as possible, 
where you could combine things and then get paid for that combination. (Joel, Entrepreneur, Theology)

These participants also demonstrated engagement with their non-academic positions. Paulina, a 
Spanish participant holding a position in an SME company while teaching at a university, exemplified 
such engagement. Confronted with the challenges of navigating a marketing environment, she 
recounted her determination to surmount obstacles in her non-academic role: 

Table 2. Engagement and disengagement experiences.

Engagement experiences towards … Disengagement experiences from … 

Academia Non-academia Hybrid Academia Non-academia Hybrid

Non-academic 6 35 0 47 3 0
Hybrid 4 18 37 23 4 11
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They created my position because of the need for someone to help with marketing. I became that person, 
knowing how to speak the language they speak here. What do they want? Well, I was adapting, I learn fast, I 
replicate what they do, I speed up if I have to speed up. […] So that’s it: refining, refining, and always 
working as a team. (Paulina, Content Manager, Education)

Consistent with the non-academic participants’ group, hybrid participants mostly referred to disen
gagement experiences from academia, as Gala, an adult Spanish mother, explained: 

I started my PhD when I was already older and became a mother during my PhD. So, of course, life in academia 
forces you to travel, to spend time at other universities … I didn’t see this as plausible being a mother. […] I 
thought, of course, it’s unfeasible with my reality. (Gala, International Relations, Political Sciences).

Disengagement experiences from hybrid careers were also discernible in participants’ narratives, fre
quently linked to burnout.

Career factors associated with engagement and disengagement

In terms of working conditions, six categories were inductively derived from the data: work-life 
relationship, job stability, finances, work task fit, and work environment (Table 3).

We organised the results for the two groups of participants by detailing the relationships between 
these factors and the three types of professional support considered: instrumental, informative, and 
emotional support.

PhD holders who transitioned to non-academic careers
The engagement experiences of PhD holders with non-academic transitions were mainly associated 
with job stability, work task fit, and personal values. While job stability was related to instrumental 
support, work task fit and personal values were related to different types of support, with informa
tional support being of relevance (Table 4). Participants explained their engagement when they 
could easily find a non-academic position that gave them a sense of basic job security, which was 
related to the availability of job opportunities and stable conditions outside of academia. A represen
tative example come from Henri, a Finnish participant employed by a non-profit organisation: 

I saw a vacancy. Five people applied for the same job at the same time. I thought it might be right for me. I 
applied and, perhaps to my own surprise, I straightforward got the job! I had thought about these things 
before, that I would be looking for stability outside if I didn’t get a job in academia. (Henri, Researcher, Theology)

In addition, they described their engagement when they felt having the competences needed for 
their non-academic work. They were engaged in their work when they were seen as experts and 
felt that they had the transversal competences to acquire new skills quickly. This was linked to 
feeling valued, being involved in decision-making processes, receiving guidance and feedback, 
and having resources (e.g. time) to improve their professional performance. Mikael, a Finnish partici
pant, expressed this engagement: ‘In my current job, I am seen as an expert, and I can have a much 

Table 3. Working conditions and personal values.

Career factor Definition

Job stability Stability of employment, encompassing aspects such as job market competitiveness, availability of long- 
term contracts, and the perception of basic job security.

Work environment Overall atmosphere, organisational structure, and leadership dynamics within the job position or job 
sector, influencing the overall experience and engagement of individuals within it.

Work task fit Degree of alignment between job demands and the skills, expertise, and preferences of the participants, 
along with the sense of fitting into the assigned job role.

Finances Financial aspects of employment, including salary levels, funding structures within sectors, and potential 
mismatches between participants’ educational backgrounds and available salaries.

Work-life 
relationship

Ability, or lack thereof, to effectively balance professional responsibilities with personal life commitments, 
considering aspects such as workload, flexibility, and allocation.

Personal values Alignment of careers with personal values, encompassing the perceived meaningfulness and relevance of 
work for oneself, its societal impact, and applicability across different sectors.
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more concrete influence. I can actively participate in decisions such as what to do with certain 
research results and what to do next’ (Mikael, Senior Researcher, Political Science).

Engagement was also associated with their personal values. Meaningfulness of tasks, personal 
preferences, curiosity, and willingness to learn were values engaging participants towards academic 
and non-academic engagement sectors. In turn, usefulness and short-term social and economic 
impact were exclusively associated with non-academic sectors. These experiences were related to 
opportunities for learning, team discussion with constructive feedback, and mentoring. Sergi, a 
Spanish participant who worked as a policy consultant, explained his commitment to applied 
work and the relevance of his mentor: 

What interests me now is applied work. It is a competence I started to develop a few years ago when I had the 
great luck to work with my head, the best political analyst I have ever known. […] It’s a job I like very much. It 
feeds me a lot, and I think it’s very relevant on an economic and social level. (Sergi, Consultant, Psychology)

On the other hand, their experiences of disengagement were mainly related to personal values, job 
stability, and work environment from academia. While experiences associated with job stability and 
work environment were related to the lack of different types of professional support, most of those 
associated with personal values did not seem to be directly related to the lack of it (Table 4).

Participants expressed disengagement from endogamic academic values, noting that ‘the world 
of academia was too closed in on itself’ (Marta, Communication executive, History), too focused on 
publication metrics, and detached from real-world issues. Such disengagement was not directly 
related to a lack of support but rather to an intrinsic functioning and deep-rooted feature of the aca
demic sector perceived as conflicting with participants’ values. In a few cases, it was also related to 
the lack of resources, such as time or funding for research dissemination, as well as opportunities for 
constructively discussing research impact.

They also explained disengagement experiences associated with job stability, particularly con
cerning the unavailability of academic positions, limited access to professional opportunities, and 
time and resource constraints. Some participants regretted the nature of recruitment processes, 
which they perceived to be characterised by nepotism, favouritism and of opacity. These disengage
ment experiences were closely related to a lack of instrumental support, although some participants 
also expressed a lack of emotional support. Anne, a Finnish researcher, illustrated such disengage
ment related not only to the lack of available jobs but also to the lack of empathy and reciprocal 
relationship in building her post-PhD career: 

When I asked at the team meeting if there were any assistant positions available at the university, I was told quite 
frankly ‘listen, there is life outside the university’. It was very clear; it was a message to me to go elsewhere. At the 

Table 4. Career factors of PhD who transitioned to non-academic careers.

Direction Professional support

ENGAGEMENT N Academia Non-Academic Hybrid Instrumental Informational Emotional No reported

Working conditions
Work life relationship 3 3 3
Job stability 13 13 13
Finances 1 1 1
Work task fit 12 2 10 4 4 4
Work environment 9 1 8 5 3 2
Personal values 14 5 9 4 7 1 3
DISENGAGEMENT N Academia Non-academic Hybrid Instrumental Informational Emotional No reported
Working conditions
Work life relationship 8 8 6 1 2
Job stability 12 12 10 2 4
Finances 7 7 7
Work task fit 6 4 2 2 2 2
Work environment 9 9 3 2 4
Personal values 15 14 1 2 2 11
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time, I was quite offended because I had squeezed four years out of this dissertation and contributed to teaching 
and curriculum planning. I felt bad. (Anne, Ombudsman’s Services, Political Sciences)

Lastly, participants described disengagement experiences resulting from the academic environment. 
They characterised it by hostility, hierarchy, and competitiveness, underscoring a lack of diverse 
types of support. They regretted a lack of empathy and humility, open and constructive spaces 
for discussion, and funding to cultivate a proper work environment. Sergi revolved around the hier
archy that hindered his professional development in academia: 

My supervisor was particularly involved in innovation. But it was a job that he always did as a senior, as a hier
archical matter of ‘those who know’. […] There is a hierarchical gap between juniors and seniors that hinders the 
development of researchers. (Sergi, Consultant, Psychology)

PhD holders who transitioned to hybrid careers
For hybrid participants, the experiences of engagement were mainly about personal values. While 
half of their experiences emphasised receiving instrumental and informational support, the other 
half did not seem to be related to the receipt of professional support (Table 5).

They emphasised their dedication and sense of responsibility towards bridging the gap between 
theory and practice, experiencing notable engagement in the synergy between theoretical perspec
tives and practical application. They also pointed out the value of teaching undergraduate students 
by their academic knowledge and professional expertise. In some cases, their experiences were 
related to financial stability and resources for managing their dual appointments, as Niko, a 
Finnish participant, vividly illustrated: ‘The NGO is where I do most of my work. Thanks to it, I 
have my bread and butter, so I can do the academic stuff’ (Niko, Philosopher, Philosophy).

Moreover, they highlighted the importance of guidance and support to implement innovation in 
their workplaces (e.g. spaces for evidence-based reflection and constructive problem-solving) and 
valued the recognition from their colleagues and students. Alex, from Spain, explained being fully 
absorbed by translating his dissertation findings into effective organisation principles: 

These are the four principles we follow in my non-profit organisation, and they come from my PhD. We didn’t 
come to these conclusions by chance. We discuss and try to apply the knowledge we have gained together to 
our organisational and production models. That is very important. (Alex, Director, Audiovisual Communication)

In contrast, many of the experiences were not based on receiving professional support but were 
related to individual agency. For many hybrid participants, these personal values were central to 

Table 5. Career factors of PhD who transitioned to hybrid careers.

Direction Professional support

ENGAGEMENT N
Towards Non- 

Ac
Towards 
Hybrid Towards Ac Instrumental Informational Emotional

No 
reported

Working conditions
Work life relationship 2 2 2
Job stability 7 4 3 7
Finances 4 4 4
Work task fit 7 3 4 2 3 1 3
Work environment 8 5 2 1 3 4 1
Personal values 38 8 26 4 11 8 1 18
DISENGAGEMENT N From Non-Ac From Hybrid From Ac Instrumental Informational Emotional No 

reported
Working conditions
Work life relationship 9 1 5 3 9
Job stability 14 5 9 14
Finances 6 6 6
Work task fit 2 1 1 1 1
Work environment 12 4 8 7 5 3 2
Personal values 5 5 2 3
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their perseverance in facing challenges at work. Clara, a Spanish woman working in policy consul
tancy, commented: ‘Honestly, the working conditions [for hybrids] are bad, but I want to further 
my knowledge and link what I do in academia and make it useful for society’ (Clara, Policy Consult
ant, Sociology).

On the other hand, disengagement factors were the work environment, job stability, and work-life 
relationship. Disengagement about job stability and work-life relationship was related to a lack of 
instrumental support, while disengagement about work environment was related to different 
types of support (Table 5).

They criticised the competitiveness, bureaucracy, and normalisation of workload in academia, and 
expressed experiences of disappointment with the work environment outside academia. They felt 
that their organisations sometimes did not value their contributions or their research background. 
On these occasions, they felt that they were working in an environment where their PhD and evi
dence-based practice were not valued as they deserved. They identified lack of resources, time, will
ingness, and constructive feedback for evidence-based discussions to improve professional 
performance as relevant but lacking support. Paulina reflected on the lack of willingness in her 
organisation to base their educational innovations on evidence: 

It still happens at work that I am asked to do a literature search, and I am asked to be quick, not to get too 
‘specific’. In education, there is still a dichotomy between theory and practice. No one would question that 
there is research behind a vaccine. […] I would like to apply more applied research processes, but I’m tired 
of insisting. (Paulina)

In addition, participants, especially those from Spain, were concerned about the precarious con
ditions of assistant professors because they were not permanent and full-time employees of the uni
versity. Alex complained about this precariousness: 

And the university has become a place of precariousness, of very great inequalities between two groups of pro
fessors: we are paid a third. This creates a profoundly anti-fraternal atmosphere between people who are equally 
qualified. […] We, the assistant professors, those of us who are clearly linked to industry, should also have stable 
working relationships, shouldn’t we? (Alex)

Similarly, they regretted the inability of organisations to support their hybrid careers. They explained 
that organisations did not offer financial recognition or flexible reduced working hours to support their 
work-life balance. They also explained that they had to renew their short-term academic contracts 
every year. This had a negative impact on their work-life balance and career stability, leading to work
load and burnout. Paulina expressed significant strain and workload due to her work-life relationship: 

I feel super tired. I can’t do it. At the end of the day, no matter how much you want to, you only have a few hours 
a week and I need to rest. And the university will fall away. The contact with the academy will disappear more 
and more. (Paulina)

Discussion

This study aimed to delve into the engagement and disengagement experiences of HASS PhD 
holders embedded in their transitions beyond academia. The focus was on examining the interplay 
between working conditions, personal values, and professional support. The experiences of PhD 
holders from two distinct European regions known for being research hubs and producing high 
numbers of PhD graduates, albeit with socio-economic structural differences, were explored.

HASS PhD holders reported varied career transitions trajectories, shaping their experiences of 
engagement and disengagement. We identified two primary PhD career trajectories, termed non- 
academic and hybrid, each with its own characteristics. The emergence of hybrid careers under
scores the increasing mobility of PhD careers and the growing diversity of careers beyond academia 
(Cañibano et al. 2019; Garcia-Morante, Castelló, and Sala-Bubaré 2024). Additionally, we observed 
certain country-specific characteristics among participants with HASS hybrid careers. For example, 
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among Spanish participants, hybrid careers only included secondary, teaching-oriented academic 
roles, suggesting potential interactions with national economic and structural factors (Kuoppakan
gas et al. 2021; McAlpine, Skakni, and Inouye 2021).

Overall, only a few HASS PhD holders reported experiencing engagement with academia. Given 
the impact of professional experiences on the re-evaluation of academic experience, it is not surpris
ing that PhD holders venturing beyond academia reported higher engagement with non-academic 
sectors and disengagement with academia (Guccione and Bryan 2023; McAlpine, Skakni, and Inouye 
2021). This might indicate a potential mechanism related to post-hoc rationalisation frequently 
associated with retrospective interview situations (Sala-Bubaré and Castelló 2016). Interestingly, 
the HASS PhD holders showed pronounced engagement towards hybrid careers. Rather than an 
intermediate option for those wishing to remain in academia, our study suggests that this may be 
an engaging career option, strongly linked to the influence of personal values on career experiences. 
HASS PhD holders emphasised the meaningful integration of different facets of their experiences 
and applied research, in line with previous research (Garcia-Morante, Castelló, and Sala-Bubaré 
2024; Spengler and Lee 2017).

Although it is not surprising that the most engaging elements of non-academic sectors were 
career job stability and the alignment of job skills, it is worth highlighting the significance of the 
work environment and personal values (Sala-Bubaré et al. 2024; Skakni, Inouye, and McAlpine 
2021). On the one hand, non-academic participants emphasised their engagement in applying 
knowledge to practical contexts, addressing professional challenges, and perceiving immediate 
impacts. PhDs with hybrid careers, on the other hand, underscored a sense of responsibility 
towards facilitating knowledge transfer across sectors. Additionally, the recognition of their skills 
and the opportunity to engage in constructive discussions and decision-making processes 
emerged as key aspects of their experiences. These findings challenge the assumption that non-aca
demic careers are pursued solely for job stability, extending beyond financial considerations to high
light the pivotal role of personal values and positive work environments in career transitions (Guerin 
2020; Kallio et al. 2024; Li and Horta 2021). Moreover, they suggest that a sense of contribution is 
essential for fostering engagement among PhD holders. Many reported experiencing greater fulfil
ment when they could participate in meaningful discussions and contribute to organisational 
improvement through research-based evidence, reinforcing the idea of PhD holders as knowledge 
brokers (Garcia-Morante, Castelló, and Sala-Bubaré 2024).

As anticipated, professional support played a pivotal role in shaping HASS early career experi
ences into engagement or disengagement (Rönkkönen et al. 2024; Vekkaila et al. 2018). Our 
findings provide insights into the interaction between career factors and professional support. 
They show that instrumental support, such as long-term contracts and facilities for family work 
balance, was crucial. In addition, they suggest that receiving informative support (e.g. guidance, con
structive feedback, and open discussions) and emotional support (e.g. feeling appreciated and 
values) was strongly related to engagement experiences, specifically those related to work-tasks 
fit, work environment, and personal values.

Our results also provide evidence on the unexplored issue of professional support for HASS hybrid 
careers, highlighting that many of the experiences were not grounded in receiving such support, but 
rather in individual agency (Garcia-Morante, Castelló, and Sala-Bubaré 2024; Hancock 2023; McAl
pine, Skakni, and Inouye 2021). Participants reported a lack of institutional recognition for these 
careers and, consequently, the absence of tailored diverse supports. This is consistent with previous 
research on faculties involved in non-academic activities, which emphasised the absence of estab
lished career models and tailored supports (Pérez-Rojas et al. 2022). The role of individual agency 
among HASS PhDs should not be taken as a justification for precarious conditions, but as an 
alarm signal for the development of supportive career frameworks tailored to these careers. They 
are strongly linked to knowledge exchange and mobility, but long-term experiences of disengage
ment may negatively affect their wellbeing and intersectoral professional performance and even 
lead them to abandon their hybrid careers.
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Several implications can be drawn from our findings. The emergence of hybrid careers as a dis
tinct and engaging trajectory challenges traditional academic and non-academic career dichoto
mies, suggesting that future research should further investigate these career paths in more 
diverse geographical and disciplinary contexts. Additionally, the findings underscore the need to 
explore the role of personal values and work environments in shaping the career satisfaction and 
engagement of PhD holders, an area that remains underexplored in existing literature. More longi
tudinal studies are needed to track the long-term career engagement of PhD holders, in particular 
the sustainability of hybrid careers and their impact on professional well-being.

Also, it offers practical implications for higher education institutions, career support services, and 
policymakers. First, the engagement of HASS PhDs in hybrid careers signals a growing need for 
career development programmes that better address the mobility of PhD careers across sectors. 
Institutions should consider developing more comprehensive support mechanisms that go 
beyond traditional academic career paths. This includes fostering cross-sectoral collaborations 
that allow PhD graduates to use their skills in both academic and non-academic contexts, and doc
toral orientation career seminars showing the wide range of available careers. In addition, the impor
tance of personal values, work environments and different types of professional support in shaping 
career transitions suggests that organisations should support, but also benefit from, involving PhD 
holders in open, constructive discussions. For policymakers, these findings highlight the need to 
develop national and international policies that recognise and support the diversity of PhD 
careers, particularly for hybrid careers. By addressing the mismatch between PhD careers and exist
ing support structures, stakeholders can help mitigate burnout, attrition and ensure sustainable 
career development for PhD graduates in both academic and non-academic sectors.

Despite its valuable contributions, this study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. 
First, the sample size of 20 participants, while sufficient for qualitative research, does not account for 
the diversity of HASS PhD holders’ experiences. Future studies could benefit from larger and more 
diverse samples to capture a wider range of experiences. Additionally, this study focused on PhD 
holders from two European regions which, despite their distinct socioeconomic contexts, may not 
fully represent the experiences of HASS PhD holders in other parts of the world. Studies involving 
other countries or regions with different academic structures and labour markets could provide a 
more comprehensive understanding of the global landscape of PhD career transitions. Finally, 
while this study employed a qualitative approach to explore engagement and disengagement 
experiences, it did not measure the impact of specific career factors on these experiences. Future 
research could incorporate mixed-methods approaches to deepen on these relationships and 
provide a more nuanced understanding of the factors influencing PhD holders’ career trajectories.

Still, our study is pioneering in exploring HASS PhD holders’ transitions beyond academia and 
offers insights for further research into hybrid careers and the interaction between personal 
values, working conditions, and professional support across contexts.

Notes
1. We use the notion ‘PhD holders working beyond academia’ to cover any career that does not develop primarily 

within academia.
2. The term non-academic careers refer to professional trajectories pursued entirely outside the academic sector. It 

is used to encompass diverse roles and sectors outside academia regardless of any other potentially negative 
connotations.

3. Discussions and preliminary versions of the interview protocol were conducted in English, while parallel discus
sions and versions were developed in Finnish, Catalan, and Spanish by the authors’ respective teams in each 
country.

4. Interview protocol available at https://www.researcher-identity.com/single-post/ecrid-interview-protocol.
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