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“the community, especially faculty and 
university administrators, must first 
acknowledge the existence of a significant 
academic employment issue despite the 
large number of PhDs that are awarded” 



The Academic Job Crisis

Schillebeeckx et al, 2013, Nature
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Fig. 1.— The production of PhDs in the U.S. is shown in the solid black line. Also shown
are the number of ads on the AAS job register for U.S. postdoctoral, tenure-track faculty, and

research & support positions. The total federal budget is shown in the red long-dashed line,

with the scale being given on the right axis in millions of 2006 dollars. All data derived from
Metcalfe (2008).

1. Graduate Student Production: An NSF report from 2007 takes survey data completed
by >90% of PhD recipients in Physics and Astronomy departments2. It finds that the

number of astronomy & astrophysics PhDs awarded in the US from 1999-2005 was roughly

constant, with ∼170±17 PhDs awarded per year (see Figure 1). These numbers represent
a 70% increase over the number of astronomy & astrophysics PhDs awarded in 1985, over

which time the total inflation-adjusted astronomy budget has doubled. We note that the
170 PhD/year number is somewhat of an underestimate (by up to 60%) of the domestic

astronomy-related PhD production due to astronomy related PhDs in other disciplines

(see Metcalfe, 2008). However, it is a reasonably good estimate of the pool of people
likely to desire permanent positions in astronomy & astrophysics.

2. Postdoctoral positions: Unlike graduate student positions, the number of advertised U.S.
postdoctoral positions (Figure 1, purple line) has more than doubled from ∼109 in 1992 to

∼280 in 2006. Given that a typical PhD student does two postdocs, this number suggests

that most (but not all) U.S. graduate students are able to find postdoctoral positions.

2http://nsf.gov/statistics/nsf07305/

Seth 2010,  Decadal Survey
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~ 150 PhDs/yr 

+ Postdocs (1/2/3 terms) 

~ 60-75 perm. posts/yr 
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“must move away from the established tradition in which faculty 
members solely train students for research with the immediate 
goal of finding a postdoctoral position within the field after PhD”
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Cooray 2015
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“students who enter the PhD programs in astronomy should not pursue 
scientific research with the only goal of finding permanent academic or 
research employment. The situation is such that academic employment 
is no longer the first option or just one of many equal options. The PhD 
should be pursued with employment outside of academia as the main 
priority, with training in research methods and techniques as the top 
desirable aspect of that intended career.”

Cooray 2015
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“students who enter the PhD programs in astronomy should not pursue 
scientific research with the only goal of finding permanent academic or 
research employment. The situation is such that academic employment 
is no longer the first option or just one of many equal options. The PhD 
should be pursued with employment outside of academia as the 
main priority, with training in research methods and techniques as the 
top desirable aspect of that intended career.”

Cooray 2015



The Astronomy Job Crisis: What Can We Do?

• Large Collaborations:  
• Mentoring by former researchers in industry (#funding policy)

• (Rotate students for broader skills)


• Universities:  
• Put emphasis on desirable jobs rather than “academic clones”

• Directly focus on ~50% PhDs joining industry


• National Societies:  
• Organize junior faculty workshops — adopt innovative tech.

• Maintain a database of past + current members in industry


• Funding Agencies:  
• Encourage student training for industry jobs; train reviewers

• Require mentoring plan between junior astronomers and 

industry
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• Current tech industry “Big Data” trends are well-suited for 
astronomers 
• emphasize statistics, machine learning, databases 

• Network - email friends/friends-of-friends for positions 

• Check astrobetter career profiles
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• Current tech industry “Big Data” trends are well-suited for 
astronomers 
• emphasize statistics, machine learning, databases 

• Network - email friends/friends-of-friends for positions 

• Check astrobetter career profiles

Astronomers: 100 % employment (just not 
necessarily in the field of Astronomy)



The Astronomy Job Crisis

astrobites survey
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http://astrobites.org/2012/10/29/what-do-we-want-graduate-
school-to-be/
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