
what to do after quitting phd

what to do after quitting phd is a pivotal question for many individuals navigating a significant life
transition filled with mixed emotions and uncertain pathways. Leaving a doctoral program, whether
voluntarily or due to unforeseen circumstances, often brings a unique set of challenges and opportunities that
demand careful consideration and strategic planning. This comprehensive guide aims to provide a structured
approach to understanding and addressing the multifaceted aspects that arise after discontinuing PhD studies.
We will delve into critical areas such as processing the emotional weight of the decision, identifying
transferable skills, exploring diverse career paths outside academia, practical steps for professional
reorientation, essential financial planning strategies, and the paramount importance of prioritizing self-care
during this transformative period. By offering actionable advice and detailed insights, this article equips former
PhD candidates with the tools to confidently forge a fulfilling new professional and personal trajectory.
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Embracing a New Identity and Future

Processing the Decision: Emotional and Mental Well-being

The decision to quit a PhD program is rarely made lightly and often involves a complex interplay of academic,
personal, and financial factors. Regardless of the reasons, the period immediately following this decision can be
emotionally challenging. It is crucial to acknowledge and process these feelings constructively rather than
suppressing them, as this forms the foundation for a healthy transition. Many individuals experience a range of
emotions, including relief, sadness, guilt, shame, and a sense of loss, especially if they had invested significant
time and effort into their studies.

Understanding that these feelings are normal and valid is the first step towards emotional recovery. It is
important to distinguish between the identity of being a PhD student and one's intrinsic worth as an individual.
Leaving academia does not diminish one's intelligence, capabilities, or potential for future success. Instead, it
represents a pivot, a reevaluation of priorities, and an opportunity to explore alternative paths that may be
more aligned with personal values and professional aspirations.

Acknowledging Your Feelings

Allowing oneself the space and time to fully acknowledge and articulate the emotions surrounding the
departure from a PhD program is a vital part of the healing process. This might involve journaling, meditating,
or simply sitting with your thoughts. Reflecting on what you learned, both academically and personally,
during your time in the program can help reframe the experience, emphasizing growth rather than perceived failure.
Recognizing that the PhD journey, even if unfinished, provided valuable life lessons and contributed to personal
development is key.

Avoid self-blame or dwelling excessively on hypothetical "what ifs." The past cannot be changed, but the
future can be shaped with intentionality and self-compassion. This period of introspection is not about finding
fault, but about understanding the emotional landscape so you can move forward with clarity and resilience.
It's an opportunity to redefine success on your own terms, away from traditional academic metrics.

Seeking Support

During this sensitive period, building a robust support system is incredibly beneficial. This can include talking to
trusted friends, family members, or former colleagues who can offer empathy and understanding. Engaging with
people who have undergone similar experiences, perhaps through online forums or support groups for ex-PhD
students, can provide a sense of community and validation. Hearing others' stories can normalize your own
feelings and offer insights into successful post-PhD transitions.

If feelings of distress persist or become overwhelming, seeking professional help from a therapist or counselor is
a proactive and wise step. Mental health professionals can provide strategies for coping with anxiety,
depression, or identity crises that may arise. They can also assist in processing the grief associated with
letting go of a long-held academic dream and help in rebuilding self-esteem and future-oriented thinking.
Prioritizing mental health is paramount for a smooth and successful transition into a new chapter.

Assessing Your Skills and Experiences

A common misconception among individuals who leave PhD programs is that their highly specialized academic
skills are not applicable outside of academia. This could not be further from the truth. PhD candidates develop
an extensive array of valuable, transferable skills that are highly sought after in various industries. The key
lies in effectively identifying, articulating, and translating these skills into language that resonates with non-
academic employers. This process requires a shift in perspective, moving away from purely academic terminology



and towards a more universally understood professional vocabulary.

Taking the time to conduct a thorough self-assessment of your capabilities and experiences is a crucial step in
preparing for a career transition. This involves not only listing what you have done but also deeply reflecting
on how you did it and what skills were employed in the process. This meticulous inventory will form the basis
for your revised professional documents and your confidence in job interviews.

Identifying Transferable Skills

Many core competencies developed during a PhD are invaluable in diverse professional settings. These are often
hidden in plain sight because they are integral to daily academic work. Consider the following categories of
transferable skills:

Research & Analysis: Designing studies, collecting and interpreting data, critical thinking, problem-
solving, literature review, information synthesis.

Communication: Presenting complex ideas clearly (written and oral), technical writing, grant writing,
public speaking, teaching, peer review.

Project Management: Planning and executing long-term projects, managing deadlines, budgeting, resource
allocation, independent work.

Technical Proficiency: Software expertise (e.g., statistical packages, coding languages, specialized lab
equipment), data visualization, database management.

Personal Attributes: Resilience, perseverance, adaptability, intellectual curiosity, attention to detail,
self-discipline, mentorship.

For each skill identified, think of specific examples of when and how you demonstrated it during your PhD.
Quantify achievements whenever possible (e.g., "managed a project budget of $X," "analyzed data from Y
participants," "presented findings at Z conferences").

Evaluating Your Non-Academic Experiences

Beyond the direct academic work, it is important to reflect on any non-academic experiences you gained during
your PhD or prior to it. These experiences can significantly strengthen your profile for non-academic roles.
Many PhD students engage in various activities that provide practical, marketable skills. These could include:

Volunteering in community organizations or non-profits

Part-time jobs or internships outside of academia

Leadership roles in student organizations or departmental committees

Mentoring undergraduate students or junior researchers

Organizing events, conferences, or workshops

Developing marketing materials or managing social media for a campus group

These experiences demonstrate initiative, teamwork, leadership, and practical application of skills in real-
world contexts, all of which are highly valued by employers. Just like with transferable skills, articulate
these experiences using action verbs and focus on the impact you made. This holistic view of your capabilities
will paint a much richer picture for potential employers than a purely academic transcript.



Exploring New Career Paths

After acknowledging your emotions and cataloging your skills, the next critical step for what to do after
quitting phd is to explore the vast landscape of career opportunities available beyond traditional academia.
Many individuals who have been immersed in PhD studies for years may have a limited view of the professional
world outside their specific field. This phase requires an open mind, curiosity, and a willingness to research and
connect with professionals in diverse sectors. The aim is to identify roles and industries that align with your
newly articulated skills, interests, and values.

The job market for PhDs outside of academia is surprisingly broad, encompassing everything from industry
research and development to consulting, data science, project management, technical writing, policy analysis,
and entrepreneurship. The key is to deconstruct your "dream job" from an academic perspective and rebuild it
with a non-academic lens, focusing on function, impact, and work environment.

Researching Industries and Roles

Begin by exploring various industries that historically value the skills PhDs bring. Common sectors include:

Biotechnology & Pharmaceuticals: Research Scientist, Clinical Trials Manager, Regulatory Affairs.

Tech Industry: Data Scientist, AI/ML Engineer, UX Researcher, Product Manager, Technical Writer.

Consulting: Management Consultant, Strategy Consultant, Life Sciences Consultant.

Government & Non-Profit: Policy Analyst, Program Manager, Research Analyst, Grant Writer.

Education (Non-Academic): Instructional Designer, Curriculum Developer, EdTech Specialist.

Publishing & Communications: Editor, Science Communicator, Content Strategist.

Utilize online job boards like LinkedIn, Indeed, Glassdoor, and specialized platforms (e.g., Science Careers, Inside
Higher Ed for alt-ac roles) to search for roles that mention "PhD preferred" or "strong research skills." Pay
close attention to the job descriptions, noting the required skills, responsibilities, and industry-specific
terminology. This research will help you understand the language of different industries and tailor your
application materials accordingly.

Informational interviews are also an invaluable tool. Reach out to individuals working in roles or industries
that pique your interest. These conversations are not job interviews but opportunities to learn about their
daily work, career path, and insights into their field. They can provide invaluable information that goes beyond
what can be found online and help you determine if a particular path is a good fit.

Networking Beyond Academia

Networking is consistently cited as one of the most effective strategies for finding non-academic employment
after leaving a PhD program. While academic networking often focuses on conferences and publications, non-
academic networking emphasizes relationship building and understanding industry landscapes. Start by
leveraging your existing connections: former classmates, mentors, friends, and family might know someone in an
industry of interest.

Expand your network by attending industry-specific events, webinars, and professional association meetings.
LinkedIn is an exceptionally powerful tool for this. Identify individuals with PhDs who have successfully
transitioned into non-academic roles and reach out respectfully for informational interviews. When reaching
out, clearly state your purpose: to learn about their career path, not to ask for a job directly. These
conversations can often lead to unexpected opportunities, mentorship, or referrals, and they provide valuable
insights into navigating the career transition.

Focus on quality over quantity in your networking efforts. Building genuine relationships based on mutual



respect and shared interests will yield better results than simply collecting contacts. Remember that every
interaction is an opportunity to learn and to articulate your value proposition, even if subtly.

Practical Steps for Career Transition

Once you have a clearer understanding of potential career paths, the next phase involves taking concrete,
practical steps to position yourself as a strong candidate in the job market. This includes revamping your
professional documents, acquiring new skills if necessary, and actively engaging in the job search process. This
stage of what to do after quitting phd requires diligence, patience, and a strategic approach to demonstrate
your readiness for non-academic roles.

Transitioning out of academia demands a different approach to presenting your qualifications. Academic CVs,
while thorough, often highlight research and publications in a way that doesn't immediately translate to
industry needs. Therefore, a significant effort in reformatting and rephrasing your experience is essential to
capture the attention of non-academic recruiters.

Revising Your Resume and LinkedIn Profile

Transforming an academic CV into an industry-standard resume is a critical step. An industry resume should
typically be one to two pages long, highly concise, and focused on accomplishments and impact rather than
just responsibilities. Key changes include:

Action-Oriented Language: Use strong action verbs (e.g., "developed," "managed," "analyzed,"1.
"implemented") and quantify achievements whenever possible.

De-Academize Terminology: Replace jargon with universally understood business language. For example,2.
"dissertation research" could become "independent research project" or "long-term data analysis
initiative."

Highlight Transferable Skills: Create a "Skills" section that emphasizes relevant technical skills3.
(software, programming languages, data analysis tools) and soft skills (communication, project
management, leadership).

Prioritize Experience: Lead with the most relevant experiences first, even if they aren't directly academic.4.
Group projects, internships, or leadership roles can be more prominent than specific research projects if
they align better with the target job.

Tailor to Each Application: Customize your resume and cover letter for every job application, using5.
keywords from the job description.

Your LinkedIn profile should be an updated, public-facing version of your new resume. Optimize it with a
professional headshot, a compelling headline that reflects your target career, and a detailed "About" section
that tells your professional story. Actively engage on the platform by connecting with professionals, joining
relevant groups, and sharing insights to build your professional brand.

Developing New Skills and Qualifications

In some cases, a career pivot may necessitate acquiring new skills or certifications to meet industry demands.
This proactive approach can significantly enhance your employability and demonstrate your commitment to a
new field. Consider the skills gap identified during your research into target roles. For instance, if you're aiming
for a data science role but lack formal training in specific programming languages (e.g., Python, R) or machine
learning, investing in relevant courses is prudent.

Options for skill development include:



Online Courses and Certifications: Platforms like Coursera, edX, Udacity, and professional bodies offer
courses in data analytics, project management (e.g., PMP), software development, digital marketing, and
more.

Bootcamps: Intensive, short-term programs designed to equip participants with job-ready skills in high-
demand areas like coding, data science, or UX design.

Volunteer Work or Side Projects: Gaining practical experience by contributing to open-source projects,
offering pro bono services, or taking on relevant volunteer roles can build a portfolio and demonstrate
new capabilities.

Informal Learning: Reading industry blogs, listening to podcasts, and following thought leaders can help
you stay current with industry trends and terminology.

Clearly articulate any new skills or qualifications on your resume and LinkedIn profile, demonstrating your
initiative and adaptability. This shows potential employers that you are not only capable but also highly
motivated to succeed in a new professional context.

Financial Planning After Leaving a PhD Program

A significant practical consideration for anyone asking what to do after quitting phd is financial planning.
Many PhD programs offer stipends that, while providing a basic living, are often modest and do not allow for
substantial savings. Leaving the program can mean an immediate cessation of income, making sound financial
management essential for navigating the transition period effectively. Proactive financial planning can
alleviate stress and provide a stable foundation as you pursue new career opportunities.

This phase demands a realistic assessment of your financial situation, careful budgeting, and consideration of
various strategies to manage expenses and generate income while job searching. Being financially prepared
allows you the necessary breathing room to make informed career decisions rather than feeling forced into a
quick, potentially unsuitable, role.

Budgeting and Expense Management

The first step in financial planning is to create a detailed budget. List all sources of income (if any) and all
recurring expenses. Categorize expenses as essential (rent, food, utilities, loan payments) and non-essential
(entertainment, dining out, subscriptions). Be rigorous in identifying areas where you can reduce spending.
Consider:

Housing: Can you downsize, find a roommate, or temporarily move in with family?

Food: Prioritize home cooking and meal planning over eating out.

Transportation: Utilize public transport, bike, or walk instead of driving or ride-sharing.

Subscriptions: Cancel any unused streaming services, gym memberships, or apps.

Having an emergency fund covering at least three to six months of essential living expenses is ideal. If you don't
have one, making this a priority is crucial. Understanding your financial runway – how long you can
comfortably live without income – will inform your job search strategy and pace. It helps set realistic
expectations for the duration of your transition.



Considering Temporary Work or Freelancing

To bridge potential income gaps during your job search, consider various options for temporary income. This can
provide financial stability while allowing you to continue actively looking for a full-time, long-term role
that aligns with your career goals. Options include:

Part-time or Temporary Jobs: Roles in retail, hospitality, administrative support, or substitute teaching
can offer immediate income without requiring a long-term commitment.

Freelancing or Consulting: Leverage your specialized academic skills (e.g., statistical analysis, technical
writing, editing, tutoring, research assistance) by offering them on a freelance basis. Platforms like
Upwork, Fiverr, or even your academic network can connect you with clients.

Contract Roles: Many companies hire for short-term contract positions, which can be an excellent way
to gain industry experience, expand your network, and earn income simultaneously.

These temporary roles not only provide financial relief but can also offer new experiences and networking
opportunities that may indirectly contribute to your long-term career goals. They demonstrate initiative,
adaptability, and a strong work ethic to potential employers, which are highly valued attributes in any
professional setting.

Prioritizing Self-Care and Long-Term Growth

Leaving a PhD program is not merely a professional pivot; it is a significant life event that necessitates a
strong focus on personal well-being and long-term development. The intense pressures of doctoral studies
often lead to burnout, and the transition period can exacerbate stress. Therefore, actively prioritizing self-
care is not a luxury but a fundamental component of a successful and sustainable recovery and reorientation.
This commitment to self-care lays the groundwork for embracing a new identity and fostering continued growth
beyond academia.

Developing healthy habits and setting boundaries are crucial for maintaining mental and physical health during
this transformative phase. Recognizing that personal fulfillment is just as important as professional success
will guide you towards a balanced and enriching post-PhD life.

Maintaining Physical and Mental Health

The rigorous demands of a PhD can sometimes lead to neglect of physical and mental health. After leaving, it is
imperative to re-establish and maintain routines that support your well-being. This includes:

Regular Exercise: Engaging in physical activity, whether it's walking, running, yoga, or team sports, can
significantly reduce stress, improve mood, and boost energy levels.

Nutritious Diet: Prioritize healthy, balanced meals. Good nutrition is foundational for cognitive
function and overall physical health.

Sufficient Sleep: Aim for 7-9 hours of quality sleep per night. Sleep deprivation can impair decision-making,
increase irritability, and hinder resilience.

Mindfulness and Relaxation: Practices like meditation, deep breathing exercises, or spending time in nature
can help manage anxiety and promote a sense of calm.

Social Connection: Maintain relationships with friends and family. Social interaction is vital for mental
health and combating feelings of isolation.



If you find yourself struggling with persistent negative emotions, anxiety, or depression, do not hesitate to
seek professional help from a therapist or counselor. They can provide tailored strategies and support to
navigate emotional challenges and foster mental resilience, ensuring you approach your future with a clear
and healthy mindset.

Embracing a New Identity and Future

Letting go of the "PhD student" identity can be challenging, especially if it was a significant part of your self-
perception for many years. It's important to actively work on embracing a new professional and personal
identity. This involves:

Redefining Success: Shift your definition of success away from academic metrics (publications, grants)
to include broader indicators like impact, personal growth, work-life balance, and job satisfaction in
your new chosen path.

Exploring Hobbies and Interests: Reconnect with old hobbies or discover new ones. Engaging in activities
outside of work can provide a sense of purpose, joy, and a healthy outlet for creative energy. This helps
to build a more rounded identity not solely tied to a career.

Continuous Learning: While you've left academia, the spirit of inquiry and learning doesn't have to end.
Continue to learn and develop new skills, whether through formal courses, professional development
workshops, or independent study. This fosters intellectual curiosity and supports long-term career
growth.

Setting New Goals: Establish clear, achievable personal and professional goals for your new chapter.
These goals provide direction, motivation, and a framework for measuring progress and success on your
own terms.

The journey after quitting a PhD is a profound opportunity for self-discovery and transformation. By
thoughtfully addressing emotional well-being, strategically assessing skills, exploring diverse career options,
planning financially, and prioritizing self-care, individuals can successfully transition into fulfilling and
impactful roles that align with their revised aspirations and values, ultimately creating a future that is both
rewarding and sustainable.

---

Frequently Asked Questions

Q: Is it a failure to quit a PhD program?

A: Quitting a PhD program is absolutely not a failure. It is a courageous decision that reflects a
reevaluation of personal and professional priorities. Many highly successful individuals have left PhD
programs to pursue fulfilling careers in various fields. It represents a pivot towards a path better suited for
an individual's goals, rather than an inability to succeed. The experience gained during a PhD, even if incomplete,
is invaluable and contributes significantly to one's skills and personal growth.

Q: How do I explain leaving my PhD to potential employers?

A: When discussing your PhD experience with potential employers, focus on the positive and transferable
aspects. Frame your time in the program as a learning and development experience. Highlight the skills you gained
(e.g., research, problem-solving, project management, communication, data analysis) and how they are relevant



to the role you're applying for. You can explain that you made a conscious decision to pursue opportunities
outside of academia that better aligned with your long-term career goals and values. Avoid negativity or
sounding resentful about the PhD experience. Be concise, confident, and forward-looking.

Q: What are common non-academic jobs for people who leave PhD programs?

A: Individuals who leave PhD programs are highly sought after in numerous non-academic sectors due to their
advanced research, analytical, and problem-solving skills. Common roles include Data Scientist, Research
Scientist (in industry), Consultant (management, technical, or specialized), Project Manager, Technical Writer,
UX Researcher, Policy Analyst, Business Analyst, Instructional Designer, Science Communicator, and Product
Manager. The specific roles often depend on the PhD discipline and any additional skills acquired.

Q: How can I translate my academic skills into industry-friendly language?

A: To translate academic skills, focus on the function and impact of your work rather than the academic
context. For example:

"Conducted literature reviews" becomes "Synthesized complex information and identified key trends."

"Wrote a dissertation" becomes "Managed a large-scale research project from inception to completion,
delivering a comprehensive written report."

"Presented at conferences" becomes "Communicated complex findings to diverse audiences through
presentations and written reports."

"Analyzed data using R" becomes "Utilized statistical software (R) to extract insights from large
datasets and inform strategic decisions."

Use strong action verbs and quantify your achievements whenever possible to demonstrate concrete results.

Q: Is it necessary to get new qualifications or certifications?

A: It depends on your target career path. While your PhD experience provides a strong foundation, some
industries or specific roles may benefit from additional certifications (e.g., PMP for project management, Google
Data Analytics Certificate for data analysis, specific programming language certifications). Researching job
descriptions for your desired roles will reveal common requirements. If there's a significant skills gap, acquiring
targeted certifications or taking short courses can make you more competitive and demonstrate your
commitment to a new field. However, it's not always necessary, as many transferable skills from your PhD are
already highly valued.

Q: How do I cope with the emotional impact of quitting?

A: Coping with the emotional impact requires self-compassion and proactive strategies. Acknowledge and
validate your feelings (sadness, relief, guilt). Talk to trusted friends, family, or a therapist. Engage in self-
care activities like exercise, healthy eating, adequate sleep, and mindfulness. Reframe your experience by focusing
on the growth and learning, rather than perceived failure. Connect with others who have gone through similar
transitions. This period is a journey of self-discovery and rebuilding, so be patient and kind to yourself.

Q: Should I include my unfinished PhD on my resume?

A: Yes, generally, you should include your unfinished PhD on your resume, especially if you spent several years



in the program. List it under an "Education" section. You can state "PhD Candidate" and indicate the years
attended. If you received a master's degree along the way, highlight that. Be prepared to discuss your experience
positively during interviews, focusing on the skills gained and the reasons for transitioning out of academia
(e.g., "realized my passion lay in industry application of research" or "decided to pursue roles with a direct
impact on product development").
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