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Outline

●Who I am (and why I'm here today).

●Why talk about careers outside academia?

●Possible career paths ... (and what you could

do now to prepare for them).

●What needs to be done (and what you could

do) about it.

●So now what? Discussion, tips & resources. 
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A little bit about me...

●Dr. Rer. Nat, Theoretical Astrophysics,
    MPIK & University of Heidelberg

●Post-Doc in IPAG Grenoble, France
   (where I decided to leave academia)

●Now looking for a career... 
●...and gathering information for

Astronomers/Astrophysicists who are
(thinking about) leaving academia.
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... my current job ...
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...and why I'm doing this.

When I made my decision
public, many contacted me...

● “taboo” (leaving academia)

● “you're so courageous, to
speak out about this” (?)

● “I didn't tell people I left” (the
stigma follows you?)

● “tragedies like Ioanna's...” (?)

But, surely, switching from a research career to a
non-academic one, is not such a strange thing, is it?
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PhDs vs faculty positions
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A permanent academic job seems to be the alternative 
career after all...
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Why do people leave
academia?

● Two body problem / family (relocation...).
● Work-life balance.

● Unhappy with “the system”.
● Can't find an academic job (also on post-doc level).

● Need for stability.
● Need for increased income.

● ...
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Disclaimer:

The following is by no means an

exhaustive list of possible careers...

... but is nevertheless based on the skills and

professional preferences of astronomers.
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(you knew this:) 
Software developer

● Scientific (research
facilities, meteorology,
climate science, aerospace,
laboratories, engineering, hd
simulation, energy ...).

● Commercial (take your
pick!).

● Great need for good
software developers in
virtually every possible field!

● Possibility of working as a
freelancer.

● Learn a widely used
language (Python, C++,
JavaScript).

● Create something you
can show (contribute to an
open source project, build and
maintain a website).

● Be active in the
community (give advice on
stackoverflow.com etc).

● Network! (both on- and
offline).
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Data scientist

● “Big data” - all the hype.

● Astronomers are
uniquely suited as
data scientists: they 
know big data, they can 
assess them according to
context and they can
explain their implications
to diverse audiences.

● Good pay!
● Great demand for good

data scientists.

● Learn a statistical package 
(i.e. at coursera.org).

● Learn a commonly used
programming language 
(i.e. Python, R).

● Brush off your statistics.

● Participate in “data science
competitions” (kaggle.com).

● Go to a data science
school/workshop or do an 
internship! (opportunity to
learn and network).
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Source: drewconway.com
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Science Policy

● Work in the public sector
(policymaking, funding level) ...

●  ... or even inter-governmental
level (i.e. UN, EU etc).

● Jobs in private companies 
also possible (i.e. RAND
Corporation).

● Other jobs may include/ rely
heavily on policymaking
expertise, i.e. Science
Administration/Management 

(see next slide).

● Internships at various
institutions available
(i.e. Stiftung Wissenschaft
und Politik, RAND
internships, UN
Headquarters internship
program).

● Be active in collaborations,
volunteer for outreach
programs, especially for
charitable causes.
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(Science) Management

● Space & aerospace (project
manager, ESA, DLR etc).

● (Scientific)
administration (fund/grant
appointing, fund/grant
appointing/managing at
different levels, liaison between
researchers and granting
agencies, coordination of
research groups and budgets
etc – for example ERC).

● Relevant to science policy.

● Cultivate
organisational skills:
plan conferences, (organise
venues, book speakers
etc).

● Coordinate proposals,
raise funds.

● Coordinate events 
(colloquia, meetings).

● Get educated in policy 
(in your desired country of
residence).
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Teaching

● At schools (physics teacher).

● No-research teaching
positions at colleges
(mostly overseas).

● Private tutor (all levels of
education).

● Online tutoring (i.e.
InstaEDU).

● Science demonstrations 
for children (at schools,
kindergarten, daycare facilities
etc.).

● Volunteer now to tutor at
your university.

● Stand out: draft your own 
handouts (and keep
them!), write a blog
/website for your
students.

● Volunteer at a school, 
i.e. for science
demonstrations, as a
teacher (after your PhD).

● Teach/give seminars at a
VHS. 
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Science communicator

● Outreach (positions in
practically every prestigious
astronomical institution –
but also look elsewhere in
the earth/space
sciences!).

● Science writer (i.e.
Writer for ESA, NASA, DLR,
EGU, your national space
agency).

● Coach at planetarium
/museum (i.e. Deutsches
Museum!).

● ESO scientific journalism
internship.

● Contribute popular science
articles to a blog (i.e.
AstroBetter).

● Volunteer/take initiative: 
open days, observations for the
public, science demonstrations,
popular science seminars.

● Volunteer to translate 
articles (i.e. Science in School).

● Participate in a science writer
workshop.
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Patent examiner - Patent lawyer

● At European Patent Office 
or Deutsches Patent- und
Markenamt (both have large
offices in Munich).

● EPO has a yearly electronic
application process 
(English, German and French
are required).

● Lab/technical experience 
is of advantage.

● On-the-job training (2
years for the EPO).

● Legal representation 
in obtaining patents (often
employed in large
companies which develop
new products).

● Legal training 
required.

● On-the-job training 
possible (look for jobs with
the title “Patentanwalt-
kandidat”)

● Technical studies
preferable.
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Consulting
● Management consulting

companies (directly after
PhD, i.e. McKinsey, Capgemini)
– however: long-term prospects
not that good.

● Technical consulting (labs,
companies).

● Public sector/politics
(scientific consultants to public
servants, look also “science
policy”).

● Anything else! (requiring
analytical/technical abilities or
just an eager, adaptable mind).
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Technical/Engineering

● Various possible career paths!

● Often: software engineers
for testing of products
/services in companies (i.e.
aerospace and engineering).

● C++ and Python desirable...
● ...in combination with 

knowledge in physics/
engineering

● So you have an advantage
over IT people!

● Lab experience is of
advantage.

● Switch to an industry-
friendly
programming
language.

● Develop your own
codes/simulations
(and don't forget testing 
and team-friendly 
coding).
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Medical physics

● Increased need for
medical physicists.

● Theoretical knowledge
(radiation physics) 
quite desirable.

● Positions in hospitals,
universities or
research institutes
(i.e. DKFZ Heidelberg).

● Also post-doc
positions (ideal for a
change of field).

● On-the-job training possible 
(look for relevant job ads in DGMP
register).

● Master online program.
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(Scientific/technical) translator

● Freelance work! 
(flexibility) – i.e. User
manuals, technical
descriptions, popular science
books. 

● EU spots for native
speakers (English to your
mother tongue).

● No formal training
necessary (in Germany).

● Volunteer now (i.e. Public
outreach for your institute,
Science in School etc).

● Start by charging lower fees.

● Network – also online
(translator groups,
communities, facebook...).
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Other ideas

● Support astronomer (telescope facilities).
● Scientific publisher (Elsevier, Springer etc).
● EU careers (competitions).
● Proof-reader (for Master-PhD dissertations, or other

school papers).
● Climate science (simulations, research, meteorology).
● Invent your own job. Start your own company. Be a

freelancer.
● Do something completely different - your problem-

solving skills will help you there too.
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What needs to be done

● Need to inform students about the realistic situation 
in academia.

● Need to lift the taboo status of “leaving academia”.
● Need to change the student education in order to

“produce” professionals who are also industry-smart.
● Need to educate scientists about ways to develop

universally useful skills while benefiting their academic
career.

Most of us will end up in a non-
academic job.
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● Gathering and categorizing online resources by
field.

● On the process of building an easier to navigate
website.

● On the process of building a job register for non-
academic jobs with various search options (country,
field etc).

● Trying to raise awareness both within academia and
without. 

● Promoting exchange through our facebook group.

Jobs for Astronomers -
what we're trying to do about it
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A little bit of advice
(about work and career)

● Decide where you want to live (or if you want to move
around).

● Decide in which professional area you want to work.
● Educate yourself: policies and requirements in your

field and country of choice.
● Irrelevant of whether you think you'll leave academia or

not: manage your skills in an industry-friendly way 
(industry-friendly programming languages, show initiative, be
active in your scientific community, show team spirit, start
collaborations, have friends outside the lab and network).

● Stay informed – what are your astronomer friends doing
professionally? Which companies are astronomer-friendly? In
which fields is there need for good professionals?
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A little bit of advice
(while applying for a job)

● Write a resume, not a CV!
● Be well informed about the company/employer you're

applying to.
● If possible, contact them personally in order for your

resume to be noticed. Ask questions, show interest.
● Don't apply too widely...
● ...but choose your targets carefully and network!
● Acknowledge the fact that people might not really

understand the breadth of a scientist's abilities.
● Finally, if you get a job, share your experience and

insight with us (i.e. by filling in the JfA questionnaire)!
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Some problems you might face

● Your job experience doesn't count.
● You are overqualified.
● Employers don't realize what you can do just because you

don't have a certificate for it.
● You don't advertise yourself properly – you forget your

skills  (public speaking, extensive IT experience, team worker,
problem-solving, statistics, mathematics, visualization ...).

● You're too old to be starting in a new field (younger people
are cheaper...).

● Your employer is less of an expert in the field you are
applying to than you are (statistics, data science ...).
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Resources

● Our website: www.jobsforastronomers.com/careers

● AAS career profiles: www.aas.org/jobs/career-profiles

● www.stepstone.de
● www.pro-physik.de
● www.hespace.com
● www.space-

careers.com
● DLR job register
● ESA job register
● ...
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