
what to do with a phd in history
what to do with a phd in history is a question that resonates deeply with many doctoral
candidates and recent graduates grappling with diverse career prospects beyond traditional
academia. While the pursuit of a history doctorate is often fueled by a passion for research
and teaching, the evolving academic job market necessitates a broader perspective on
potential career paths. This comprehensive article explores the multifaceted opportunities
available to history PhD holders, extending far beyond the university lecture hall. We will
delve into various sectors including public history, government, the non-profit world, and
private industry, highlighting how the highly refined skills acquired during doctoral training
are invaluable across numerous professional domains. From intricate research and critical
analysis to compelling communication and project management, a history PhD equips
individuals with a robust toolkit for impactful careers. Understanding these diverse avenues
is crucial for strategizing professional development and effectively marketing one's
expertise, ultimately answering the critical inquiry of career opportunities after a history
doctorate.
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Understanding the Value of a History PhD
The journey to earning a PhD in history is rigorous, demanding years of intensive research,
critical analysis, and the development of a profound understanding of complex historical
narratives. This academic endeavor cultivates a unique set of intellectual strengths that
extend far beyond the specific subject matter studied. A history doctorate signifies an
individual's capacity for independent thought, the ability to synthesize vast amounts of
information, and the skill to construct persuasive arguments supported by evidence.

Beyond the specialized knowledge, a history PhD graduate possesses a deep appreciation
for context, causality, and change over time – perspectives highly valued in various
professional environments. Employers increasingly seek individuals who can navigate
ambiguous situations, understand root causes, and communicate complex ideas clearly.



These are precisely the competencies honed throughout doctoral historical training, making
history PhD holders highly adaptable and valuable assets in a wide array of career fields.

Academic and Para-Academic Career Paths
For many, the initial aspiration upon entering a history PhD program is to secure a tenure-
track faculty position. While these roles are highly competitive, they remain a significant
career path for some history PhD graduates.

Traditional University Teaching and Research
A conventional academic career involves teaching history courses at the university level,
conducting original research, publishing scholarly works, and contributing to the academic
community through service. This path demands a sustained commitment to intellectual
inquiry and a passion for mentoring the next generation of students. Success in this field
requires not only exceptional scholarship but also strong pedagogical skills and a proactive
approach to grant writing and institutional engagement.

Alternative Academic Roles
Beyond the professoriate, universities and colleges offer numerous "alt-ac" positions that
leverage a history PhD's expertise without being faculty roles. These include vital positions
within libraries, archives, university presses, and research centers.

Archivists: Cataloging, preserving, and providing access to historical documents and
collections.

Librarians (Special Collections): Managing rare books, manuscripts, and unique
historical materials.

Research Administrators: Facilitating grant applications, managing research
projects, and ensuring compliance.

Editors at University Presses: Overseeing the publication of scholarly books and
journals, applying critical reading and historical knowledge.

Program Managers: Developing and running academic programs, centers, or
institutes focused on historical or interdisciplinary studies.

These roles often offer stability and a direct connection to scholarly pursuits, making them
attractive options for history PhD holders seeking to remain within the academic ecosystem
without the pressures of the tenure track.



Thriving in Public History Roles
Public history is a vibrant field dedicated to making history accessible and engaging for
broader audiences outside of academic institutions. A history PhD provides an excellent
foundation for a diverse range of public history careers.

Museums and Historical Societies
Working in museums and historical societies allows history PhDs to directly interpret the
past for the public. Roles can include curatorial work, where specialists research and
develop exhibitions, manage collections, and contribute to public programming. Education
departments within these institutions also benefit from historians who can design engaging
educational materials and lead tours, transforming complex historical concepts into
understandable narratives for various age groups. Developing interpretive exhibits and
managing historical sites are common functions in this sector, requiring strong research
and communication skills.

Government and Non-Profit Cultural Heritage
Organizations
Federal, state, and local governments, along with non-profit organizations, employ
historians in roles focused on cultural resource management, historic preservation, and
heritage interpretation. These positions might involve conducting historical surveys,
assessing the significance of sites for preservation, or developing public policy related to
historical assets. The analytical and research skills honed during a history PhD are crucial
for ensuring the accurate and ethical stewardship of historical resources.

Impactful Careers in Government and Policy
The meticulous research, analytical prowess, and contextual understanding developed
during a history PhD are highly valued within various government agencies and policy-
making bodies. These roles often involve complex problem-solving and strategic thinking.

Intelligence and National Security Agencies
Government intelligence agencies frequently recruit history PhDs for their analytical skills
and ability to understand complex geopolitical situations within their historical contexts.
Historians are adept at dissecting large amounts of information, identifying patterns, and
offering nuanced interpretations, which are critical for intelligence analysis, foreign policy
advisement, and strategic forecasting. The capacity to understand cultural dynamics and
long-term trends is a distinct advantage.



Policy Research and Analysis
Government departments and think tanks require historians to conduct in-depth policy
research. These roles involve examining the historical precedents of current policy
challenges, analyzing their development, and forecasting potential outcomes based on past
patterns. A history PhD graduate can contribute significantly to crafting informed policies in
areas such as education, social welfare, foreign relations, and defense by providing crucial
historical context and rigorous analytical frameworks.

Making a Difference in the Non-Profit and NGO
Sectors
Non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and non-profits, particularly those focused on
advocacy, research, or international development, offer compelling career paths for history
PhDs who wish to apply their skills to social impact.

Research and Advocacy
Many non-profits and NGOs rely on robust research to support their advocacy efforts and
programmatic initiatives. Historians are uniquely positioned to conduct this research,
providing the historical background necessary to understand contemporary issues. Whether
investigating human rights abuses, analyzing historical injustices, or tracing the evolution
of social movements, history PhDs bring rigorous methodology and contextual depth to
these critical tasks. They can craft compelling narratives to influence public opinion and
policy.

Program Management and Grant Writing
The organizational and project management skills refined during doctoral research are
highly transferable to program management roles within non-profit organizations. History
PhDs can design, implement, and evaluate programs, often within an international context.
Furthermore, their superior writing and research skills make them excellent candidates for
grant writing, a crucial function for funding non-profit work. The ability to articulate a clear
vision and justify resource allocation with evidence is a strong asset.

Leveraging Skills in the Private Sector
While often overlooked, the private sector offers a surprisingly wide array of opportunities
for history PhD graduates, particularly in roles that demand advanced research, analytical,
and communication skills.



Consulting and Market Research
Management consulting firms, strategy consultancies, and market research companies
actively seek individuals with strong analytical abilities and critical thinking skills. History
PhDs are adept at quickly learning new subjects, identifying core problems, gathering and
analyzing disparate data, and presenting actionable insights to clients. Their training
prepares them to understand complex systems and human behavior, which are invaluable
for business strategy and market analysis.

Content Creation and Communication
The demand for high-quality, well-researched content across various industries is immense.
History PhDs excel as content strategists, technical writers, editors, and corporate
historians. They can distill complex information into clear, engaging narratives for diverse
audiences, from internal reports to public-facing marketing materials. Industries such as
publishing, journalism, digital media, and corporate communications frequently seek
individuals with strong writing and research capabilities.

Data Analysis and Information Management
While not immediately apparent, the skills used in historical research – identifying relevant
data, evaluating sources, categorizing information, and recognizing patterns – are highly
transferable to fields involving data analysis and information management. With additional
training in specific tools or methodologies (e.g., digital humanities, data science), history
PhDs can transition into roles requiring the organization, interpretation, and visualization of
complex datasets, particularly in areas related to qualitative data and trend analysis.

Essential Transferable Skills for History PhDs
The value of a history PhD extends far beyond historical knowledge itself. Doctoral training
cultivates a powerful suite of transferable skills that are highly sought after across all
sectors of the economy. Recognizing and articulating these skills is paramount for history
PhD graduates navigating the job market.

Advanced Research Skills: The ability to design and execute complex research
projects, locate and evaluate diverse sources, and synthesize information from
disparate origins.

Critical Thinking and Analysis: The capacity to deconstruct arguments, identify
biases, evaluate evidence rigorously, and formulate independent judgments.

Complex Problem Solving: Expertise in approaching multifaceted challenges,
breaking them down into manageable components, and developing creative,
evidence-based solutions.

Written Communication: Mastery in producing clear, concise, well-structured, and
persuasive written documents tailored for specific audiences, from scholarly articles to



policy briefs.

Oral Communication and Presentation: Proficiency in delivering engaging
presentations, leading discussions, and articulating complex ideas effectively in public
or professional settings.

Project Management: The experience of managing long-term, independent
research projects from conception to completion, including time management,
resource allocation, and meeting deadlines.

Information Literacy: The ability to efficiently locate, evaluate, and use information
effectively for any given need, discerning credible sources from unreliable ones.

Adaptability and Lifelong Learning: The inherent ability to immerse oneself in new
subjects, master new methodologies, and continuously learn and adapt to new
challenges.

These skills represent the core competencies developed during doctoral studies and are
critical for a wide array of professional roles outside traditional academia.

Strategies for Career Transition and Professional
Development
Successfully transitioning from a history PhD program to a fulfilling career, especially
outside academia, requires intentional effort, strategic planning, and a proactive approach
to professional development.

Networking and Informational Interviews
Building a professional network is crucial. Attending industry events, joining professional
associations relevant to desired fields, and actively seeking informational interviews can
provide invaluable insights into career paths, industry trends, and potential job
opportunities. These conversations help history PhDs understand how their skills translate
into specific roles and what additional competencies might be beneficial.

Skill Translation and Portfolio Development
History PhDs must learn to articulate their academic skills in terms that resonate with non-
academic employers. This involves translating academic achievements (e.g., dissertation
research) into project management experience, publication into communication expertise,
and teaching into leadership and instructional design skills. Developing a portfolio that
showcases relevant work—such as writing samples, project reports, or presentations—can
provide tangible evidence of capabilities.



Targeted Professional Development
Identifying specific skill gaps for desired career paths and pursuing targeted professional
development is key. This might involve taking workshops in data analytics, digital
marketing, project management certification, or learning specific software. Many
universities offer career services departments that specialize in helping PhDs explore
diverse career options and develop the necessary professional materials, such as tailored
resumes and cover letters.

The question of what to do with a PhD in history opens up a world of possibilities far beyond
the conventional academic trajectory. The rigorous intellectual training, advanced research
capabilities, and sophisticated analytical skills cultivated during a history doctorate are not
niche assets but rather universal competencies highly valued across diverse professional
landscapes. From contributing to public understanding in museums to informing policy in
government, from driving change in non-profits to innovating within the private sector,
history PhD holders possess the depth of thought and adaptability required to make
significant contributions. By strategically identifying and articulating their transferable
skills, engaging in proactive professional development, and embracing a broader view of
their potential, history PhD graduates are well-equipped to forge impactful and rewarding
careers in an ever-evolving global economy.

Frequently Asked Questions About Careers with a
History PhD

Q: What are the most common non-academic jobs for
history PhDs?
A: Some of the most common non-academic jobs for history PhDs include roles in public
history (museums, archives, historical societies, cultural resource management),
government (intelligence analysis, policy research, foreign service), non-profits (research,
advocacy, program management), and the private sector (consulting, market research,
content creation, technical writing, data analysis with additional training).

Q: How can a history PhD market their skills to non-
academic employers?
A: History PhDs can market their skills by translating academic achievements into
workplace competencies. For example, dissertation research becomes "advanced project
management" and "complex problem-solving," while teaching experience translates to
"public speaking," "instructional design," and "leadership." Emphasize critical thinking,
research, analytical skills, and strong written and oral communication, tailoring resumes
and cover letters to specific job descriptions.



Q: Do I need additional training to work outside of
academia with a history PhD?
A: While a history PhD provides a strong foundation, additional training can be highly
beneficial for specific non-academic careers. This might include certifications in project
management, data analytics, digital humanities tools, specific software proficiencies, or
specialized courses in areas like UX research, policy analysis, or archival studies, depending
on the desired career path.

Q: Is a history PhD worth it if I don't want to be a
professor?
A: Whether a history PhD is "worth it" depends on individual goals and circumstances. If the
primary motivation is a deep passion for historical research and intellectual growth, and
one is prepared to explore diverse career paths beyond traditional academia, then it can be
incredibly rewarding. The skills developed are highly valuable, but it requires a proactive
approach to career development and an understanding of the broader job market.

Q: What kind of research jobs can a history PhD pursue
outside of academia?
A: Outside academia, history PhDs can pursue research roles in think tanks, government
agencies (e.g., Congressional Research Service, Department of State), non-profit
organizations focused on policy or advocacy, market research firms, and even corporate
settings as institutional historians or in competitive intelligence. These roles leverage their
expertise in designing research, analyzing complex data, and synthesizing findings into
actionable reports.

Q: How important is networking for a history PhD
seeking non-academic jobs?
A: Networking is critically important. Many non-academic positions are found through
professional connections, informational interviews, and industry events. Building a network
allows history PhDs to learn about different career fields, gain insights into specific roles,
and discover opportunities that may not be widely advertised. It also helps in
understanding the language and culture of different industries.

Q: What resources are available for history PhDs
exploring non-academic careers?
A: Resources include university career services offices (especially those specializing in PhD
career development), professional organizations (e.g., American Historical Association,
National Council on Public History), online communities for PhDs in transition, and
informational interview guides. Books and online platforms specifically address "alt-ac"



careers and translating academic skills for industry. Mentors who have successfully
transitioned can also be invaluable.
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