The following short accounts are from people who've completed PhDs in ASDS-related areas relatively recently. Covering a range of subject areas, countries and trajectories, they offer some accounts of what happened for people after finishing; how people went about deciding what to do next and how it worked out; what they would do differently given hindsight (either after finishing or during the PhD), and how they chose what kind of work they wanted to, could, or didn't want to do.

Dr John Troyer, UK

The single most important thing I did during my Ph.D. work was to attend the 7th International Conference on the Social Context of Death, Dying and Disposal (DDD7) in 2005 at the University of Bath. I was in the final stages of my dissertation and came to DDD7 a few weeks before I was set to defend it. Going to that conference changed everything for me because I suddenly met an entire world full of academics working in death and dying. It was during DDD7 that I approached Glennys Howarth, then Director of the Centre for Death and Society, about the possibility of a position in CDAS. That conversation began a process which ended with me in my current post at the University of Bath. I say "process" because it took three years and a handful of fits and starts to actually land this job. That said, I knew that I wanted to work in CDAS and it was worth trying a number of different routes to get here.
Here are the key suggestions that I have for jobs:


   1.) Go to conferences and meet people

   2.) Actually talk with people at the conferences and if you're interested in a particular institution or research centre, then especially speak with those people

   3.) Don't be afraid to ask for a job. Or, at least, express interest in working at a certain place in the future

   4.) Stick with it. I have a stack of about 200 different rejection letters that I keep to remind myself how many jobs I applied for before coming to Bath

Dr Christine Schott, Germany

I am a Social Anthropologist.  I wrote my PhD thesis named ‘Undertaker in Leipzig – Ritual Specialists in a secular time’ on funeral rituals in Eastern Germany.  I completed my PhD in August 2009.  For several years I have been working for various German Ethnographical museums.  Currently I am working as Museum Education Officer at the GRASSI Museum of Ethnography in Leipzig.  I especially enjoyed working both as a practising museum professional and at the same time performing research for my PhD; while this is hard work it is ultimately rewarding as my career was enhanced by my research and vice versa.  As a result of this I was never part of a research team but working independently; which sometimes made things more complicated than I would have ideally liked.  If I were to do my research again I would perform my thesis as a member of a research team; preferably as a visiting researcher.
Dr Helen Frisby, UK

I graduated from the University of Leeds in July 2009. I now have a full time job running the Business School Research Office at the University of West England, with two staff and responsibility for the administration of 70-odd PhD students from initial application to final viva. Subject content wise, there is very little overlap at all between my day job and academic life. However there are lots of transferable skills, eg giving students essay feedback and coaching uses many of the same skills as doing staff appraisals. That said, there's nothing quite like the buzz of actually teaching and doing research.


I've also been doing a spot of hourly paid teaching in the History Department. Part of me would be delighted to land a permananent, full time academic post, to take a full part in academic life, to have the recognition and status and to be free from the insecurity of not knowing what (or whether) I'll be teaching next year. However I increasingly see my full time academic colleagues tired out and harrassed, weighed down with heavy teaching  loads, management responsibilities they don't want and were never  trained to fulfill, under huge pressure to publish and to twist  their research interests in order to fit funders' agendas. And I ask myself whether that's what I really want to sign up for?

So as things stand I get to see both sides of the academic/admin 'fence' at first hand, and there are benefits and drawbacks to both. Of course given the present state of the public finances, hanging onto any kind of job in HE over the next few years will probably be an achievement in itself...

A Life Beyond Living with the Dead
Edwin de Jong
How does a life beyond ‘living with the dead’, the title of my PhD thesis, look like? To be honest, around the time I defended my thesis I had never been less secure about it. For seven years I had been steady working on what I considered to be the work of my life: a thesis on life and death in Tana Toraja, a mountainous region in Indonesia. For the last three years I even combined this work with teaching and coordination of the Anthropology and Development studies educational programme. A year and a half before the defense of my thesis I filled up this work until 200 percent with a Post-doc research on ecological degradation and livelihood adaptation at Kalimantan, one of the other islands of Indonesia. There was no doubt about that I was heading towards a lifelong academic career. The award, a doctoral degree and fame, for all these years of unappreciated work by many friends, acquaintances and even colleagues, was in my reach. 


However, just a month before the great moment, we were finally allowed to travel to China to pick up our adoption son. And from the moment I hold our son in my hands, the whole thesis and doctoral degree suddenly became irrelevant to me. I could not believe it, for seven years my thesis had been (nearly) the most important thing in my life and from one day to the other this all changed. During that period and the time directly after defending my thesis (which was postponed for several months), I was greatly struggling with the relativity of my work and even cast doubt on continuing with my academic career. A couple of months later I fell sick and could not work at all for several months. It was a period in which I was tired and not able to do much. It was also a period that enabled me to put things into perspective. I realized that I had a sincere passion for research and an urge for understanding complex phenomena such as the way people make a living and deal with death and the dead. This was the main reason for entering a PhD project at all. This passion and inner drive for increasing knowledge cannot be better fulfilled than at an academic career. However, this passion or almost obsession should be in balance with the other things in life and should not have the upper hand. Several months ago, my supervisor and instructor unexpectedly died. This helped to put into perspective my work even more. It has been a hard and tumultuous time as I miss him as a friend and advisor. His death also marked a new life for me. A life in which I am in the passage from follower to tutor. A life in which I am finally sure about my direction, out of respect to him, but more importantly, just because I enjoy my work as an academic so much.  

Dr Tiffany Jenkins, UK

When I finished my PhD, in early 2009, I did what you have to do: write a
book (published at the end of the 2010), various journal articles, conferences and teaching. This has maximised the value of the PhD: it would have been a shame to not make my findings more available and I wanted it to have an impact. But this girl cannot live on writing academic books and papers, with a bit of teaching thrown in. So, during this period, I've worked as an independent researcher, writer (mostly journalism) and cultural commentator. I love it. It is insecure, but it is also liberating: so long as I have a set amount of income each month, I can pursue what interests me and plan my own days and weeks. It is essential to cultivate organisational ties, and it helped that I was already established, prior to the PhD, in this area of work (I am the arts and society director of the Institute of Ideas). Recently I became a visiting fellow at the LSE and this position helps me to continue my academic research. Collaboration is essential; it is stimulating, keeps the pressure on and helps secure funding for research. I like being part of the academic world as well the media and public sphere. The trick is not to confuse the two, and always to remember that they require a different pace and purpose.


For anyone wanting to pursue their research, without a full-time academic post, as an independent writer and commentator, you have to be determined, do your own accounts, and build relationships with diverse people and sectors, but you might find you enjoy it as much as I do.

How to survive academia without a post-doc

Dr Duncan Sayer, UK

In December 2007 I graduated from the University of Reading with a PhD in archaeology, in 2010 I started a full time post as a lecturer in archaeology at the University of Central Lancashire. Getting that job was not simply a matter of ‘what happened next’ and involved a series of different jobs and projects. 

My teaching career started in 2005 when I took on some part time teaching at Reading’s Dept of Continuing Education and ended up designing and delivering a certificate module in Anglo-Saxon archaeology. Over the next five years I taught at the University of Chester, Oxford and Bath at various levels from 1st year undergraduate to MSc classes and modules. I was always on the look out for more teaching experience or contacts that would help this happen – even if the hourly wage did not entirely cover the cost of travel. By the end of 2009 I had racked up over 350 hours lecturing on sessional, fixed term, temporary or visiting lecturer contracts.

I always felt that it was important to have more than just scholarly experience so I worked in commercial archaeology for different organisations whenever I could, for example, in between each of my degrees and for a few months each summer I dug trenches, volunteered to dig, taught digging or ran excavations. This experience got me a commercial research job in November 2007, the Job lasted one year but just after my PhD it gave me the flexibility to continue doing some teaching, and most importantly the time to focus on publishing. 

My teaching experience proved important, and certainly got me shortlisted for occasional university jobs from about 2006 onwards. However, on its own teaching did not get me from the interview room into a university office. With research output having become the quantifiable product of academic work it is imperative to publish in good journals and with quality press. My first major journal publications were written in 2008 on days off, at weekends and in the evenings, or quite often the small hours. They were published in 2009. In between 2007 and 2009 I worked on four book proposals – two edited volumes and two other books. I had three rejections, two for the PhD monograph, and one for an edited volume. I’m still looking for a good publisher for the PhD monograph but one of the edited volumes is out and the other on the way. Publishing is hard, but rejection is not personal. In 2008 the bottom fell out of commercial archaeology and universities started to become more conservative about their cash flow. I still had some teaching work on the go and had accrued some funds from commercial stuff, with that and some financial and moral help from my partner and my dad, I focused on publishing even more. Frustrated at the PhD monograph’s static position I built a book proposal based on my commercial experience and more recent ideas, I proposed researched and then wrote Ethics and Burial Archaeology in just 6 months. It was at the very end of this time that I got my current job at UCLan, the week after that interview I would have had another one in Ireland but did not have to go to that after all.

Dr Naomi Richards, UK

I graduated from Edinburgh Uni with my PhD in Social Anthropology in 2010. While I was finishing my first draft in 2009, I was doing an ESRC sponsored internship with the Scottish Government. At this time, I hadn’t really started looking for jobs and the SG seemed keen to keep me on. However, a 2 year research job was advertised at the University of Sheffield which was so well suited to my interests and work history that I decided to apply. I was really happy (and very lucky) when I got offered the job, although I had not expected to start a job and have to leave Edinburgh quite so soon. I was then faced with the task of converting my first draft into a submittable thesis while undertaking a very full-on research job. I don’t know many people who would choose to do this, but financial imperatives mean it is not that uncommon. It meant I never had a ‘gap’ in my CV or any missed mortgage payments! Now all that remains is to get published, which will have to happen in my spare time. The good thing about having a job and trying to publish at the same time is that time is so precious it does wonders to focus the mind and cut down on any PhD-style procrastination! 

Dr Chang-Won Park, South Korea

I completed all the requirements for my PhD in 2008 and graduated in January 2009. Towards the end of my doctorate course, however, I was facing a series of health crises. By the time DDD9 was held in Durham, I was well enough to participate in the conference but still in the middle of recuperation.

After my PhD, I became Research Associate (part-time) at the Centre for Death and Life Studies at Durham University. I was planning to stay in Durham until I find a full-time job in the UK. But I changed my mind and returned to South Korea in December 2009 with little idea about my job prospect: my main concern was good recovery and health. It was a complete surprise and good fortune that from March 2010 I became both Postdoctoral Research Fellow and the Managing Editor of the Journal of Korean Religions at Sogang University in Seoul. I continue to be part of Durham's Centre for Death and Life Studies as Honorary Research Associate. My doctoral thesis on Korean death rites was published by Continuum in April 2010 as Cultural Blending in Korean Death Rites: New Interpretive Approaches. 
I am not sure whether I will get my future job in the UK, South Korea or elsewhere, but it is quite sure that I will be found in future DDDs. All the experiences over this uncertain period after my doctorate have intensified hope for my future and energy for my death studies.
My advice for PhD students would be: 'Be positive always, be creative continually, and eat well in all circumstances'. PMA (positive mental attitude), creativity, and health are deeply interrelated. And they are needed for a good PhD as well as for a good life. 

Dr Sheila Harper, Australia

I submitted my PhD thesis in July 2008 which was a tricky time to finish. Not only was it the start of a major recession, but July is when (Northern-hemisphere) academia is winding down for its summer break. I spent the best part of July and August applying for any academic job I could find that matched more-or-less my qualification level: mainly post-doctoral posts in unrelated research fields on the other side of the country (that I didn’t really want, but that I felt I had to apply for because I was without an income). I was quite distraught about my lack of employment: lots of applications, lots of interviews, no job offers… and although I knew that my well-intentioned friends and family were right in their advice that I just had to “keep applying and something will come along”, sadly such sound advice does not pay the bills. So I decided to take a ‘mindless’ temping job in an office: typing letters, stuffing envelopes, inputting information into databases, making endless cups of tea. It didn’t really seem like the ideal job – particularly not after slogging away at a PhD thesis for four years – but as soon as I started working I knew it was the right thing to do because I felt like a huge weight had been lifted off my shoulders. 

No one really tells you about the sense of loss and directionlessness you get after submitting. I mean, after spending 24/7 living and breathing your research topic and having a sense of purpose (even if at times it seems purposeless) what are you supposed to do once you’ve handed your baby over to the examiners? What do you do with the vast expanses of time you now have, with no project to work on, while your colleagues are still beavering away at theirs? Anyway, temping did the trick. It gave me an income, some social contact, and a reason to get out of bed in the morning. I temped for three months, and was then offered a one-year admin contract at that same office, which I happily accepted (did I mention the recession?). I decided that one year of security would give me the time and space I needed to build up my academic CV, while at the same time earning some money, taking a much-needed break from the insular world of the University, and honing my administrative skills (which are very useful to have in today’s academic environment). 

During that year, and in addition to my full-time office job, I worked on making myself marketable: I had an article published, secured a book contract, contributed to the establishment of the ASDS, taught on the FDSc, attended DDD9 and continued to work as the Editorial Officer of Mortality. I kept my eyes peeled for interesting and relevant academic posts, and decided against applying for anything that I didn’t really want or that would require me to move somewhere I did not want to live. In the end, an excellent post-doctoral research opportunity came up at the University of Sydney, which I applied for and was offered. The timing was impeccable: I was able to fulfil the full term of my contract before heading overseas to my new post, with no break in income. It all turned out very well, and my friends and family are delighted that they were right all along.
Dr Kate Woodthorpe, UK
I spent the last year of my PhD struggling for money and uncertain about the future. It was pretty tough, trying to write up while not knowing how I was going to pay my rent or where I would be in six months time. Indeed, after going for several jobs (academic and non–academic) and not getting anywhere, I ended up having to move back home to my folks, feeling something of a failure.

In hindsight however it turned out to be the best thing that could have happened. Certainly, I was fortunate that my Mum and Dad were very accommodating, although as I had amassed a lot of furniture by that point their house was positively bursting at the seams with all the ‘stuff’ I added to it! But that time at home enabled me to recover from the PhD. I could sleep, read books for enjoyment, exercise, write a few articles for trade publications from my PhD and importantly reflect on what I wanted to do. Having the time to think things through was really important and it was at that point that I decided to focus on pursuing academic jobs. During that time I was also offered the opportunity to do a short project for a local authority, which I took up and was a great way of doing a smaller, more self contained piece of work that boosted my confidence in being able to research independently. 

Looking back that period of recovery meant that when an academic job opportunity arose I was able to pursue it with energy and enthusiasm. What’s more, when my application was successful I was in a position to throw myself in to my new role, refreshed from a few months out. So my advice would be don’t be disheartened if you don’t get ‘the’ job straight away after finishing your PhD (whether it is academic or not) as after the writing up slog you will most likely be shattered. And remember to embrace opportunities to revive your body and mind!

Dr Glenys Caswell, UK

My PhD, which I completed in September 2009 at the University of Aberdeen, was an exploration of contemporary Scottish funeral practices, a topic to which I was drawn by a combination of academic, personal and practical factors.  When I finished my PhD I was unsure what route I wanted to take at first.  I had been a mature student, and my concern as a graduate was to acquire work which I would find interesting, rather than to pursue what might be considered a conventional academic career path.  I am a sociologist, but inevitably my thesis drew on the work of others from many different disciplines and this, I believe, is one of the strengths of working in the field of death and dying; the inter-disciplinarity of conferences and journals opens one to perspectives one might not otherwise encounter.  

I am currently working as a research fellow at the University of Nottingham on a study exploring end of life care for dementia sufferers and their carers in the hospital setting.  I am based in the School of Nursing – which surprises me slightly – and work as part of an inter-disciplinary team.  My decision to apply for a research fellowship was driven by the realisation that I wished to continue researching in the field of death and dying.  Although I am on a 30 month contract, its temporary duration does not feel like a drawback at this time, rather it feels like the opportunity to work on a fascinating study as part of an experienced team, and I am learning all the time whilst consolidating old skills and gaining new ones.

Dr Dave Evans, UK

I went to Uni as a mature student, in the space of ten years getting a Degree, Masters and Doctorate. I was awarded my PhD in 2006 and the jobs market for 'Drs of Weird' at that point was awful. I had done my PhD fulltime and in the quickest permitted time, so felt 'burned out' and so I decided to go travelling, to see some of the world, but keep an eye on the jobs market while away and hopefully come back to a better employment situation. 
Well, 9 months later it was *worse*! I worked as a gardener, and then as a temporary administrator for my local university, and after a lot of fruitless applications (320 people applied for two posts in a job that I fully expected to be shortlisted for...) I was made aware of a research assistant post in a Social Science-related project at the university where I was temping. My first degree is in Psychology, and I have good Soc Science research methods, plus writing and publishing skills, which is what got me the job, over 4 years after I had completed my doctorate, and it is only for a year, fixed term. Scarcely related to anything I have done in the last ten years, but there are quite a number of academics who aren't working in their first choice subject area, and many more who aren't working in academia at all. 
I attend my own interest-area conferences (like DDD) at my own expense and write papers and books in my spare time, which to an extent is like working two jobs. This level of focus ultimately is very hard on real-world life and often kills relationships, so be very careful! In hindsight I would still do the PhD, as it is a subject I have a passion for, and I am still thrilled by what I did, and the book that resulted. What I would do differently is not study at a Uni 130 miles from home – I would move house there, so I could be in the Faculty more often and thus be in a position to engage with collegiate life more, network, and  gain some teaching experience, which is a huge enhancement for a CV, provided the tricky equilibrium of teaching and marking time versus own research time can be maintained. I'd also have spent less time working on setting up editing a new academic journal (although editorial work is also valuable experience) and more time on getting my own work published as papers.

While researching, don't forget to eat, get fresh air, go for walks and read the occasional book for pleasure (trash novels especially). Write something every day, even if just thoughts and impressions; it  will all be useful at some point. Repeat to yourself every day, "in x years' time this will be finished and I will be Dr... *your name*". Finally, don't give up. Ever.

