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T he AHRC provides funding for
students undertaking Master’s

degrees and doctoral research in the
arts and humanities. Approximately
40 per cent of our funding is spent in
support of postgraduate research
and training. In 2005/06 this
amounted to just over £33 million. 

It is important for the AHRC to
understand the impact of its
investment in terms of training
provision, the career paths of its
students and their career develop-
ment. In 2006 we commissioned the
consultants DTZ Research &
Consulting (with Swift Research) to
find out from recent award holders
how important the qualification they
had gained had been to their
professional development. Their
findings show that higher degrees
supported by the AHRC lead to
significant career progress. 

PhD PROVISION

Overall, 94 per cent of our sample are
in employment, while only 1.5 per cent
are currently unemployed. DTZ’s
analysis further shows that 74 per cent
of this group are now working in a
university or institute of higher
education. Of these, 59 per cent have
a permanent academic post, including
several who are now in senior posts as
a professor or reader. A further 33 per
cent are in fixed-term academic posts.
Others hold non-academic positions in
university management, and posts in

university libraries. As the main
function of the PhD is to prepare
individuals for academic careers, this
must be regarded as a success.

A further 19 per cent of the PhD
sample are now working in the public
and non-profit sector. Almost a third
of this group work for independent
organisations such as the BBC, the
Church of England, the National Trust
and the Royal Society. A further 19
per cent work for government
departments and agencies, including
HM Treasury, the Cabinet Office,
Department for Constitutional Affairs,
Department for Education and Skills
and the National Audit Office.
Significant numbers also work as
teachers (mainly of English and
history, in schools and further
education colleges), in local
government, and in a wide range of
cultural organisations, from the Welsh
National Opera to the Metropolitan
Museum of Art in New York.

About 6 per cent of PhD recipients
are self-employed, for example as
journalists and barristers. A similar
number work in the private sector, in
areas such as fashion, law and
publishing. 

MASTER’S PROVISION

Our Master’s degree students fall into
two main categories. Some study
degrees with a professional orientation
while others take a research
preparation degree intended as the
prelude to a PhD and a career in

academic life. Because most of the
students taking these degrees later
take a PhD, they have not been
studied as a separate group. About
half of the PhD candidates in our
sample had completed a research
preparation Master’s degree before
their doctorate. Almost everyone who
had done so had found the Master’s
course of value.

Overall, 91 per cent of the former
professional preparation Master’s
students included in this sample are in
employment, while only 2.5 per cent
are currently unemployed and seeking
work. Just over half of our Master’s
students are working in the public and
independent sector, mainly in libraries
and archives. Many are in local
authority libraries but others work for
organisations ranging from the Ministry
of Defence to the National Trust.

A further 25 per cent work in higher
education. Most are librarians and
archivists, but a smaller group have
become academics. Another 18 per
cent work in the private sector,
especially the creative industries, as
librarians and information specialists.

These former award holders agree
that the qualifications they have
gained as a result of our support
have been vital to their careers. 66
per cent of the PhDs - and 90 per
cent of those in higher education 
– say that it was essential to their
career, as do over 72 per cent of
those in receipt of a professional
preparation Master’s degree.
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T he Arts and Humanities
Research Council was created

in 2005. One of our tasks is to
ensure that the UK has the people
it needs to guarantee the future
sustainability of the arts and
humanities research base, and the
professions on which knowledge
from the arts and humanities
depends. A principal mechanism by
which we fulfil this aim is through
funding Master’s degrees and
doctoral research. Approximately
40 per cent of our funding is
allocated in support of
postgraduate research and training. 

In 2005/06 this amounted to just
over £33 million, with over 70 per
cent of that figure dedicated to
doctoral research. This funding
supports approximately 25 per cent
of applicants to our postgraduate
funding schemes and is taken up by
just over 1,500 people each year. Of
these, about 675 undertake a PhD
and about 350 take a Master’s
degree in a professional subject.
Another 450 take a research
preparation Master’s degree. This is
intended to lead to a PhD and often
to an academic career. This support
is essential to the skills base in the
arts and humanities, and is central to
the mission of the AHRC itself. 

We are keen to ensure that this
spending produces the best
outcomes for our students. It is also

important that we understand the
impact of our investment in terms of
training provision, the career paths
of students and their career
development. In 2006 we
commissioned consultants DTZ
Research & Consulting (with Swift
Research) to survey recent recipients
of our support, asking them to
describe how satisfied they were
with their training, how if at all it
helped them professionally, and
what has happened to their careers
as a result of the support they
received. The sample was based on
starters from the 1997, 1998, 1999,
2000, 2001 student cohorts from 28
Higher Education Institutions in the
UK, and concentrated on people
undertaking PhDs and professional
Master’s degrees. Because most of
the research preparation Master’s
students later undertake a PhD, this
study did not track them as a
separate group. 

DTZ studied a sample of former
PhD and Master’s students from a
full range of 28 old and new
universities across the UK, including
a number of specialist institutions.
The sample included former
students from all areas of research
within our remit, including history,
classics, languages and literature,
librarianship, archives and
information, philosophy, religion and
law, and art, design, music and the
performing arts.

This survey has shown that our
postgraduate schemes fulfil a
number of vital roles. The PhD
studentships are an essential supply
route for future academic staff in the
arts and humanities, while the
professional preparation Master’s
courses support professions such as
librarianship, work in museums and
other collections, and in the arts.
Graduates who do not follow these
routes become involved in other
challenging professions such as
journalism, publishing, the law and
public service. 

As the report that follows
suggests, there is scope for
improvement in some aspects of the
support and training universities
offer students in this area. But there
is no doubt that universities,
industry, the creative and cultural
sectors, non-profit organisations and
the public service would all be
poorer without the skilled people our
funding supports. In addition, the
recipients of our support agree
overwhelmingly that their careers
have been advanced by the
qualifications and knowledge they
gained while undertaking a higher
degree. Many of our former award-
holders also stress that the contacts
they made while taking their degrees
have been vital to their later careers.
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38% Academic – Permanent Position 

21% Academic – Fixed-Term Position 

9% Public Sector Organisation 

7% Independent Organisation 

7% Private Business 

6% Self Employed 

5% Academic – Other Position 

4.5% Other 

1.5% Unemployed 

Overview of Employment Patterns 
– 413 respondents

DTZ and its partner organisation
Swift Research received

responses from 413 individuals
funded to undertake PhDs between
1997 and 2000. This is a significant
figure, allowing firm and robust
conclusions to be drawn. It
represents 29 per cent of those
contacted, a high response, and
suggests in itself that there is
enthusiasm for AHRC support
amongst former recipients. Most of
the respondents had completed
their PhD 3-6 years earlier, long
enough for its effect on their career
progress to be apparent.

94 per cent of these 413
individuals are currently in full or
part-time paid work. Only 1.5 per
cent are seeking work, with the
others involved in family care and
other responsibilities. Most of the
respondents, (78 per cent) are
working full-time, 10 per cent part
time, and 6 per cent in self-
employment. 

74 per cent of the sample who
are working have jobs in higher
education. Of the rest, 11 per cent
work in a wide range of public
organisations, 8 per cent in
independent organisations such as
the non-profit sector, and 7 per cent
in the private sector.

ACADEMIC CAREERS

Of the large majority of AHRC-
supported PhDs who work in
universities, most (58 per cent) have
permanent staff posts as lecturers or
more senior positions. This suggests
that our support is a substantial
contributor to academic careers. 48
per cent of these academics have
become lecturers, while 10 per cent
have more senior posts. About 2 per
cent of this group have even become
professors. Another 6 per cent are
research fellows. 20 per cent of
those following an academic career
are currently in a fixed-term post.

Another 7 per cent have non-
academic posts in universities. The
smaller number of non-academic
university employees have a wide
range of jobs, from chaplain to
Welsh Language Development
Officer. Some have jobs with a direct
connection to research, including
research manager and research
training manager.

Of our former award-holders
working in the higher education
sector, 61 per cent are very happy in
their jobs, 36 per cent happy and
only 3 per cent unhappy. While
those in non-permanent posts report
lower levels of happiness than those
with permanent jobs, the majority
even of this group, 52 per cent,
report being very happy in their
work. To reinforce this point, 92 per
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THE PUBLIC SECTOR

Knowledge transfer to the non-
academic world is a key part of our
mission. One of the main ways in
which we transfer knowledge is
through the development of
professionals who have significant
careers outside academic life and
who make use of the skills and
knowledge they gained while
studying for a PhD.

Of the PhD recipients in our
sample, 11 per cent were working in
the public sector, including
government as well as bodies such
as museums and schools. A
significant number work in fields
such as research analysis where
they will use the skills involved in
their PhD directly. They are
employed by bodies such as HM
Treasury, the Department for
Education and Skills and the BBC,
and in a range of local authorities.
As one said, “I am interested in
public policy and current affairs and
can adapt skills that I acquired
during my academic research.”

Other PhDs supported by us are
using their professional knowledge
directly. For example, one is
assistant chorus master of the Welsh
National Opera. Many others have
become teachers in schools and FE
colleges, mainly of English and
history. PhD finishers also contribute
to the museums sector and other
cultural organisations. The AHRC

collaborate closely with museums,
libraries, archives and galleries. This
transfer of trained researchers is a
further way in which we support our
research mission.

NON-PROFIT SECTOR

A significant group of AHRC-
supported PhDs work in the non-
profit sector. Several work in policy
and parliamentary roles and in
bodies such as the Royal Society
and Wellcome Trust. In both the
government and non-profit sector,
recipients of our awards agree that
the experience they gained while
studying for their PhDs was vital to
their later career.

THE BUSINESS SECTOR

The private sector employs 7 per
cent of the PhD award holders.
Some work in creative industries
such as publishing, music, fashion
and art, while others have gravitated
to areas such as finance, law and
accountancy. Several are
commissioning and production
editors at leading publishers, such
as Macmillan and Cambridge
University Press. Others in the
finance field work for well-known
groups such as Deutsche Bank and
Ernst & Young.

Our award holders who have
chosen non-academic careers have

8

cent of the academics report that
they plan to remain in academic life
and to seek career advancement,
including permanent jobs for those
who do not yet have them.

These individuals agree strongly
that a PhD has been important to
their careers. 90 per cent of the
sample now working in universities
said that it was essential. The
remaining 10 per cent mainly
comprises people working in non-
academic posts within universities;
even these thought that their PhD
was of some importance to their
career. 

DTZ also asked the group what
skills they most valued from those
they had learned during their time
studying for a PhD. They listed both
subject-specific knowledge and
more generic skills such as research
methodology, critical and analytical
thinking, time management and
presentation.

As final corroboration of the value
of these awards for future
academics, over 90 per cent of this
group said they would study for a
PhD again with hindsight from their
present career position. This is a
very high level of approval and
shows that the individuals involved
attach an exceptionally high value to
their PhDs.
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overwhelmingly done so for positive
reasons. Only a few cite poor
academic pay or other problems
with university life as reasons for
preferring public, private or self-
employment.

Individuals working in the private
and public sectors are less likely
than academics to report that a PhD
is vital to their career, as might be
expected. About half of the sample
working in the private sector said
that it had been of some importance
and others that it had little

Above: Poll Book, reproduced by kind
permission of the History of Parliament.

importance, though many
respondents commented that they
did make use in their current career
of some of the transferable skills
they developed through their
doctoral research. Among those in
the public and non-profit sectors, 
72 per cent said that their PhD had
been of value. Most of those
working in cultural organisations
such as museums agreed that their
PhD was of value. 

SELF-EMPLOYMENT

A further 6 per cent of our sample
are self-employed as writers,
barristers, historians and in other
jobs, often in combination with some
teaching or continuing academic
research. For example, one has a
portfolio career in which he tutors
Oxford University undergraduates
and students in religion and
philosophy, edits metadata in the
same fields for an online information
firm, does editing work for a small
book publisher, and appraises
writing submitted to a writers’
correspondence course. 

The self-employed group tend to
regard their PhDs as important to
their careers, probably because
many are working in fields that are
closely related to the arts and
humanities. 88 per cent regarded
their PhD as being essential or of
some importance.

FINALLY

Even the PhD award holders who
have not become academics say
they would, with hindsight, take a
PhD again. This applies to 70 per
cent of those now working in the
private sector, over 81 per cent in
the public and non-profit sectors
and 96 per cent of the self-
employed. All these groups attach a
high value to their PhDs in terms of
career and personal development. 

In terms of geographical spread,
87 per cent of our sample are
working in the UK, while 13 per cent
are currently working overseas,
indicating that the UK economy is
reaping the benefits of the public
investment made in these arts and
humanities postgraduate students. 

Finally, the vast majority of
respondents indicated that they
intended to remain in their current
career. This means that the results of
this survey should provide an
accurate picture of the long-term
career paths of postgraduates
funded by the AHRC.



T he sample of former
Professional Preparation

Master’s students contacted for
this survey totalled 268 people.
This is fewer than the number of
PhD students, partly because the
total number of people supported
for these Master’s degrees is
smaller. Most of them had
completed their degree at the age
of 22-23 and were now in their late
20s or early 30s. This means that,
as with the PhD analysis, enough
time had elapsed for its effect on
their careers to be gauged. 

These degrees are intended to
equip students for professional
practice in the arts and humanities.
Most had a first degree in a related
subject, although a few used the
course as a bridge to a new career,
including one person who had
previously served in the Army.

Most of the students – 70 per
cent of the total - studied library and
museum-related subjects for their
Master’s degree. A further 24 per
cent studied art, music or drama,
with smaller numbers in two other
areas of AHRC coverage, languages
and literature and history. 

Most of our sample said they had
taken the degree for career reasons,
although smaller numbers pursued
their study out of general interest in
the subject concerned. About half of
the students worked while studying,
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many in jobs related directly to the
career they are now following. A
third undertook a work placement
during their course, and generally
considered this a valuable
experience, allowing students to
gain contacts which are useful in
finding a job later (this echoes a
point made by our PhD award-
holders). Of the Master’s group,
approximately 50 per cent said that
the placement had been
instrumental in gaining later
employment.

EMPLOYMENT PATTERNS

Most of those surveyed are now
working, a total of 91 per cent of the
sample. Of the remaining 9 per cent,
most are involved in family or other
commitments, or are undertaking
further study. Only 2.5 per cent of
the sample are currently seeking
work. Of the 91 per cent in work, 
72 per cent are working full-time, 
9 per cent part time and 10 per cent
are self-employed.

These Master’s courses provide a
rich stream of talent, especially for
the public and non-profit sectors. 
Of the graduates who are working,
48 per cent are in the public sector,
including national and local
government, and other bodies such
as museums, libraries and archives.
Another 25 per cent work in
universities, and 9 per cent in non-

M A S T E R ’ S  P R O V I S I O N

38% Public Sector 

16% University – Non Academic 

15% Private Sector 

10.5% Self Employed 

8% Independent Sector 

6% Other

4% University – Academic Position

2.5% Unemployed

Overview of Employment Outcomes 
– 268 respondents
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profit bodies such as private schools
and other charities. 18 per cent work
in the private sector.

THE PUBLIC SECTOR

Librarianship and information
management is the main career of
choice for the AHRC’s professional
Master’s students who gravitate to
the public sector. 30 per cent of
those in the public sector are
working in libraries and archives.

Elsewhere in the public sector,
these graduates work in a wide
range of government departments
and other public bodies, typically as
information specialists with a strong
emphasis on IT and online
information. Some of them work for
government departments such as
HM Treasury, the Ministry of
Defence, the Department for Trade
and Industry and the Foreign and
Commonwealth Office, and in public
sector organisations such as the
National Trust, the Arts Council and
the BBC.

A further group work as
archivists, curators and conservators
in national libraries, museums, and
galleries, such as the British
Museum. Others work in schools
and further education colleges,
mainly as librarians, although some
have become teachers. 



HIGHER EDUCATION

Librarians, archivists and information
officers account for most of the
Master’s graduates working in higher
education. Others are archivists and
information specialists.

But a smaller number – about 
20 per cent of this group – are in
academic posts. 

THE PRIVATE SECTOR

55 per cent of the sample now
working in the private sector are in
the information-hungry finance and
business services industries. They
work for banks such as N M
Rothschild, accountancy-based
companies such as Ernst & Young,
and law firms such as Linklaters.
They are mainly information officers,
analysts, archivists and researchers.

About a quarter of the group now
in the private sector work in the
creative industries, most of them for
media firms and publishers such as
The Times, Nature and ITN. They
mainly work in information-gathering
roles. 

The remainder of this group work
in a wide variety of jobs from
journalism and TV production to
interior design and computer
programming.

SELF-EMPLOYMENT

Ten and a half per cent of the
sample are self-employed or run
small businesses. They include
artists, writers, photographers,
teachers, a journalist and a paintings
conservator. While many of the self-
employed sample surveyed have
modest incomes, a few report
earnings of over £100,000 a year. 

CAREER DEVELOPMENT

Our Master’s students have no
doubt that AHRC support has been
a vital contributor to their
professional success. 72 per cent of
our sample said that the degree had
been essential to their individual
career development. A further 21 per
cent said that it had been of some
importance. Of the Master’s group
working in universities, 92 per cent
said that the course had been
essential. For the public and non-
profit employees, the figure was 
79 per cent. For the private sector it
was 58 per cent.

They also agreed that the
courses they had taken were of high
quality. 52 per cent were very
satisfied with the quality of training
they had received and another 44
per cent were quite satisfied, leaving
only 4 per cent not satisfied. Those
who were quite satisfied tended to
complain that the course was too

12 Right: ‘The Great Court at The British Museum’ © The Trustees of the British Museum. All rights reserved.

theoretical, and wished that it had
provided them with more practical
skills of direct use for their future
employment. There was also a call
for more skills in IT, presentation and
management to be taught in the
Master’s courses.

Despite these reservations, the
Master’s group are even more
adamant than the PhD award-
holders that with hindsight they
would take the same degree again.
No fewer than 97 per cent said they
would do so.

The Master’s degrees supported
by the AHRC seem to have a
positive effect on graduates’ working
lives. Most of the people in our
sample are fulfilled in their work. In
line with these high levels of
contentment, over 80 per cent of
those questioned, in all categories of
employment, intend to stay in their
current line of work.

In terms of geographical spread,
96 per cent of our sample are
working in the UK, while 4 per cent
are currently working overseas. 
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T he regional distribution of
respondents was also analyzed,

though it is difficult to make general
comments based on the sample of
28 HEIs. However, taking the larger
regional or institutional samples (for
both PhD and Master’s respondents):

� 55 per cent of those who studied
in London continue to live and
work in London, while a further 20
per cent live in the South East and
may well commute to the city.

� 28 per cent of those who studied
at the University of Cambridge
continue to live in the East of
England (many around the

14

R E G I O N A L  I M P A C T

C O N C L U S I O N S

T he findings from this study
demonstrate that there is a

high demand for well-trained arts
and humanities postgraduates in
our universities and education
institutions, in the public sector and
across the creative and financial
industries. The vast majority of
former AHRC-funded Master’s and
doctoral students have taken
important and high profile positions
in these sectors or are following
career pathways which suggest
that they will do so in the future.

Cambridge area), while London
and the South East have
attracted 25 per cent and 10 per
cent respectively.

� 45 per cent of those who studied
in Oxford continue to live in the
South East, again 25 per cent
have moved to London.

Based on smaller samples, regional
analysis also shows that: 

� 38% of those who studied at the
University of Birmingham remain
in the West Midlands, while a
further 56% now live in the
Midlands region.

� 38% of those who studied at the
universities of Newcastle and
Durham remain in the North East
of England, while a further 50%
live in the North as a whole.

� 20% of those who studied in
Liverpool remain in the North
West of England, while a further
30% live in the North as a whole.

� Overall, 28 per cent of our sample
are currently based in London, a
further 18 per cent in the South
East. Just over 40 per cent remain
in the region they studied in.

This study provides the first
comprehensive analysis of
employment destinations and early
career pathways for arts and
humanities postgraduates in the UK.
Although the focus in this study has
been on students in receipt of AHRC
funding, we anticipate that the
findings could be applied more
broadly across the arts and
humanities postgraduate community.
Understanding the early career
pathways of postgraduate students is
important to the AHRC, to universities
and education institutions and to the

industries that draw on this expertise.  
This study will not only inform the

long term development of AHRC
mechanisms of support and training,
it also provides an essential first step
towards assessing the impact of our
postgraduate training activities.
Such impacts might be delivered
through an exceptional doctoral
research project, the supply of well-
trained postgraduates to the public,
creative and financial sectors or the
long-term sustainability and
development of the arts and
humanities research base. 



� The History of Parliament Trust is in
charge of recording one of the
world’s oldest and most prominent
legislatures. One of its historians,
whose D.Phil was supported by the
AHRC, is now writing the
biographies of MPs who served in
the period 1604-1629. She says
that her D.Phil was essential in
demonstrating her ability to
undertake this work. 

� Reading and writing skills, the
practicalities of organising a big
project, and the ability not to get
diverted or worn out are among the
things one PhD student found out
in the course of studying for a
history PhD in Cambridge, where
she is now a research fellow. But
she has a hint for those now
following the same track. She
recommends attending AHRC (and
other research council) summer
schools on careers and transferable
skills. She also recommends
presenting at conferences and
publishing research even during the
PhD. It builds confidence and
personal contacts. 

� The conservation of the UK’s
physical heritage is a prime concern
for the AHRC. One of our former
Master’s students is now helping
conserve and curate the collection
of items arising from the Daily Mail
Ideal Home Exhibition, a canonical

event in the UK’s modern consumer
society, whose albums were given
to the Victoria and Albert Museum
in 1990. He says that his degree
included visits to many
conservation studios, and helped
him decide that paper conservation
was his own favoured area. Many of
the albums handed over were in
poor condition and have needed
careful work. In addition, he helps
prepare prints, drawings and other
material for the V&A and others to
exhibit. His Master’s degree has
been vital to his career, he says. But
he adds that students must still
show flexibility and be willing to
grab any possible work experience
that comes their way.

� A Master’s in information and library
studies has led one AHRC-
supported student to the front line
of medical care research in the UK.
She supports the development of
evidence-based, clinical practice
guidelines for the National Institute
for Health and Clinical Excellence
(NICE). The job makes use of her
information skills and of her
background in population studies
and psychology. A key part of her
work involves searching complex
medical databases to identify
evidence for primary care
guidelines. She describes her
Master’s degree as “the
springboard into my career” and

advises other students to use the
work placement element to good
effect. It is a chance, she says, to
demonstrate your capabilities to
potential employers.

� One student now working in the
heritage sector said: “I undertook a
2 month placement at Newcastle
City Council within the historic
environment section where I gained
an excellent insight into working in
the heritage sector. It was an
excellent opportunity to understand
how heritage policies are acted out
on the ground. I also developed a
good list of contacts in the sector,
who are still important today. My
employment after the Master’s was
undoubtedly influenced by the
placement: I think without the
placement I would not have been
given the job!”

� Another who has preferred the
freedom of self-employment put it a
little differently. “I work as a wall
painting conservator, undertaking
both practical conservation on-site
and scientific analysis of wall
painting materials and techniques.
My main clients are parish
churches, English Heritage and
other conservation companies. I
went freelance as this permits me
to undertake a wide variety of work.
This would not be possible in an
institutional post.” 
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