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CHOOSING A SATISFYING CAREER

Many graduate students have been exposed to an adage 
regarding the selection of one’s first job: “Type of job, location, 

salary: pick one and compromise on the other two.” Interestingly, 
this adage does not acknowledge happiness, balance, fulfillment, 
or a sense of purpose in one’s career, yet those may ultimately be 
the factors that more strongly lead to job performance, longevity, 
and life satisfaction. 

Psychological scientists have unique training and subsequently 
many skills that are valued in a wide range of positions. This is 
important because psychological scientists are needed every-
where, not just in academia. Most critical societal issues and grand 
challenges for our culture involve human behavior, and psycho-
logical scientists’ expertise is an extremely valuable asset needed 
across a wide range of diverse job opportunities. 

This guide was written to help psychological scientists consider 
the many different possible careers that draw upon doctoral train-
ing and skills. If you are wondering “What comes next? What type 
of work do I really want to do, and where do I want to do it?” then 

you are not alone. Choosing a career for satisfaction and suc-
cess can lead you down a path to a more meaningful work life that 
matches your interests and meets your needs, values, desired life-
style, and goals. 

A good place to start may be our own psychological science. 
The science of vocational psychology has identified the factors 
that lead to job satisfaction, fulfillment, and happiness. Vocational 
psychologists help people find supportive occupational environ-
ments in which they can experience meaning and purpose in their 
work. Brief descriptions of major theoretical advances and practi-
cal applications related to career decision making and choosing a 
satisfying career are offered in this review. In short, to find a mean-
ingful and fulfilling career you will want to consider a range of 
factors, including occupational and institutional climates; diverse; 
supportive; and equitable environments; demands on your time, 
the impacts of your work, and the ways you will be rewarded and 
evaluated. Based on leading models of the predictors of job satis-
faction, you may want to consider the questions on page 3.

Choosing a 
Satisfying Career

What comes 
next? What type 

of work do I really 
want to do, and 
where do I want 

to do it?

https://www.apa.org/education-career/training/choosing-satisfying-career.pdf
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1.	 What interests you most? What are you doing when you 
lose track of time?

2.	 What energizes you and gives you joy?

3.	 What do you see as your greatest strengths? Biggest 
learning and growth opportunities?

4.	 What are you doing when you feel most confident? 
Least confident?

5.	 What do you value most? How would the careers you 
are considering align with those values?

6.	 What are your greatest needs (e.g., social connection, 
power, flexibility, influence, achievement, recognition, 
purpose, balance, making a difference)? How would 
you best fulfill those needs in a career?

7.	 What kind of work would give you a sense of purpose 
and be personally and socially fulfilling?

8.	 What do you find intrinsically motivating and what are 
some extrinsically motivating factors for you?

9.	 What goals and rewards do you seek in a career (e.g., 
personal achievements and/or collaborative wins)?

10.	 What kind of impact do you want to have in 
your career?

11.	 What environments bring out your best?

12.	 Do you gravitate toward environments supporting 
autonomy or a more structured work environment? 
How will know that you found the environment you are 
looking for? 

13.	 What kind, and how much interaction with others are 
you seeking in your career? Do you prefer to work 
autonomously or in groups and teams? Do you prefer 
one-on-one interaction or teamwork? 

14.	 What do you need in a workplace to feel welcomed, 
supported, and growth-oriented?

15.	 What do you need to achieve work-life balance?

16.	 What excites you the most and worries you as you con-
sider making a career decision?

17.	 How do you make important life decisions? What helps 
and what gets in the way?

18.	 What role do relationships play in your career deci-
sion making process? What role would you like them 
to play?

19.	 What is standing in the way of deciding on a career 
path? What barriers do you anticipate encountering 
and how will you handle them?

20.	Which career paths have you ruled out or overlooked 
and why? What assumptions do you hold about your 
ability to be successful and satisfied in these careers? 
What evidence supports those assumptions?

After you have taken a moment to consider 
each of these questions, proceed to the following 
Career Paths in Psychological Science section to 
see how your own interests and preferences may 
align with one or more of the most common types 
of jobs for psychological scientists. Although 
many of the factors discussed in the Career Paths 
in Psychological Science section depend greatly 
on the specific company, institution, or agency 
you choose to work within, this section offers 
some general information on how different types 
of jobs may vary in responsibilities, expectations, 
and roles. ■

 Self-Assessment for a Satisfying Career Path

If you are looking for 
a more structured 

plan for your career 
exploration journey, 
you can use the APA 

Individual Development 
Plan to guide you 
through five steps 

that will set you up for 
success.

Click here to access an interactive version of the assessement.

https://www.apa.org/education-career/guide/individual-development-plan
https://www.apa.org/education-career/guide/individual-development-plan
https://www.apa.org/education-career/guide/individual-development-plan
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CAREER PATHS IN PSYCHOLOGICAL SCIENCE

Career Paths in 
Psychological Science

This section of the guide is designed to offer a brief overview 
of the most common types of positions available to recent 

graduates with a doctorate in psychology, focusing specifically 
on careers that will call upon your training as a psychological sci-
entist. We begin with the one you probably know the most about 
– the roles at a doctoral-granting institution. We then cover other 
types of jobs that are very popular among psychological scien-
tists, but many have less exposure to.

As you review each section, as well as the summary chart Char-
acteristics of Common Jobs for Psychological Scientists available 
with this guide, it will be evident that your knowledge and exper-
tise in the science of psychology can be used to benefit society 
in many ways, including a variety of positions within and outside 
of academia. None of these options are better or more presti-
gious than another. Rather, each offers a distinct way to use your 
talents, meet your work preferences, and satisfy your profes-
sional needs to help you not only find employment, but also feel 
personally fulfilled and inspired by what you do and the job path 
you decide to take. Psychological scientists can improve many 

workplaces and help many industries flourish. You can make 
extraordinary and critically important contributions to the world in 
any of the positions described in the following sections and are 
more likely to do so if you are happy while doing it.

But before beginning to describe these positions, a few cave-
ats should be mentioned. First, there are far more job possibilities 
and potential employment settings than those described in this 
guide. To make this guide manageable, we have restricted our 
discussion to some of the most popular options psychological sci-
entists have elected to pursue to date. For additional examples of 
outstanding job possibilities to pursue with your doctoral degree, 
please review APA’s webinar series “How did you get that job?”, 
“Careers in applied psychology”, and series on jobs in AI and 
public sector, positive psychology, etc.

Second, to help compare and contrast these positions to one 
another, we have added information drawn from publicly avail-
able sources and expert experience accessed in spring 2024 to 
illustrate possible salary ranges, publication requirements, and so 
forth. Note that these are estimates that change rapidly over time, 

Psychological 
scientists can 
improve many 

workplaces 
and help many 

industries 
flourish.

https://www.apa.org/education-career/development/how-did-you-get-that-job
https://www.apa.org/applied-psychology/career-videos
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CAREER PATHS IN PSYCHOLOGICAL SCIENCE

and the differences among places of employment also vary sub-
stantially. Please use this information to compare different types 
of positions rather than as documented minimum or maximum 
values as part of your research into career pathways. Updated 
data are available at the Bureau of Labor, or the O*NET Online.

Third, a quick word about imposter syndrome: graduate 
school is focused on your training experiences and often empha-
sizes what you still need to learn rather than what you already 
know. But take a moment to consider all the expertise you have 
accrued in the process of your graduate career thus far. Most 
psychological scientists have learned how to think scientifically 
about theoretical and empirical questions, how to develop and 
test hypotheses using rigorous methods, how to analyze and 
interpret data, and how to evaluate others’ research, including 
its strengths and limitations. You may have had experience lead-
ing or mentoring a research team to help conduct your work, 
and you may have learned how to prepare, submit, and revise 
reports for publication; how to present one’s research to an audi-
ence with a range of expertise; or perhaps how to write a grant 
proposal. You have expertise in considering research ethically 
and how to submit requests for ethical review of research. You 

may even have some training in how to apply or review applica-
tions to join a team, conduct interviews, and evaluate progress 
among team members. As a graduate student in psychology, 
you might take these skills for granted, since they are all part of 
what we call “doing research.” But, in the world outside of grad-
uate school, these can be remarkably valuable skills that people 
get paid for in a wide range of settings (see also: The Skillful 
Psychology Student). You may be surprised to know just how 
few professionals have the scientific training that you have had, 
and this makes you exceptionally marketable to a wide range of 
possible careers.

In the “Characteristics of Common Jobs for Psychological Sci-
entists” that follows each section, you will find a brief description 
of the primary job responsibilities, salaries, task expectations, 
work environments, and aspects of performance evaluations for a 
range of work settings. These descriptions are meant to supple-
ment the chart that is included within this guide so you may make 
comparisons on the factors that may prove most relevant for you. 
We recommend that you use this information to find a fit between 
the types of activities and work outcomes that will make you feel 
most fulfilled. ■

https://www.bls.gov/bls/blswage.htm
https://www.onetonline.org/
https://www.apa.org/education-career/guide/transferable-skills.pdf
https://www.apa.org/education-career/guide/transferable-skills.pdf
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ACADEMIA

Academia
A s a doctoral student immersed in an academic setting, you likely already 

have a general sense of faculty positions at doctoral institutions. How-
ever, there are many possible academic settings and roles beyond doctoral 
universities, and also many aspects to academic positions that are less vis-
ible. Below we discuss how the work environment, job expectations, and 
evaluation of faculty roles vary across doctoral universities, master’s col-
leges and universities, and baccalaureate (i.e., liberal arts undergraduate) or 
community colleges. These differences certainly do not imply that one set of 
responsibilities is harder or easier than another; faculty simply dedicate their 
time in different ways, and it is important to consider how these differences 
align with your preferences. 

Most faculty tend to have some flexibility in setting their work goals and 
areas of focus. In other words, they are their own “bosses,” and to some 
extent can decide what to work on, when to work on it, how much to take on. 
Of course, faculty are nevertheless evaluated, both for tenure and promo-
tion, and often even annually to ensure that they have met at least minimal 
thresholds for research, teaching, and service. This is particularly relevant for 
those who are not in a tenure-track or “ladder rank” position, as these eval-
uations often are used to determine whether faculty will be hired for a new 
three- or five-year contract. Many of these non-tenure track positions are 
for teaching professors, for research professors who are working on a con-
tract or grant, or even for administrative roles (e.g., associate director of a 
graduate program or clinic). Research professor positions are most similar to 
research Institute positions described below; teaching professor positions 
are most similar to positions in liberal arts colleges discussed below. 

The following section will offer an overview of faculty jobs across differ-
ent types of institutions. Note that there are substantial differences between 
every department and every university and college; this guide is meant to 
offer some general characteristics and broad estimates to help compare and 
contrast across different types of positions. Note also that in the U.S., each 
of these types of universities and colleges may be found at predominantly 
white institutions (PWIs) or at minority-serving institutions, including Histori-
cally Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), Tribal colleges, and Hispanic 
Serving Institutions (HSIs) that offer an opportunity to focus predominantly 
on specific underserved groups.
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ACADEMIA

years but less time after more experience. 
Service responsibilities often involve depart-
ment and university committee work that 
helps the department or university func-
tion well (e.g., Institutional Review Boards 
(IRBs), search committees, promotion and 
tenure committees), assisting and advising 
students (meeting with students interested 
in your research or discipline) or being a 
good departmental citizen (e.g., attending 
talks and presentations). You might spend 
anywhere from one to five hours a week on 
service activities, and if you obtain a lead-
ership position, this number can increase 
considerably. In general, advancement and 
performance evaluations are often based on 
a combination of your success in research 
(i.e., often measured by the number of pub-
lications, the quality of the outlets where 
those publications are accepted, and suc-
cessfully securing grant funding, together 
accounting for 40-60% of one’s job per-
formance evaluation), as well as teaching 
(as measured by teaching evaluations and 
a review of your course syllabi, and your 
graduate students’ success with research, 
together accounting for 10-30% of perfor-
mance evaluation), and service (accounting 
for 5-20% of performance evaluation).

Baccalaureate and Liberal Arts Colleges
Baccalaureate Colleges are institutions 
where the majority of students are under-
graduates. Liberal Arts Colleges include 
some Baccalaureate Colleges and focus on 
the undergraduate broad study in liberal arts 
and general sciences. At these institutions, 
revenue is usually generated through tui-
tion with comparatively little from research 
grants, though this differs significantly 
depending upon the academic reputation 

Doctoral Universities
Doctoral universities are institutions that 
award at least 20 research/scholarly doc-
torates. The level of research activity varies 
in these universities. At most doctoral uni-
versities, student tuition makes up a small 
percentage of revenue streams while 
grants, contracts, and research generate 
larger percentages. As such, faculty jobs 
have a commensurate emphasis on pro-
ducing research and publishing work in 
prestigious journals and other outlets, get-
ting grants, and engaging in activities that 
bring the university prestige and notoriety 
as a leading scientific institution. Suc-
ceeding in the research domain takes a 
substantial amount of time and involves 
several tasks that might not be immedi-
ately visible. Gaining appropriate research 
approvals and certifications, recruiting 
participants, managing lab budgets, super-
vising lab teams, troubleshooting ongoing 
issues with data collection and analysis, 
revising papers or grant applications, com-
municating, translating research for media 
and the public, and several other related 
tasks can be very time consuming, yet 
may not be visible on one’s CV as tangi-
ble accomplishments that count toward 
promotion and tenure. Many faculty at a 
doctoral-granting institution might spend 
between 50-95% of their time managing 
research-related tasks, including the time 
spent in writing and reviewing manuscripts. 

Although the emphasis is on conduct-
ing and producing research, faculty at 
doctoral-granting institutions also have 
teaching and service responsibilities. New 
faculty members might find that that it takes 
significant time to develop course materi-
als and lesson plans in the first couple of 

APA Editor’s Choice

Learn which papers editor’s pick as 
the best psychological science 

NEWSLETTER

SUBSCRIBE

https://www.apa.org/news/editors-choice
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of the institution. The job priorities for fac-
ulty at baccalaureate colleges thus tend to 
emphasize teaching undergraduate stu-
dents, with less emphasis on developing a 
large independent research program. As 
opposed to teaching two to four courses 
a year at doctoral granting institutions, for 
instance, faculty at most liberal arts col-
leges may teach two to four courses each 
semester (this guide references semesters 
but some institutions operate on trimes-
ter or quarter systems), which may amount 
to four to eight courses a year. Psychology 
departments are relatively small, so there is 
a great opportunity to represent an entire 
subdomain of the discipline (i.e., there is typ-
ically only one cognitive psychologist, one 
developmental psychologist, and so forth) 
and little competition for courses you may 
wish to teach. Faculty also dedicate sig-
nificant time to university service activities 
such as attending faculty meetings, fac-
ulty governance committee work managing 
administrative tasks, advising students, and 
other related responsibilities.

Because there are few graduate stu-
dents in liberal arts colleges, there are 
fewer teaching assistants assigned to 
courses. Faculty, sometimes with the help 
of advanced undergraduate teaching assis-
tants, are therefore responsible for all 
aspects of course design, instruction, grad-
ing, and other related tasks. Often, faculty 
also have the responsibility to help stu-
dents develop thesis and capstone projects 
and to meet with students during office 
hours for advising matters. Demonstrating 
innovative teaching methods and peda-
gogical approaches is highly valued; tenure 
portfolios may include observations of your 
teaching, and review committees often 

request input from undergraduate students. 
Faculty are expected to be aware of the 
latest advances in pedagogical research 
and to employ innovative teaching tech-
niques that optimize student learning and 
student success.

Faculty at liberal arts colleges are 
expected to engage in research. However, 
the expectations for research productivity 
vary significantly. Publication counts, types 
of publications, and grant applications may 
be less emphasized within liberal arts col-
leges as compared to doctoral-granting 
institutions. Faculty may conduct research 
with undergraduate students who are com-
pleting a senior thesis, and opportunities 
to present research at a national confer-
ence, for some, may be sufficient indicators 
of research progress. Faculty also may 
conduct research that is specific to under-
graduate populations and activities. For 
instance, the National Science Foundation 
has a Division of Undergraduate Education 
and provides funding aimed at strength-
ening and diversifying STEM education 
(including psychology) at two- and four- 
year colleges.

Community (Junior) Colleges
Another option for those who want to focus 
on teaching and mentoring students, espe-
cially underserved students, is to teach at 
a community college. Community colleges 
(called junior colleges in some states) focus 
on associate degrees, certificates that pre-
pare students for immediate employment, 
and transfer programs. Many students from 
minoritized backgrounds begin their edu-
cational careers at a community college. 
Teaching at a community college usually 
means reaching five classes per semes-

Master’s Colleges and Universities
Master’s colleges and universities are 
institutions that award at least 50 mas-
ter’s degrees and fewer than 20 doctoral 
degrees. We present information on 
master’s colleges last because in many 
ways, these positions offer a mix of many 
of the features listed above. Faculty at 
master’s colleges and universities are 
expected to contribute to both research 
and teaching, but with an understand-
ing that contributions are more balanced 
between these two activities than at 
doctoral-granting or liberal arts/commu-
nity colleges. In other words, there is less 
of a research emphasis than at doctoral 
institutions (i.e., fewer publications or 
grants expected) and less emphasis on 
teaching (i.e., fewer courses per semes-
ter) than at baccalaureate colleges, but 
faculty are expected to succeed in both 
activities, as well as departmental and 
university service.

ter, but class enrollments are much smaller 
than at larger institutions. Community 
colleges offer courses in many delivery for-
mats including traditional schedules, online 
(synchronous and asynchronous), week-
ends, Sunday mornings, four-week and 
many other design iterations. Some have 
satellite campuses so you may teach at a 
variety of sites in the county. The goal is 
to serve the students in the community, so 
course schedules reflect the need to be 
available. Community colleges offer flexibil-
ity and may offer a better life-work balance. 
Faculty are expected to advise students 
and serve on committees but there are 
usually no requirements for publication. 
Research is welcome but there are no labs 
and no assistants and usually there is no 
release time for such endeavors. Many 
community colleges, however, create pro-
grams to involve students in research and 
presentations. However, the primary job 
focus is teaching and mentoring.
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ACADEMIA

Academic Centers and Research Institutes
Although many may think of psychol-
ogy departments, often located within a 
college of arts and sciences, or the col-
lege of education as a natural home for 
psychological scientists in the academic 
sector, many psychological scientists work 
throughout different university schools 
and departments. For instance, there are 
many psychological scientists who work 
within academic centers that could be 
research institutes not fully housed within 
a department, affiliated with other parts of 
the university (e.g., medical school (psy-
chiatry), school of public health, business, 
education, or social work), or free-standing 
centers not connected to a university at 
all. Roles in these settings may empha-
size research heavily. Depending on the 
position, there may be opportunities to 
teach graduate students (e.g., students in 
an education or public health program, or 
medical residents). Within a medical school 
setting, licensed health service psycholo-
gists may also be expected to provide care 
to patients.

While faculty in departments of psychol-
ogy tend to write for journal publications, 
researchers in academic medical centers 
and research centers tend to spend more 
time writing grants to support their salary 
and research team. Additionally, writing 
tends to be more interdisciplinary and col-
laborative in these roles as there is often a 
team working on a grant insteadof one fac-
ulty member in the psychology department 
focused on a topic.

Jobs in academic medical centers and 
research centers might be funded through 
“hard” (i.e., permanent or semi-permanent 
institutional funds) versus “soft” revenue 

funding streams. Soft funding can often 
include self-generated funding through 
grants, patient care, or other fundraising 
efforts. Many faculty members at academic 
medical centers and research institutes 
may have a portion of hard and soft money 
sources in their salary. For example, if a 
position is funded 75% in hard money, you 
are expected to raise 25% of your own 
salary through soft money. Sometimes, 
positions are exclusively supported by one 
of the two types of funding.

Grant writing is competitive, and suc-
cess may vary based on the federal/state 
government budget and/or on the avail-
ability of funding from foundations and 
other private sources. As the national 
economy fluctuates, the availability of 
grant funds also may change. If you do 
not have grant funding during harsh eco-
nomic times, your job description might 
change. You might be expected to take 
on more patient care, teaching roles, or 
other kinds of service responsibilities if 
you are unable to maintain grant funding 
and the department is unable to offer tem-
porary funding until your next successful 
grant application.

While there can be opportunities to 
earn tenure in academic medical cen-
ters and research centers, it is different 
from earning tenure as a faculty member 
in an academic department as job sta-
bility still requires you to raise enough 
money to support your position. Positions 
in academic medical centers and research 
centers tend to be more popular when 
the economy is strong and can quickly 
become more challenging if the econ-
omy shifts and grant opportunities become 
limited. ■

Science  
T R A I N I N G  S E S S I O N S

Cutting-Edge  
Psychological Research

WATCH NOW

https://pages.apa.org/science-trainings/?_ga=2.163124916.949246137.1683740188-1391159131.1683740185
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ACADEMIA

Characteristics of Common Jobs for Psychological Scientists

Setting Typical Job Responsibilities Salary & Resources Writing Expectations Work Environment Advancement & Performance 
Evaluation

Do
ct

or
al

 U
ni

ve
rs

iti
es

•	 Conduct research

•	 Publish/present findings 

•	 Train students to do the same

•	 Secure research grants

•	 Teach one to two classes per 
semester (this guide references 
semesters but some institutions 
operate on trimester or quarter 
systems)

•	 Teaching load may include both 
undergraduate and graduate level 
courses

•	 Supervise undergraduate and/
or graduate teaching/research 
assistant(s)

•	 Engage in university service 
responsibilities (i.e., committee 
work, administrative duties, 
participation in campus events, 
etc.)

•	 Salaries vary by rank, institutional 
type (private/public), and location 
 
Average salary range for a nine-
month contract for new Assistant 
Professor in 2017-2018 ranged 
from $42,317 to $99,075 (Median: 
$63,375). This median is equivalent 
to a 9-month salary of $81,510 
(Bureau of Labor Statistics) in 2024 
(For updated information, see 
the Bureau of Labor or the O*NET 
Online)

•	 A wide range of research lab 
start-up funds ($10K–$350K) and 
infrastructure is typically available

•	 Teaching buyouts and professional 
travel are possible from grant 
funds or start-up costs at some 
institutions 

•	 Summer teaching or grant-funded 
research activity may yield summer 
salary support

•	 At least two to four publications per 
year. Publication quality/impact is 
important

•	 Research grants; apply for and 
successfully be awarded at least 
one grant (timeline will vary by 
institution)

•	 Work setting is typically on campus, 
with some flexibility on how often 
one is in person

•	 A nine-month position typically 
requires less work (i.e., teaching) 
during the summer, although many 
faculty remain active with research 
during summer months

•	 Flexibility to pursue one’s own 
research interests

•	 Deep research expertise is valued 
and expected

•	 Multidisciplinary and cross-field 
research collaboration can be 
challenging

•	 Tenure decisions typically include 
evidence of impact of research 
innovation and accomplishments, 
separate from mentor and/or senior 
author, and emerging research 
leadership

•	 Colleagues external to the 
institution and familiar with the 
candidate’s work are asked to write 
letters of support during the tenure 
review process

•	 Institutional service and teaching 
are also considered for tenure, but 
not to the same degree as research 
accomplishments

https://www.bls.gov/bls/blswage.htm
https://www.onetonline.org/
https://www.onetonline.org/
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ACADEMIA

Setting Typical Job Responsibilities Salary & Resources Writing Expectations Work Environment Advancement & Performance 
Evaluation

Ba
cc

al
au

re
at

e 
an

d 
Li

be
ra

l A
rts

 
Co

lle
ge

s 

•	 Teach three to five undergraduate 
level classes per semester

•	 Maintain regular office hours to 
support students

•	 Conduct research involving 
undergraduate students and 
publish findings, with expectation 
differing across institutions 

•	 Engage in campus service 
responsibilities (i.e., committee 
work, advising, administrative 
duties, participate in campus 
events, etc.)

•	 Nine-month salaries have 
traditionally been approximately 
5-15% lower than for comparable 
rank at doctoral institutions

•	 Limited start-up funds are available

•	 Teaching buyouts, summer salary, 
and professional travel are possible 
from grant funds but limited

•	 Co-authorship on publications 
and posters; few first-authored 
publications are expected, although 
this varies greatly across different 
colleges and universities

•	 Typically, a nine-month position 
requires less work during the 
summer

•	 Some flexibility to pursue one’s own 
research interests but time spent 
teaching might be a constraint

•	 Broad research expertise across an 
entire sub-discipline of psychology 
is valued

•	 Multidisciplinary and cross-field 
research collaboration can be 
challenging

•	 Tenure decisions often include 
demonstrated high-quality 
teaching, pedagogical innovation, 
and university service

•	 Undergraduate students are often 
involved in the tenure decision-
making process, typically through 
letters of recommendation 
reviewed by faculty and 
administrators making the 
recommendations

•	 If appropriate, colleagues external 
to the institution and familiar with 
the candidate’s work are asked to 
write letters of support during the 
tenure review process

M
as

te
r’s

 C
ol

le
ge

s a
nd

 U
ni

ve
rs

iti
es

•	 Conduct research involving 
undergraduate and master’s 
students, and publish findings

•	 Teach two to four classes per 
semester

•	 Engage in university service 
responsibilities (i.e., committee 
work, advising, administrative 
duties, participate in campus 
events, etc.).

•	 Nine-month salaries have 
traditionally been approximately 
0-10% lower than for comparable 
rank at doctoral institutions

•	 Research lab start-up funds and 
infrastructure is typically available

•	 Teaching buyouts, summer salary, 
and professional travel are possible 
from grant funds

•	 Co-authorship on publications 
and posters; fewer first-authored 
publications are expected than at 
doctoral institutions

•	 Undergraduate and master’s 
students are expected to co-author 
publications

•	 Potential to write research grants

•	 Work setting is typically in-person, 
with some flexibility on how often 
one is on campus that varies from 
institution to institution

•	 A nine-month position requires less 
work during the summer

•	 Flexibility to pursue one’s own 
research interests

•	 Deep research expertise is valued

•	 Tenure decisions are often 
based upon teaching evaluations 
and research innovations/
accomplishments

•	 Institutions vary in publication 
expectations

•	 Undergraduate students are often 
involved in the tenure decision-
making process, typically through 
letters of recommendation 
reviewed by faculty and 
administrators making the 
recommendations

•	 If appropriate, colleagues external 
to the institution and familiar with 
the candidate’s work are asked to 
write letters of support during the 
tenure review process
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ACADEMIA

Setting Typical Job Responsibilities Salary & Resources Writing Expectations Work Environment Advancement & Performance 
Evaluation

Co
m

m
un

ity
 C

ol
le

ge
s (

Ju
ni

or
 

Co
lle

ge
s)

•	 Teach five classes per semester

•	 Engage in campus service 
responsibilities (i.e., committee 
work, advising, administrative 
duties, participate in campus 
events, etc.)

•	 CC salaries vary greatly depending 
on funding source and geography

•	 Many institutions consider adjunct 
teaching to determine rank and 
level

•	 Salary caps are generally lower 
than doctoral-level institutions

•	 Research is welcome but there 
are no labs or assistants and 
typically there is no time release for 
research activities

•	 Most institutions do not require 
publication or grant applications

•	 Faculty are welcome to engage 
in writing activities, but activities 
focused on teaching will carry more 
weight in evaluations

•	 Most contracts are nine months 
although summer teaching is 
available, often at adjunct pay scale

•	 Requirements for being on campus 
vary based on teaching and 
committee work

•	 Course delivery can include 
several formats such as traditional 
schedules, online (synchronous and 
asynchronous), weekends, Sunday 
mornings, four-week and many 
other design iterations

•	 Office hours are required but some 
institutions allow those to be virtual

•	 Some institutions still have tenure 
with traditional ranks although 
many just offer multi-year contracts

•	 Observation by Dean or Chair is 
common for evaluation

•	 Criteria vary widely but teaching 
(including student evaluations) 
is the primary focus along with 
departmental or college service

•	 Some professional development 
(related to teaching) may be a 
factor

Ac
ad

em
ic 

Ce
nt

er
; R

es
ea

rc
h 

In
st

itu
te

s

•	 Conduct research

•	 Secure funding to support own 
salary, staff salaries, research 
expenses, program costs, and all 
related infrastructure needs

•	 Oversee administrative tasks 
related to leading projects, budget 
management, and infrastructure

•	 Collaborate with community 
partners, research stakeholders, 
etc. 

•	 See patients in clinical practice, if 
applicable

•	 Often paid as a 12-month salary 
at rates comparable to 12-month 
equivalent salaries at doctoral 
institutions

•	 Emphasis on research grants and 
contract applications to ensure 
ongoing funding for you and your 
staff

•	 Write scholarly publications and 
presentations

•	 Work setting is typically in-person, 
with flexibility on how often one 
is on campus that varies from 
institution to institution

•	 Some flexibility to structure time 
and work based on personal task 
prioritization

•	 Flexibility to engage in action and 
dissemination at a stakeholder level 

•	 Ability to generalize research skills 
across fields, topics, and areas of 
inquiry is valued

•	 Soft money portion of employment 
may be dependent upon ongoing 
self-funding
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BUSINESS & INDUSTRY 

Business & Industry 
Business and industry perhaps present psychological scientists with the 

broadest array of employment opportunities. While in graduate school, 
we may tend to spend most of our time around academic colleagues, and it 
may begin to seem as if everyone works in academia. However, only about 
4 million people in the U.S. work in higher education, and that includes all 
faculty, staff, and administration of any type (National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2022). In contrast, well over 130 million people in the U.S. work 
in private sector jobs (U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2024) that may focus 
on a wide range of topics related to human behavior, such as technology 
and AI use, climate change, social justice, pharmaceuticals, law, marketing, 
human relations, and so on. Business and industry can roughly be broken 
into the categories of large businesses, small businesses, and professional 
service firms.
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BUSINESS & INDUSTRY 

Large Businesses
Large businesses may be national or 
international and are often organized as 
corporations. A corporation is a for-profit 
legal entity that is distinct from its owners. 
Many large corporations have sharehold-
ers and are publicly traded on the stock 
market, meaning that the corporation ulti-
mately owes a duty to the shareholders to 
act, at least in part, in their best interests. 
Internally, corporations can be organized in 
different ways. However, they sometimes 
involve a hierarchical management struc-
ture with a board of directors, a CEO, and 
layers of managers and employees who all 
ultimately report to the CEO.

Large businesses frequently need 
employees who possess the skill set of a 
psychological scientist. However, it may be 
unusual for a large business to specifically 
advertise a position for a “psychologist” 
or to have a “psychology unit.” Instead, 
large businesses may be more likely to 
have a group of employees referred to as 
a “behavioral science unit,” or a “people/
statistical analytics unit.” Those groups or 
units may employ scientists from a mix of 
various social science backgrounds, includ-
ing psychology. However, these positions 
may be more likely to be in units including 
the words “research,” “science,” “data,” or 
“analyst,” without specifying psychology. In 
a large business setting, psychological sci-
entists may be asked to use their skills in 
numerous ways. While the positions may 
draw upon a foundation of psychologi-
cal science, the day-to-day activities may 
involve more team interaction than the 
solitary research or writing that is some-
times associated with scientific careers 
in academia.

In business, psychological scientists typ-
ically work within broader teams that may 
not include any other psychologists, but 
rather with people across many parts of the 
organization and with a variety of areas of 
expertise. Your scientific knowledge will be 
one part of many skill sets needed to com-
plete a task or reach a team-based goal. 
Such work places a premium on the abil-
ity to work well with others, communicate 
with clarity and without discipline-specific 
jargon, and keep efforts moving forward 
toward a common, shared goal. Your writ-
ing expectations will be very different from 
those in an academic setting. You might 
write internally focused and/or externally 
focused reports and memos, or exter-
nal communications such as consensus 
papers, reports, policy briefs, and op-eds 
for broad audiences.

These positions often involve being eval-
uated against performance goals that are 
tied to concrete, real-world outcomes, 
including business profitability. Such 
positions may present opportunities for 
promotion and advancement in the organi-
zation. Unlike academic positions, the pay 
for positions in large businesses can vary 
widely, and there is the potential, over time, 
to reach high levels of compensation.

Small Businesses
The vast majority of businesses in the U.S. 
are considered small businesses. The pre-
cise definition of a “small business” can 
vary depending on the purpose for which 
it is being defined. Generally speaking, 
small businesses are for-profit organiza-
tions that are independently owned and 
operated, and that have fewer than 2,500 
employees (though by some definitions the 

another example, some small businesses 
employ psychological scientists to lead 
human resource departments. The path-
way to employment in those two positions 
would likely be very different and, overall, 
the pathway to employment in small busi-
ness is often a very individualized journey.

Professional Service Firms 
Professional service firms are for-profit 
organizations that provide services to cli-
ents, usually through formal contracts. 
Examples would include accounting firms, 
recruitment firms, law firms, public rela-
tions firms, marketing firms, communication 
firms, and research or management con-
sulting firms. Professional service firms are 
often organized as partnerships or limited 
liability companies, as opposed to cor-
porations. This means that the firms are 
privately owned, not traded on the stock 
market, and often are managed by the 
owners rather than by an external board of 
directors or by a CEO. One result of this is 
that the workplace culture within a profes-

number of employees may be far less than 
2,500, such as fewer than 250 employ-
ees or even fewer than 50 employees). 
Small businesses may be owned by indi-
viduals, families, groups of investors, or the 
employees themselves.

Small businesses sometimes follow a 
corporate structure similar to large corpo-
rations. However, some small businesses 
operate with a much less formal culture 
and maintain more of a “flat” organiza-
tion with less hierarchy of management. 
Many people enjoy employment in small 
businesses because small businesses can 
have unique and supportive cultures where 
employees feel a common bond through 
their work toward a shared goal.

Because there are so many small busi-
nesses in the U.S. and because their work 
is so varied, there is no single, or even 
typical path, to employment in a small busi-
ness. For example, some small software 
and technology companies employ psy-
chological scientists to assist with user 
experience research and development. As /G

ET
TY

 IM
AG

ES



15 Explore the Wide Range of Psychological Science Careers

BUSINESS & INDUSTRY 

sional service firm can be quite different 
than the workplace culture in a corporation. 
For example, some professional service 
firms have a “flatter” organizational struc-
ture in which there are a large number of 
professional peers, less direct supervision, 
and less hierarchy of management.

In the setting of a professional ser-
vice firm, psychologists are employed to 
provide services to external clients or to 
provide support to the organization itself. 
In the latter, a psychologist might, for 
example, lead a EDI department or an HR 
department within the firm, with a focus 
on the employees of the firm itself. In the 
former situation, a psychologist might, 
for example, serve as a consultant to out-
side clients on specific projects that the 
client has retained the firm to complete. For 
example, psychologists who are employed 
as jury consultants, leadership consultants, 
or performance consultants will typically 
work for multiple clients who retain the 
firm’s services. In some instances, such 
consultants travel frequently to client sites 
all across the country or even across the 
globe, enjoy a fast-paced and highly com-
petitive work environment, and have 
autonomy over, and variety in, their duties.

Work intensity can vary depending upon 
the needs and demands of clients at a 
particular point in time and client funding 
cycles. Prioritizing and managing the needs 
of clients to both deliver high-quality work 
products/deliverables and stay within a 
contracted budget is paramount. Regular 
development and evaluation of perfor-
mance goals is usually required, and the 
ability to generalize research skills across 
fields, topics, and areas of inquiry tends 
to be valued. Performance reviews occur 

regularly, usually at least once a year, and 
tend to evaluate concrete deliverables 
and goals achievement, including collab-
oration goals and contributions toward 
profitability. The ability to develop new 
business opportunities and engage new 
clients is also often a highly valued skill in 
this environment.

Although you might be able to write 
scholarly publications and presentations, 
depending on the industry, these may be 
more limited and will contribute less to 
your performance evaluations. However, it 
can be relatively common to write shorter 
pieces for publication in outlets that are 
likely to be read by clients and potential 
clients. The goal of such articles is often 
to establish yourself and your firm as a 
thought leader and to build a reputation 
that will attract future clients.

Professional service firms can vary in size 
from sole proprietorships to global consult-
ing firms. Some psychologists gain their 
initial experience working at a large pro-
fessional service firm and, later, after they 
have gained skills and deep professional 
relationships, will create their own business 
to provide consulting or other services. 

Salaries in professional service firms 
can vary widely. Roughly speaking, most 
doctorate-level employees in a profes-
sional service firm may have incomes that 
would be considered “upper middle class.” 
However, depending on the value of the 
services provided to clients and whether 
you move into firm management, there are 
fewer limits on compensation, and some 
working in these settings earn salaries in 
the “1 percent,” meaning their compensa-
tion is in the 99th percentile of the U.S. 
population. ■

Stay on top of cutting-edge resources 
that will help you with your research

NEWSLETTER

SUBSCRIBE

Science Spotlight

https://www.apa.org/news/science-spotlight
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Setting Typical Job Responsibilities Salary & Resources Writing Expectations Work Environment Advancement & Performance 
Evaluation

Bu
sin

es
s a

nd
 In

du
st

ry

•	 Develop, direct, and manage 
projects

•	 Engage in business development 
activities

•	 Prepare and present business 
plans to internal and external 
stakeholders

•	 Foster and sustain collaborative 
partnerships with clients

•	 Advance clients’ business interests

•	 Conduct research to inform the 
development and/or evaluation 
of projects, programs, policy, 
organizational decisions, etc. 

•	 Apply existing research from 
the literature to inform the 
development and/or evaluation 
of projects, programs, policy, 
organizational decisions, etc. 

•	 Provide practical, actionable advice 
directly to clients in a way that 
significance does not get lost in 
jargon and technical details

•	 Salary varies widely but tends to be 
higher than in academia

•	 Compensation package can include 
salary and an annual bonus

•	 Internally focused reports and 
memos

•	 Externally focused reports, business 
plans, and business cases for key 
stakeholders

•	 External communications such 
as op-eds, consensus papers, 
reports, and policy briefs for broad 
audiences

•	 Depending upon the organization, 
write and produce scholarly 
publications and presentations on 
an occasional basis

•	 Depending upon the organization, 
work setting might be in-person, 
hybrid, or remote

•	 Organizational structure varies; 
some might involve a hierarchical 
management structure while 
others (often small businesses and 
professional service firms) might 
operate within a flatter structure 

•	 Day-to-day activities tend to involve 
more team interaction than solitary 
research or writing

•	 Work often occurs in broader teams 
that span different aspects of 
the organization with a variety of 
expertise 

•	 The organization typically defines 
priorities and research agendas 
so there can be less flexibility to 
pursue own research interests

•	 The ability to generalize research 
skills across fields, topics, and 
areas of inquiry is valued

•	 Work intensity varies widely by 
client, funding cycle, and schedule 
of deliverables

•	 The application of results can 
happen quickly

•	 Might not involve conducting 
research but applying research-
related skills

•	 Economy, market-based factors, 
creativity, and innovation can 
determine career trajectory

•	 Regular development and 
evaluation of performance goals is 
required

•	 Performance of group outputs 
can be as equally important as 
individual output

•	 Participation in regular performance 
reviews is required

•	 Large Businesses: Pay for positions 
can vary widely but there is 
potential, over time, to reach high 
levels of compensation

Characteristics of Common Jobs for Psychological Scientists
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NONPROFIT ORGANIZATIONS

Nonprofit Organizations
Nonprofit organizations present another setting where psychologists can 

be employed. A nonprofit is a legal entity that is operated for a charita-
ble or socially beneficial purpose. Nonprofits vary widely in their size and 
specific focus. Their work cultures and productivity requirements also vary, 
though they often have a hierarchical organizational structure, similar to cor-
porations, with a board of directors and a CEO.

Nonprofit organizations’ general focus on social challenges can make 
them an ideal home for psychological scientists. For example, nonprofits 
often administer or fund programs intended to produce some social good. 
Psychologists can be helpful in designing such programs, implementing the 
programs, and conducting research to empirically evaluate whether the pro-
grams are achieving their intended purpose. Many nonprofits rely heavily on 
the efforts of volunteers. Accordingly, psychologists working in a nonprofit 
may find themselves frequently interacting with, coordinating, and potentially 
even recruiting volunteers who help carry out the organizations’ mission.

Like large and small businesses, nonprofits may not place job ads specif-
ically seeking a psychologist. Instead, job ads are more likely to refer more 
generically to “behavioral science,” “social science,” or similar terms and 
job titles like “Science Officer” and “Program Officer/Manager.” Further, it 
is important to look at the skills being sought and how they align with your 
strengths and training, regardless of the specific job title.

Many people find meaning and fulfillment in working for a nonprofit orga-
nization with a mission that aligns with their personal values. Salaries in the 
nonprofit sector vary, but on average they tend to be substantially lower than 
salaries in business and industry, and slightly higher than, or in line with, sal-
aries in academia. All nonprofits have to publicly report (Form 990) salaries 
of the highest paid individuals in the organization, which provides an acces-
sible way to research the range for management and consider what salaries 
might be for advertised roles and potential for career trajectories. ■
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NONPROFIT ORGANIZATIONS

Setting Typical Job Responsibilities Salary & Resources Writing Expectations Work Environment Advancement & Performance 
Evaluation

No
n-

Pr
ofi

ts

•	 Develop, direct and manage 
projects

•	 Foster and sustain collaborative 
partnerships

•	 Advance stakeholders’ interests

•	 Conduct research to inform the 
development and/or evaluation 
of projects, programs, policy, 
organizational decisions, etc.

•	 Apply existing research from 
the literature to inform the 
development and/or evaluation 
of projects, programs, policy, 
organizational decisions, etc.

•	 Salary varies widely but tends to be 
lower than in business and industry. 
Salaries are higher or at the same 
level as in academia

•	 Internally focused reports and 
memos 

•	 Externally focused reports for key 
stakeholders

•	 External communications such 
as op-eds, consensus papers, 
reports, and policy briefs for broad 
audiences

•	 Potential to write and produce 
scholarly publications and 
presentations

•	 Depending upon the organization, 
work setting might be in-person, 
hybrid, or remote

•	 Shared organizational and team 
goals lend opportunities for 
collaboration with colleagues

•	 The organization typically defines 
priorities and research agendas 
so there can be less flexibility to 
pursue own research interests

•	 The ability to generalize research-
related skills across fields, topics, 
and areas of inquiry is valued

•	 Work intensity can vary widely by 
schedule of deliverables

•	 Might not involve conducting 
research but applying research-
related skills

•	 Regular development and 
evaluation of performance goals is 
required

•	 The performance of group outputs 
can be as equally important as 
individual output

•	 Participation in regular performance 
reviews is required

Characteristics of Common Jobs for Psychological Scientists
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GOVERNMENT 

Government 
The federal, state, and local (e.g., county) government are major employ-

ers. Indeed, the federal government is the largest employer in the United 
States, with nearly 3 million people in its workforce. The government is also 
a large employer of psychologists.

Positions in government share some characteristics with the business 
and non-profit sectors. Of all the sectors described, government jobs may 
present the most hierarchical and structured work culture. For example, gov-
ernment positions often have clear levels of supervisory reporting lines, 
highly structured salary bands, and clear policies relating to employee 
schedules and benefits. Some government positions also require secu-
rity clearances and adherence to strict policies regarding the sharing 
of information.

Roles in government can include conducting research or reviewing the lit-
erature to inform the development and/or evaluation of projects, programs, 
policy, or organizational decisions; reviewing funding opportunities; and 
working with external stakeholders (e.g., non-profit organizations, community 
groups) to advance knowledge and apply research to policies and programs. 
Public service provides the opportunity for psychological scientists to shape 
and translate research and focus science policy and funding to fill gaps in 
knowledge with the goal of improving the health and well-being of commu-
nities and society. Some government agencies offer visiting positions, which 
can help folks explore their potential interests before committing to this 
career path.

Some government positions are more influenced by changes in political 
administrations than others. In some positions, work priorities may change 
significantly as the result of a new leader taking office, for example. Certain 
other positions are more insulated from that political influence. Across most 
government positions, however, it is important to have an awareness of the 
major political and policy issues that may influence the context in which work 
is performed. For many people, a government position provides the oppor-
tunity to do high-quality work that has important, real-world impact while 
simultaneously having a well-structured work environment and, often, an 
excellent benefits package/pension. For some more information on how one 
might get a government position, see this example. ■
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GOVERNMENT 

Setting Typical Job Responsibilities Salary & Resources Writing Expectations Work Environment Advancement & Performance 
Evaluation

Go
ve

rn
m

en
t

•	 Conduct research to inform the 
development and/or evaluation 
of projects, programs, policy, 
organizational decisions, etc. 

•	 Foster and sustain collaborative 
partnerships with constituencies

•	 Salary varies widely and is 
dependent upon the organization/
department

•	 Generous benefits package

•	 Funds for professional development 
and travel can be limited

•	 Internally focused reports and 
memos

•	 Externally focused reports for key 
stakeholders

•	 External communications such 
as reports, consensus papers, 
presentations, and policy briefs

•	 Depending upon the organization 
and/or security requirements, work 
setting might be in-person, hybrid, 
or remote

•	 Tend to have hierarchical and 
structured work cultures with clear 
levels of supervisory reporting lines

•	 Shared organizational and team 
goals lend opportunities for 
collaboration with colleagues 

•	 The organization typically defines 
research agendas so there can 
be less flexibility to pursue own 
research interests

•	 A structured work environment 
might lend less work on nights and 
weekends

•	 Work intensity varies widely by 
client, funding cycle, and schedule 
of deliverables

•	 Might not involve conducting 
research but applying research-
related skills

•	 Ability to generalize research skills 
across fields, topics, and areas of 
inquiry is valued

•	 Regular development and 
evaluation of performance goals is 
required

•	 Participation in regular performance 
reviews is required

•	 Tend to operate within highly 
structured salary bands and clear 
policies related to employee 
benefits packages/pension

•	 Some positions may be 
influenced by changes in political 
administration

Characteristics of Common Jobs for Psychological Scientists
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CONCLUSION

Conclusion
There are many positions available for doctorates in psychological sci-

ence. All of these positions offer an opportunity to use the knowledge 
and skills obtained during graduate training to make a substantial and mean-
ingful impact. Although many graduate students report feeling pressured to 
join academia to create new knowledge and share among other scientists, 
there are many other settings wherein psychological scientists can develop 
new knowledge about human behavior and/or translate, apply, or dissemi-
nate scientific knowledge. More scientists are needed in each of these roles, 
and all of these career options are outstanding uses of a doctoral degree in 
psychology. Psychological science suggests that finding a role in which we 
feel we have a purpose, a supportive environment, an opportunity we feel 
our skills are especially suited for, and an opportunity to make an impact in a 
way that fits our own values is most likely to lead to happiness and fulfillment 
in our professional lives. ■
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1.	 What interests you most? What are you doing when you lose track of time?

2.	 What energizes you and gives you joy?

3.	 What do you see as your greatest strengths? Biggest learning and growth opportunities?

4.	 What are you doing when you feel most confident? Least confident?

5.	 What do you value most? How would the careers you are considering align with 
those values?

6.	 What are your greatest needs (e.g., social connection, power, flexibility, influence, achieve-
ment, recognition, purpose, balance, making a difference)? How would you best fulfill those 
needs in a career?

7.	 What kind of work would give you a sense of purpose and be personally and 
socially fulfilling?

8.	 What do you find intrinsically motivating and what are some extrinsically motivating factors 
for you?

9.	 What goals and rewards do you seek in a career (e.g., personal achievements and/or 
collaborative wins)?

10.	What kind of impact do you want to have in your career?

11.	What environments bring out your best?

12.	Do you gravitate toward environments supporting autonomy or a more structured work 
environment? How will know that you found the environment you are looking for? 

13.	What kind, and how much interaction with others are you seeking in your career? Do you 
prefer to work autonomously or in groups and teams? Do you prefer one-on-one interaction 
or teamwork? 

14.	What do you need in a workplace to feel welcomed, supported, and growth-oriented?

15.	What do you need to achieve work-life balance?

16.	What excites you the most and worries you as you consider making a career decision?

17.	How do you make important life decisions? What helps and what gets in the way?

18.	What role do relationships play in your career decision-making process? What role would 
you like them to play?

19.	What is standing in the way of deciding on a career path? What barriers do you anticipate 
encountering and how will you handle them?

20.	Which career paths have you ruled out or overlooked and why? What assumptions do you 
hold about your ability to be successful and satisfied in these careers? What evidence sup-
ports those assumptions?

Self-Assessment for a Satisfying Career Path
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