
what to do with a phd in economics

what to do with a phd in economics is a question that opens the door to a vast array of intellectually

stimulating and impactful career opportunities across diverse sectors. Earning a Doctor of Philosophy

in Economics signifies mastery of advanced economic theory, sophisticated econometric methods, and

rigorous analytical skills, preparing graduates for roles far beyond traditional academia. This

comprehensive guide explores the multifaceted career landscape available to economics PhD holders,

detailing potential paths in universities, government agencies, international organizations, and the

booming private sector. From shaping public policy and leading cutting-edge research to driving

financial strategies and innovating with data, an economics PhD equips individuals with a unique toolkit

to address complex global challenges. Understanding these varied opportunities and the skills they

demand is crucial for prospective and current doctoral candidates seeking to leverage their specialized

expertise effectively.
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The Core Skills of an Economics PhD

An economics PhD program is meticulously designed to cultivate a profound understanding of

economic principles and equip students with a robust analytical toolkit. The rigorous curriculum goes

far beyond basic economic concepts, delving into advanced microeconomics, macroeconomics, and

econometrics. Graduates emerge with a unique blend of theoretical knowledge, quantitative

proficiency, and critical thinking abilities, making them highly sought after in numerous professional

arenas. These core competencies are foundational to virtually any career path an economics PhD

might pursue.

Analytical and Quantitative Prowess

At the heart of an economics PhD lies the development of unparalleled analytical and quantitative

skills. Doctoral candidates spend years mastering complex statistical modeling, econometric

techniques, and data analysis software. They learn to design empirical studies, test hypotheses, and

interpret large datasets to uncover insights into economic phenomena. This proficiency in quantitative

methods allows them to evaluate economic policies, forecast market trends, and identify causal

relationships in intricate systems. The ability to translate raw data into actionable intelligence is a

cornerstone skill, highly valued across all sectors. Professionals with this background can construct

sophisticated models to predict economic outcomes or evaluate the efficacy of interventions, making

them indispensable in data-driven environments.

Research and Methodological Expertise

The essence of a PhD lies in the ability to conduct independent, original research. Economics PhDs

are trained to identify significant research questions, review existing literature critically, develop

innovative theoretical frameworks, and apply appropriate methodologies to answer their questions. This

includes everything from constructing mathematical models to designing experiments or conducting

advanced statistical analyses. They are adept at formulating hypotheses, gathering relevant data, and

presenting their findings in a clear, concise, and defensible manner. This deep methodological



expertise prepares them not only for academic research roles but also for leadership positions in

organizations that rely on evidence-based decision-making and continuous innovation.

Communication and Presentation Abilities

While often perceived as a highly technical field, the ability to effectively communicate complex

economic ideas to diverse audiences is a critical skill for an economics PhD. Throughout their doctoral

studies, students are required to present their research findings in seminars, conferences, and written

dissertations. This hones their capacity to articulate intricate concepts, justify methodologies, and

defend their conclusions persuasively. Whether explaining sophisticated econometric models to

policymakers, advising business executives on market trends, or teaching undergraduate students,

strong verbal and written communication skills are paramount. The capacity to distill complex

information into understandable insights makes economics PhDs effective advisors, educators, and

leaders.

Academic Career Paths for Economics PhDs

For many pursuing a PhD in Economics, the aspiration is to contribute to knowledge creation and

education within the academic sphere. University environments offer opportunities for groundbreaking

research, teaching, and shaping the next generation of economists. These roles allow individuals to

delve deeply into their specialized areas of interest and engage with intellectual peers.

University Professor and Researcher

The most traditional career path for an economics PhD is to become a university professor. This role

typically involves a combination of teaching undergraduate and graduate courses, conducting original

research, and contributing to university service. Academic economists are expected to publish their

work in peer-reviewed journals, present at conferences, and secure research grants. The tenure track

system offers significant intellectual freedom, allowing scholars to pursue their research agendas over



long periods. Assistant, Associate, and Full Professor positions are highly competitive, requiring a

strong publication record and positive teaching evaluations. The impact of this role extends to

influencing economic thought, policy, and education globally.

Postdoctoral Fellowships

Before securing a permanent faculty position, many economics PhDs undertake postdoctoral

fellowships. These are temporary research-focused positions, usually lasting one to three years, at

universities or research institutions. Postdocs provide an excellent opportunity to further refine research

skills, expand publication records, and build a professional network without the full teaching load of a

professorship. They are crucial for gaining additional specialized knowledge, collaborating with senior

scholars, and making a strong case for future academic appointments. This experience is often seen

as a bridge between doctoral studies and an independent academic career, allowing for focused

research development.

Think Tanks and Research Institutes

Beyond traditional universities, economics PhDs can find rewarding research-focused careers at

various think tanks and dedicated research institutes. Organizations like the National Bureau of

Economic Research (NBER), Brookings Institution, American Enterprise Institute (AEI), or the Centre

for Economic Policy Research (CEPR) employ economists to conduct research on specific policy

issues, often with a direct impact on public discourse and government decisions. These roles

emphasize rigorous, data-driven analysis aimed at informing public policy debates. Economists in

these settings contribute to reports, policy briefs, and scholarly articles, playing a crucial role in

bridging academic insights with practical policy implications.

Government and International Organizations

Economics PhDs are highly valued within government agencies and international bodies, where their



expertise is crucial for informing policy, conducting analysis, and shaping global economic strategy.

These roles offer the chance to apply economic theory to real-world challenges with significant societal

impact.

Economic Analyst and Policy Advisor

Government agencies at local, national, and international levels frequently hire economics PhDs for

roles such as economic analysts, policy advisors, and research economists. In these positions,

individuals provide expert advice on a wide range of policy issues, from taxation and regulation to

labor markets and environmental policy. Examples include working for the Congressional Budget Office

(CBO), the Department of the Treasury, the Department of Labor, or the White House Council of

Economic Advisers (CEA). These roles often involve forecasting economic trends, evaluating the

impact of proposed policies, and preparing detailed reports for policymakers, requiring both strong

analytical skills and the ability to communicate complex ideas clearly to non-economists.

Central Banks and Financial Regulatory Bodies

Central banks, such as the Federal Reserve in the United States, the European Central Bank (ECB),

or the Bank of England, are major employers of economics PhDs. Economists at central banks

conduct research on monetary policy, financial stability, and macroeconomics. They analyze economic

data, forecast inflation and growth, and advise on interest rate decisions and regulatory frameworks.

Similarly, financial regulatory bodies, like the Securities and Exchange Commission (SEC) or the

Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation (FDIC), employ economists to analyze market behavior, assess

systemic risks, and inform regulatory policy. These positions are critical for maintaining economic

stability and ensuring the health of financial systems.

International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Bank

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank Group are prominent international

organizations that rely heavily on the expertise of economics PhDs. Economists at the IMF analyze



global financial stability, conduct surveillance of member countries' economies, and advise on

macroeconomic policies. At the World Bank, economists work on development economics, focusing on

poverty reduction, sustainable growth, and structural reforms in developing countries. These roles

involve extensive fieldwork, policy dialogue with national governments, and the design and evaluation

of development projects. Working for these organizations offers a unique opportunity to contribute to

global economic development and stability on a large scale.

Private Sector Opportunities

The private sector increasingly recognizes the immense value of the analytical and quantitative skills

possessed by economics PhDs. These roles offer competitive compensation and the opportunity to

apply economic theory and empirical methods to solve business challenges, drive innovation, and

inform strategic decisions.

Financial Services and Investment

The financial industry is a significant employer of economics PhDs. Investment banks, hedge funds,

asset management firms, and quantitative trading firms seek individuals who can analyze complex

financial markets, develop sophisticated trading strategies, assess risk, and forecast economic trends.

Roles include quantitative analysts (quants), portfolio managers, risk managers, and strategists. Their

ability to build econometric models, interpret market data, and understand macroeconomic forces is

invaluable in navigating volatile financial landscapes. The demand for economists in finance is

particularly strong in areas requiring advanced statistical modeling and machine learning applications.

Consulting Firms

Management consulting and economic consulting firms are major employers for economics PhDs.

Economic consulting firms, such as Cornerstone Research, Brattle Group, or NERA Economic

Consulting, specialize in applying economic analysis to legal and regulatory issues, antitrust cases,



intellectual property disputes, and complex litigation. Management consulting firms, including McKinsey

& Company, Boston Consulting Group (BCG), and Bain & Company, hire economists to solve strategic

business problems for a wide range of clients, leveraging their analytical prowess to provide data-

driven insights and recommendations. These roles offer exposure to diverse industries and challenging

problem-solving opportunities.

Tech and Data Science Roles

The rapid growth of the technology sector has created new and exciting avenues for economics PhDs,

particularly in data science and applied research roles. Tech giants like Google, Amazon, Facebook,

and Microsoft, along with numerous startups, hire economists to work on product pricing, advertising

effectiveness, market design, causal inference, and behavioral economics. Economists are uniquely

equipped to handle large datasets, design experiments (A/B testing), and understand consumer

behavior through an economic lens. Their expertise in econometrics and causal inference is highly

prized for making data-driven decisions and optimizing product development and marketing strategies.

Industry Economists

Many large corporations across various industries, including healthcare, energy, telecommunications,

and consumer goods, employ in-house economists. These industry economists typically conduct

market analysis, forecast demand, evaluate pricing strategies, assess regulatory impacts, and provide

strategic advice to senior management. They help companies understand the broader economic

environment, anticipate competitive dynamics, and make informed business decisions. Their work is

crucial for long-term planning, risk management, and identifying growth opportunities in dynamic

markets.

Non-Profit and Development Organizations

Economics PhDs also find fulfilling careers within non-profit organizations, international development



agencies, and philanthropic foundations. These roles often focus on social impact, poverty alleviation,

public health, and sustainable development, applying economic principles to address pressing global

challenges.

Research and Program Evaluation

Non-profit organizations dedicated to social and economic development, such as Innovations for

Poverty Action (IPA), J-PAL (Abdul Latif Jameel Poverty Action Lab), or various global health

organizations, employ economists to design and evaluate intervention programs. This involves

conducting randomized controlled trials (RCTs), performing rigorous impact evaluations, and analyzing

the effectiveness of different initiatives. Economists in these roles provide evidence-based insights to

inform program design and resource allocation, ensuring that development efforts are both effective

and efficient. Their research directly contributes to understanding what works in development and how

to scale successful interventions.

Policy Advocacy and Impact Assessment

Many non-profits and advocacy groups hire economics PhDs to conduct research that supports their

policy positions and to assess the economic impact of various social issues or policy proposals. For

instance, organizations focused on environmental sustainability might employ economists to quantify

the economic costs of climate change or the benefits of green policies. Those working on social justice

issues might analyze economic inequality or the labor market effects of minimum wage policies. These

roles require strong analytical skills combined with the ability to translate complex findings into

accessible arguments for policymakers, the public, and donors, driving evidence-based advocacy.

Leveraging Your Economics PhD for Career Success

Beyond the core academic training, successfully navigating the diverse career landscape with an

economics PhD requires strategic planning, continuous skill development, and proactive engagement



with the professional world. The value of an economics doctorate extends far beyond the degree itself,

encompassing a powerful set of transferable skills.

Networking and Professional Development

Building a strong professional network is indispensable for an economics PhD. Attending academic

conferences, industry seminars, and professional association meetings provides opportunities to

connect with potential mentors, collaborators, and employers. Engaging with alumni networks and

participating in online professional communities can open doors to unforeseen opportunities.

Continuous professional development, including staying current with new econometric techniques,

machine learning applications, or specific industry knowledge, ensures that one's skills remain relevant

and highly competitive in a rapidly evolving job market. This proactive approach significantly enhances

career mobility and long-term success.

Specialization and Interdisciplinary Skills

While an economics PhD provides a broad foundation, specializing in a particular subfield (e.g., labor

economics, behavioral economics, industrial organization, environmental economics) can enhance

marketability. Furthermore, developing interdisciplinary skills, such as programming proficiency

(Python, R, SQL), expertise in big data technologies, or a deep understanding of a specific industry

(e.g., healthcare, energy, technology), can create unique career advantages. Employers are

increasingly seeking candidates who can bridge traditional economic analysis with computational skills

or domain-specific knowledge, making a well-rounded and specialized profile highly attractive. The

ability to work across disciplines is a powerful asset in complex problem-solving environments.

The journey through an economics PhD program culminates in a versatile and highly valuable set of

skills that open doors to a multitude of impactful careers. Whether contributing to groundbreaking

research in academia, shaping national policies within government, driving strategic decisions in the

private sector, or advocating for social change in non-profits, economics PhDs are equipped to tackle

some of the world's most challenging problems. The rigorous analytical training, combined with strong



quantitative and communication abilities, positions graduates as critical thinkers and problem-solvers in

a data-intensive global economy. Pursuing continuous learning, strategic networking, and developing

specialized skills ensures that an economics PhD is not just a qualification, but a launchpad for a

profoundly influential and intellectually rewarding professional life.

---

Q: What are the primary career paths available for someone with a

PhD in Economics?

A: A PhD in Economics opens doors to several distinct career paths, broadly categorized into

academia (university professor, researcher), government and international organizations (economic

analyst, policy advisor, central bank economist), and the private sector (financial services, consulting,

tech/data science, industry economist). Each path leverages the advanced analytical, quantitative, and

research skills gained during doctoral studies.

Q: Is an academic career the only option for an economics PhD?

A: Absolutely not. While academia is a traditional path, a significant and growing number of economics

PhDs find fulfilling and impactful careers outside universities. The private sector, particularly in finance,

tech, and consulting, actively recruits economics PhDs for their unique blend of analytical rigor and

problem-solving capabilities. Government agencies and international organizations also offer numerous

opportunities for policy-focused work.

Q: What specific skills from an economics PhD are most valued in the

private sector?

A: In the private sector, the most valued skills include advanced econometrics and statistical modeling,

causal inference, data analysis (often with programming languages like Python or R), critical thinking,



and the ability to interpret complex data to inform strategic business decisions. The capacity to design

and evaluate experiments (e.g., A/B testing) is also highly sought after, particularly in tech and

marketing.

Q: How do central banks utilize the expertise of economics PhDs?

A: Central banks, such as the Federal Reserve, employ economics PhDs to conduct research on

monetary policy, financial stability, and macroeconomic trends. They analyze economic indicators,

develop forecasting models, and provide expert advice on interest rate decisions, inflation targets, and

financial regulation. Their work is crucial for informing policy aimed at maintaining economic stability

and growth.

Q: What kind of work do economics PhDs do in the tech industry?

A: In the tech industry, economics PhDs often work on product pricing strategies, market design (e.g.,

auction mechanisms for advertising), causal inference to measure the impact of new features or

policies, behavioral economics research to understand user behavior, and applied data science roles.

They apply economic theory and econometric methods to optimize platforms, enhance user

experience, and drive business growth.

Q: Are there opportunities for economics PhDs in non-profit or

development work?

A: Yes, many non-profit organizations and international development agencies hire economics PhDs

for roles in research, program evaluation, and policy advocacy. They contribute to designing and

assessing the effectiveness of interventions in areas like poverty reduction, public health, and

education, often utilizing rigorous empirical methods such as randomized controlled trials.



Q: How important is networking for an economics PhD seeking

employment?

A: Networking is extremely important. Attending academic conferences, industry seminars, and

professional association events allows PhDs to connect with potential employers, collaborators, and

mentors. Building relationships can lead to job opportunities, research partnerships, and valuable

career advice, significantly enhancing one's job search and long-term career trajectory.
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