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What to expect.


The structure of this book.
This book has three parts. Each of the parts builds on each other to help PhDs pivot to a non-academic career, and culminates in how to build the foundation for a resilient career. In Part One (Chapters One through Four), we’ll explore the role mindset plays in a successful career pivot. If you’re skeptical about any talk involving mindset, I get it. I used to think all the talk about mindset was hogwash.  I assumed that if an individual was determined, and took practical steps, they could achieve everything they wanted. Since then, I’ve come across work on the psychology of achievement from academics like Carol Dweck, Angela Duckworth, and Martin Seligman. This work has helped me come to appreciate the role a person’s mindset plays in achieving anything, including successfully navigating career change.
In Part Two (Chapters Five through Nine), we’ll jump into the step-by-step process of the job search. This will be a more tactical section. Here, you’ll learn:
	How to research career paths that align with your strengths, interests, and values.

	How to conduct informational interviews that yield insights crucial to your job search process.

	How to identify and address gaps in your skills or experience.

	How to translate your academic background into industry language.

	How to build a portfolio that showcases how you think about and solve problems.

	How to tap into networks without feeling fake or inauthentic



Parts One/Two are expansions on The P.I.V.O.T Framework ® of career change that I’ve shared with audiences at universities and professional organizations since 2021. These insights are built on interviewing over 100 PhDs who have successfully pivoted to careers outside academia, as well as my experiences testing tools and practices that have helped advance my career. 
The letters in The P.I.V.O.T Framework stand for:
P - Prepare your mindset (it all starts here)
I - Identify target roles (so you avoid the fruitless “I’m just looking for any job that you take me” kind of job searching)
V - Validate your skills (by learning how to communicate your skills for the roles you want)
O - Optimize your application materials (by preparing a stellar resume and portfolio)
T - Talk to people (through strategic informational interviewing and networking)
This is the first and last time I'll mention this framework. I only introduce it here to provide insight into my thinking as you read through the book.
Finally, in Part Three (Chapters Ten and Eleven), we’ll look at growing your career through mentorship and how to build a personal opportunity engine that never leaves you dependent on any one source for your livelihood. 
What this book is not. And what it is.
While some portions of this book are tactical, my goal for this book is not for it to become a strict manual on what you must do to find a career outside academia. I am also making no promise that you will have recruiters and hiring managers pounding on your door with the energy of excited pop star concert attendees to hire you after you read this book. I am, however, going to provide ideas, examples, and case studies I’m positive will spark your creativity so you maximize your chances of being noticed as you navigate the job market we currently have. Some ideas in this book will work perfectly for your educational background and experiences, and others might not seem aligned at first glance. My admonition is not to dismiss an idea immediately just because it doesn’t seem like it would work for you. Instead, replace that automatic response with, “How could I test this?” For instance, in Chapter Three, I touch on showing your work and cultivating a personal brand. I stumbled upon the idea of personal branding from internet marketers in 2019. When I started cultivating a personal brand on LinkedIn, very few academics were doing this on LinkedIn. If I’d never tested it, I doubt I would have experienced some of my biggest career wins. My recommendation, therefore, is that you read this book all the way through, highlight the tools and ideas that make an impression on you. Most importantly, test those ideas in your job search.
Let’s get started.
Resources:
The interviews that informed the insights in this book can be found in two places.
	The Bold PhD Podcast. You can find episodes of the show on TheBoldPhD.com, Apple Podcasts, or Spotify.

	Publication Academy. I worked with the team at Publication Academy on the Exiting Academia series in 2024. I spoke with 50 PhDs and academic across life science, physical science, social science, and humanities disciplines. You will find those interviews at this link: https://www.publicationacademy.org/exiting-academia-interview-series/

	Have questions or comments as you read? Email me at hello@theboldphd.com.
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Part One: Before the Pivot.
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1. Your Degree Doesn't Guarantee a Job.


Whatever you do, don't turn your degree, discipline, or dissertation topic into a box. Most importantly, don't lock yourself in the box.

Iwas raised in Ghana in West Africa. My father is a retired research scientist with a PhD from the University of Wales in Bangor. My mother, now retired, was an elementary and then junior high school teacher for thirty-nine years. For both of them, formal education offered a ticket to a better life. Although I didn’t have every luxury available to me when I was growing up, my parents worked very hard to make life for me and my siblings comfortable. And they largely had their education to thank for that. So, from a very early age, my parents impressed on me the value of education and its power to change lives. Now, the good thing is I have always been a nerd. I used to read the dictionary for fun and I always enjoyed discovering new scientific tidbits. The day my father brought home a scientific book series, I remember being excited to learn how rain was formed and why we often saw lightning and heard claps of thunder during storms. I read about men and women in the United States and Russia going into space in rockets, and when I looked at the moon, I wondered if some of those people were walking on its surface right then. 
I loved learning. And the more I learned, the better I did in school. Winning quizzes and spelling bees and getting top grades in my classes gave me a heady feeling. Being told by teachers that I should become a doctor because I was so smart felt amazing. For me, school and learning were fun. As a result of some of this early success, I too bought into the half-truth that all I needed to do was to put my head down, work hard, get good grades, and life would be golden. I am not saying this doesn’t happen for some people, but the mindset can be a trap that causes deep feelings of disappointment and failure if things don’t go as planned. Every educational institution from my early school days until college emphasized the value of hard work and its direct correlation to career success. Because I stayed in school for over two decades, this was the only paradigm I understood. Having this singular perspective left me woefully unprepared for the career curveballs that would be thrown at me later on in life. 
Let’s fast-forward this story to 2018. At this point, I had moved to the United States of America and gotten three degrees, including a PhD in Microbiology and Immunology. I had even managed to snag a postdoctoral researcher position at the University of California-San Diego, which is a top public university in the United States. Things seemed to be going in the right direction. I had followed the plan. I had gone from one degree to the next. My trajectory led steadily upward. Then one day in February 2018, the principal investigator of the lab where I worked, announced that we were running out of research funding. As a result, he had to let all of us go within ninety days. Even though the news was unexpected and disappointing, I told myself: I have a PhD. Finding a new job shouldn’t be hard. I didn’t know it then, but I was still caught in a mindset trap. 

Educational advancement versus career advancement.
When we are children, our bodies grow automatically. A year goes by, and we become bigger, stronger, and taller. We become more capable of doing things we couldn’t do just a year earlier. In school, we move from one grade to the next. We finish high school, and go to university, where we once again advance with hard work and the knowledge that this growth is just a natural part of our progression. 
Automatic growth like this creates a subconscious belief that what happens after we finish a university degree should also be seamless. And because of this, many of us don’t dedicate much time to career planning and development after school. Instead, we assume that because most things have happened by default or sheer force of will, our careers will follow suit.
But successful careers don’t happen by accident. Some people spend more time planning their vacations than they have ever spent thinking about which career path to follow, how they will grow on that career path, or how they will build a resilient career in response to fast-advancing technology or shifting governmental policies. I’m not here to shame anyone. This was my mindset, too, until that fateful day in 2018. The lessons I learned in the aftermath of that event drove me to start TheBoldPhD.com and ultimately, write this book. I decided to write it so others can learn from my mistakes and shift their mindsets faster than I did. The time to start thinking about designing the careers we want is long before we’re looking for a job or an employer lets us go.
On May 31, 2018, my employment as a postdoctoral researcher officially ended at the University of California-San Diego. I said my goodbyes, held back tears, and drove home. I cannot remember everything about that day, but it was a late Spring day, it was sunny, and I remember thinking that everything would be alright despite this being the first time I’d been laid off from a job. I had no idea it would take me nearly a year and a half to find a new position. Before I was laid off, I had been freelance writing to supplement my income, so I immediately let my clients know that I was available for more writing work while I began my job search. I thought it would take no more than three to four months to land on my feet. Day in and day out, I applied for jobs, while running my son to and from school. 
In November 2018, after months of hearing nothing but crickets and their grandmothers from my applications, I finally landed an interview. This was the first interview in almost six months of applying for jobs. The interesting thing about this interview is that I didn’t even apply for the role. While I was still a postdoc, I had applied for a field applications scientist role with a biotech company. The hiring manager didn’t hire me then, but he kept my resume and followed me on LinkedIn. When another role opened up many months later, he thought I would be a good fit and reached out. I prepared by reading the company’s website and news articles about their technologies. And with each interview stage, I made sure to give strategic answers. During the last interview where I finally met with the hiring manager, he asked me the famous question: “Why should I hire you above the other candidates I am interviewing for this role?” I remember pausing for a moment. The only reason I could think of - more than my technical skills, more than my resume, and more than anything I had ever done - was my son. At the time, my son required therapy for some special needs he had. Losing my health insurance from losing my postdoc meant my husband and I had to pay out of our pockets for him to get the therapy he desperately needed. We managed, but it was incredibly hard. Getting this job wasn’t just for me. Landing this job also meant my son could get the therapy and services he needed. So I blurted out, “I don’t know about what the other people are bringing to this role. But I know I would do anything for my son. I started a business and have grown it so my son could have what he needs. I will do everything in this job to be good at it so I don’t let my son down.” At that point, my throat constricted and I willed myself not to cry. The hiring manager nodded and thanked me for sharing that with him. A few days later, I got the call offering me the job. 
But just two months later, an internal trainer at the company determined I wasn’t learning the job fast enough, and so I was fired. This devastated me even more than when I was laid off from my post-doc. Once again, I was an unemployed, over-educated person. I had no paradigm for this. To say I was disappointed, disillusioned and demoralized to be unemployed would be like saying Niagara Falls is a stream. I couldn’t believe it. I graduated from my bachelor's degree in Biology Summa Cum Laude. I finished a PhD in Microbiology and Immunology with two first-author papers and three middle-author papers in respectable journals. My postdoc yielded three more papers. By every external standard, I was doing well. So why wouldn’t anybody hire me? And who loses two different jobs in one year? 
All this while, however, I had never sat down to think about what I really wanted to do with my life. I had been following a well-beaten path that others had prepared for me. But I had never questioned whether this was a path I wanted to claim for myself. In my mind, there was no need for me to be picky about my career path. A job was a privilege, a prize, and any thoughts about designing a career that I loved felt selfish.
After spending a few weeks throwing a pity party that only I attended, I decided to think seriously for the first time in my life about what I wanted from my career. I was thirty-five years old. Nobody in all those years had taught me how to be intentional about designing, preparing, and going after the career I truly wanted. Also, it finally clicked that my multiple degrees didn’t guarantee me anything. Nobody owed me a job just because I had worked hard all my life. This wasn’t an easy pill to swallow but it was at this point in history that I realized that I had been handed a blank canvas and could paint my career in whichever way I wanted. No more following the default path. Initially, I didn’t know exactly how to proceed, but learning to design my career with intention is one of the best personal breakthroughs I’ve made. My education might not have guaranteed me a job, but it did provide me with all the skills and tools I needed to dream up any career I wanted. The only thing I had to do was shift my thinking so that I could prioritize designing a career that pulled on my skills and passions, and which had nothing to do with the path that anyone else had trod or prescribed for me.
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Figure 1: Educational advancement is step-wise. Career advancement is often not as straight-forward.

Whatever you do, don’t stick yourself in a box.
Any career box you have created for yourself is self-imposed. Your degree or discipline is not a box. It’s a foundation. PhD programs groom you to be an “expert” in your field. During my PhD program, I became an expert on curli - a protein expressed by probiotic bacteria - and its interaction with intestinal immune cells. I built my identity around this “expertise” for a long time. I only looked for jobs that had “microbiology” or “immunology” somewhere in the job description. It was very hard to break out of that identity to see all that was available to me. Since 2021, I’ve had the privilege of interviewing PhDs and academics from all kinds of backgrounds, first for my podcast and then for collaborators. I have also held informational interviews and coffee chats and responded to hundreds of emails and direct messages on social media. One observation I’ve drawn from these conversations, especially from the people who have applied their degree to a path that makes less sense for
1. "I want to work as a data scientist/analyst."
2. "I want to work in medical communications." 
Is your next job hiding in a side interest? 
You have the power.
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