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The 2025 landscape: uncertain, scary, shifting terrain for 
science and scientists’ careers 



3.

We spoke to graduates from 107 different countries

North and 
Central 

America: 18%
Asia: 31% 

Europe: 34%

South America: 
4%

Africa: 9%

Australasia: 
3%

33% are studying 
outside their home 

country
Vs. 29% in 2022

15% are currently 
studying in 

the US

54% identified as 
male

25% identified as 
an ethnic minority 

at their current 
institution

54% were in years 
3-5 of their PhD



Q4. Which were the most important reasons you decided to enroll for a PhD? Base: Those studying in the US (n=568)

4.

The main motivation for US-based students to enroll 

for a PhD is to continue pursuing research

13% of those who have moved to study in the US cite 
wanting to live in another country as a key reason 

for enrolling.

In the US, men are more likely than women to cite 
pursuing an academic career as their main 

motivation (50% vs 39%), whilst women are more 

likely than men to state that no job they want is 

available without a PhD (26% vs 15%).

1

2

3

4

To continue pursuing research (76%) 

Personal interest in subject of choice (61%)

To pursue an academic career (45%)

No job I want is available without a PhD (21%)

5 To pursue a non-academic career (16%) 

Reasons for enrolling for a PhD (US)

6 I received a scholarship for a PhD (8%) 



Students in China and Germany are the most likely to feel actively dissatisfied
Q11. Overall, how satisfied do you feel with your PhD experience? Base: Total (n=3785), Brazil (n=113), Australia (n=101), Italy (n=111), Germany (n=247), US (n=568), India (n=430), UK (n=201), China (n=312)

5.

More than 3 in 4 US students are satisfied 

with their overall PhD experience

75%

83% 82% 82%
78% 76% 76%

70%

60%

Total sample Brazil Australia Italy US India UK Germany China

PhD satisfaction by country (where n>100)
Showing % at least moderately satisfied

At 80%, South 
America has the 

highest reported 
regional 

satisfaction levels.

Significantly higher or lower than Total

2022

In 2022, 62% felt satisfied. Satisfaction has 
returned to 2019 levels where 71% were 

generally satisfied with their PhD experience.



6.

US PhD programs score above average on satisfaction, 

but 48% report spending <1 hour/week with advisor

US students are more satisfied with their compensation, 

supervisor relationships and independence and 
flexibility compared to the global average. 

But nearly one-third of US students have mental 
health concerns and nearly half report spending 

less than 1 hour per week with their PhD supervisor.



85%
76% 71%

63%
56%

48%

5%

4%
5%

9%
11%

9%

11%
20% 24% 28% 33%

43%

Independence and
flexibility

Overall relationship with
supervisor

Guidance received
about my research

Social life and networks Guidance received for
my career

Overall compensation
and benefits

NET:
Dissatisfied

Neither
satisfied nor
dissatisfied

NET:
Satisfied

Q14. How satisfied are you with each of the following attributes or aspects of your PhD experience? Base: Those studying in the US (n=568)
7.

Students most satisfied with PhD independence and supervisor 
relationship, while compensation could be better

Satisfaction with different elements of PhD experience (US)
A similar proportion 

feel satisfied and 

dissatisfied with 
compensation.

By US contact time with supervisor: 
65% less than an hour; 83% one 

hour or more



Q11. Overall, how satisfied do you feel with your PhD experience? Base: Those studying in the US (n=568), Less than an hour a week with 
supervisor (n=273), Between one and three hours (n=249), More than three hours (n=43) 8.

US students who spend more time with their supervisor 

are more likely to feel satisfied

72%

81%

Less than an hour One or more hours

Weekly contact time with supervisor (US)
Showing % at least moderately satisfied

Significantly higher or lower than overall

9%

31%

39%

5%

10%

5% 2%

Satisfaction with PhD experience (US)

Extremely satisfied

Very satisfied

Moderately satisfied

Neither

Moderately dissatisfied

Very dissatisfied

Extremely dissatisfied

78%
NET: satisfied



Q12. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements? Base: Those studying in the US (n=568), Less than an hour a week 
with supervisor (n=273), Between one and three hours (n=249), More than three hours (n=43) 9.

49%

65%

9%

8%

42%

26%

Less than an hour a week with supervisor One or more hours a week with supervisor

NET: Disagree

Neither agree nor
disagree

NET: Agree

More time spent with supervisors also correlates with 

PhD experiences aligning with expectations

Agreement that the reality of my PhD experience aligns with my initial expectations, by time spent 
with supervisor (US)

Significantly higher or lower than counterpart



Q20. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements regarding your supervisor? My supervisor… Base: Those studying in 
the US (n=568)

10.

74%

58% 57%

38%

12%

14% 17%

20%

10%
26% 24%

37%

Is open to the idea of me
pursuing a career outside

academia

Makes time for frank
conversations about my

career

Has encouraged me to
attend career training and

events

Has useful advice for
careers outside academia

Agreement that my supervisor… (US)

NET: Disagree

Neither agree nor disagree

NET: Agree

Less than half of US 
students agree that 
their supervisor has 

useful advice for 
careers outside 

academia, despite 
74% saying that their 
supervisor is open to 

them pursuing such a 
career. There is a gap 

here in terms of career 
support.

Many say supervisors provide useful career support, though it is 

largely focused on academic careers



Q19. What is the best thing your supervisor has done for you during your studies? Base: Coded responses (n=2194)

11.

Globally, students value the support, understanding and 

guidance offered by supervisors

1

2

3

4

Being supportive / understanding / caring (23%) 

Given advice / guidance (20%)

Provided me with freedom / flexibility (10%)

Given encouragement / motivated me (10%)

5 Helped me get financial support / funding (9%) 

6 Being available / present (7%) 

7 Mentoring / teaching (7%) 

What is the best thing your supervisor has done for you 
during your studies? (Global) 
Open text, showing coded responses

“Supported me to attend an overseas 
conference.” 

- Female, aged 45-54
“Being encouraging and helping 

me celebrate small wins. She 
gives me intellectual 

independence and does not 
micro-manage but is there to 

advise when needed.” 
- Trans masculine, aged 25-34

"Crystallized my research areas and 
offering a balance of being available and 

not needing frequent check ins." 
- Male, aged 55-64

“Been very supportive and 
understanding especially when I had 

health issues.”
- Female, aged 55-64

“Excellent mentor regarding 
external activities/concerns. 

Extremely considerate to 
cultural differences and 

disabilities, making a lot of 
effort to create an accepting 

work environment.”
- Female, aged 25-34

“Be always willing to meet, help, and talk 
and also supporting me in my career 
moves and applications for funding, 

research visits etc.”
- Male, aged 25-34



Q15. Overall, what concerns you most about your PhD experience at the moment, if anything? Base: Total (n=3785), Those studying in the US (n=568)

12.

Politics are a larger concern for US students, while financial 

pressures are equally pressing globally 

42%

41%

36%

31%

27%

26%

25%

21%

39%

24%

39%

32%

30%

23%

15%

64%

Financial pressures

Pressure to get published

Lack of available funding

Mental health

Imposter syndrome

Lack of adequate mentoring from
supervisor

Difficulty balancing family and/or
caring responsibilities

The political landscape

Main concerns with PhD experience

Global

US

In the US, women are significantly more likely to 
cite the political landscape as a main concern.

In the US, those with caring responsibilities* 
are more likely to cite financial pressures as a 

key concern.

In the US, those identifying as an ethnic 
minority are significantly more likely to say they 

experience imposter syndrome. 

*Note: Sample size for those with 
caring responsibilities is low (n=78) Significantly higher or lower than Global
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40%
50%

22%

16%

34%31%

3%3%

My university supports good work-life balanceThere is a long-hours culture at my university, including sometimes
working nights and weekends

Agreement with statements about long-hours and work-life balance (Global)

Not sure

NET: Disagree

Neither agree nor disagree

NET: Agree

Q23. To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statements? Base: Total (n=3785), US (n=568), China (n=312), Germany 
(n=247), UK (n=201), Australia  (n=101) 

14.

Majority in US see a long-hours culture & do not agree that 

their university supports good work-life balance

Those studying 
in China (68%), 
USA (58%), and 
Germany (50%) 
are significantly 
more likely to 

agree that long-
hours culture is 

the norm at 
their university, 

compared to 
those living in 
other regions. 

43% of students 
in the US agree 

that their 
university 

supports good 
work-life 

balance. Those 
studying in the  
UK (59%) and 

Australia (54%) 
are significantly 
more likely to 
agree with this 

statement.



Q24. Which of the following, if any, do you feel you have experienced during your graduate degree? Base: Total (n=3785) Those studying in the 
US (n=568) 

15.

1 in 2 US students report experiencing discrimination, 

with sexism and general bullying most common

22%

17%

10%

7%

6%

6%

6%

5%

4%

3%

Sexism or gender discrimination

Bullying or general harassment

Racial discrimination

Disability discrimination

Age discrimination

LGBTQIA+ discrimination

Xenophobia or discrimination related
to nationality

Sexual harassment

Religious discrimination

Discrimination related to caring
responsibilities

Experiences of discrimination and harassment (US)

51%

Experienced discrimination or harassment during their 
PhD experience

This year globally, 50% of those who 
identify as an ethnic minority say they 

have experienced discrimination, 
compared to 38% of those who do not. 

In 2022, 35% of those from minority 
ethnic groups said they had 

experienced this.

2022



Q32. As part of your PhD / research, have you or are you currently using any AI tools such as ChatGPT, Copilot or Claude? Base: Those studying in the US 
(n=568)
Q33. How comfortable, if at all, are you with using AI tools (e.g. ChatGPT, Copilot and Claude), for each of the following activities that you may do as part of 
your PhD / research? Base: Those studying in the US (n=568)

16.

45% of US students are using AI tools at least weekly as 

part of their PhD

25%

13%

16%

24%

21%

Use of AI tools (US)

Daily

Weekly

Several times a month

Once a year or less

Never used

Preparing job application materials

Summarising scientific literature

Tracking scientific literature

Collecting and analysing data

Designing experiments

Writing a research article

Conducting a peer review

44%

42%

33%

20%

20%

16%

11% 

NET: Comfortable using AI for… (US)

45% 
At least weekly

Less 
related 

to PhD 



Strongly agree Agree Neither Disagree Strongly disagree

71%
NET: agree

17.

A large majority do not fully trust AI tools, 

but they do recognize the benefits of using them 

89%
NET: agree

I do not fully trust AI tools 
(US)

I believe it is acceptable to use AI tools 
to support my studies (US)

AI can help students to work 
more efficiently (US)

62%
NET: agree

Q34. To what extent do you agree or disagree with each of the following statements? Base: Those studying in the US (n=568)



Q35. Looking back on your experience, what is one piece of advice you would give to someone considering a PhD? Base: Coded responses 
(n=2131)

18.

What one piece of advice would you give to 

someone considering a PhD? 

20%
Choose a 

good 
supervisor/ 

mentor

15%
Weigh 

whether a 
PhD is 

right for 
you. 

13%
Consider 
a topic 

that’s right 
for you

8%
Select 

the right 
lab  or 

university

7%
Believe in 
yourself & 
don't give 

up

9%
Have a 

financial & 
funding  

plan  

6%
Be 

prepared 
and plan

6%
Talk to 
other 

students 
& 

network

"I was not prepared before I started my PhD, which resulted in 
unexpected issues. I would suggest anyone willing to start a PhD to have 

a plan before actually starting the research."
- Male, 35-44

“Go into it with a clear vision of what you would like to achieve with 
your PhD. This doesn’t have to be anything concrete like publishing a 
first author paper, but how you would like to develop as a scientist. I 
think this will help ground you when things get tough. Also seek help 

early if you're struggling.”
- Female, 25-34

"Try to make sure your supervisor is someone you like and get on with, 
both professionally and, to an extent, personally. It will make your PhD 

experience significantly easier."
- Female, 25-34

“Make sure that you know what your goal with your PhD is; is it the 
skills you want to learn, papers you want to publish, or the careers you 
want to pursue? Think about how much of your time you are willing to 

invest. Make sure that your research style and expectations of 
supervision aligns with that of your potential supervisors” 

- Male, 25-34(Global)



Thank You!       www.nature.com/careers
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Q27. Which of the following sectors would you most like to work in ultimately? Base: Total (n=3785) 
Q29. How much more likely are you now to pursue an academic research career than when you started your PhD? Base: Total (n=3785) 

21.

Academia is STILL the preferred career path, 

despite the odds and the equivocating

1

2

3

4

Academia (52%) 

Industry (24%)

Government (10%)

Non-profit (6%)

5 Medical (9%) 

Which of the following sectors would you most like to 
work in ultimately? (global)

Showing % ranked top

Compared to when you started your PhD… (global)

37%
NET: More

 likely to pursue 
an academic 

research career 

34%
NET: Less

 likely to pursue 
an academic 

research career 

And…

In 2022, 48% said they would prefer to work in academia, with 28% 
saying industry, 9% Government, 8% medical and 7% non-profit.

2022



45%

55% 52% 49% 48%

33%

Total Germany US China UK India

Showing % selected too competitive/not enough job opportunities as a reason working in academia is less 
appealing

50%

66%
62%

58%

40%
33%

Total US UK Germany India China

Showing % selected funding climate is discouraging as a reason working in academia is less appealing

Analysis into top 3 reasons – there are no significant differences by country vs the total for salary concerns
Q28. You told us that working in academia is less appealing to you than working in other sectors. Why is this? Base: Those who did not rank academia 
as their top career (n=1833), US (n=313), UK (n=108), Germany (n=137), India (n=234), China (n=128) PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL 22.

Reasons why working in academia is less appealing: 

funding climate and high competition

Significantly higher or lower than Total


