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Transition from doctorate to work – Does a doctoral degree still worth it?

This paper focuses on the transition from doctorate to work in Switzerland. In common sense, the image of the taxi driver with a doctoral degree – that first occurred in the 1980s during the debate on unemployment among academics – is still persistent. However, there are empirical evidences that higher educational degrees are still an excellent protection against unemployment and inadequate employment. Furthermore, compared to lower educational degrees the academic degrees provide favourite monetary returns. By utilising longitudinal data of the Swiss academics’ transition from education to work we analyse the transition from university to work focussing on the question if a doctoral degree still provides certain advantages regarding the career entry.

The theory section will start out from human capital theory (Becker 1964) and signalling theory (Weiss 1995) – deploying a rational choice perspective (Breen and Goldthorpe 1997). Two different directions of argument will be explored: On the one hand, in regard to the so-called educational inflation, a devaluation of the doctoral degree may be expected as the supply of people with higher educational degrees – in particular doctoral degrees – rises on the labour market and the group of higher educated people becomes more and more heterogeneous regarding social origin due to the opening up of higher education institutions. For these reasons, the benefits of tertiary educational degrees – in particular a doctoral degree – should have decreased in the course of educational expansion. This thesis may be derived from human capital approaches. On the other hand, regarding the thesis of displacement and signalling approaches, it may be expected that high educational degrees – as the doctoral degree – gain importance, because only such degrees ensure high educational returns and protect against status descent. Core thesis of this argument is that highest educational degrees did not lose their positive ‘signal effect’ during educational expansion so that a doctoral degree still guarantees a good position in the ‘labour queue’ (Thurow 1975).

If to gain a doctoral degree is still worth it and still provides a good chance for high educational returns, will be analysed on basis of a longitudinal data set – the Swiss Graduate Studies – that is a two-yearly complete inventory count of all university degrees in Switzerland between 1981 and 2001. Graduates were asked about their degree and their employment situation approximately one year after graduation. By means of descriptive and multivariate methods of data analysis (OLS regression, logit models), differences in educational returns – namely subjective perceived adequacy of the job, length of job hunting phase, risk of unemployment and income – between people with a primary university degree and a doctoral degree will be analysed in temporal perspective. Gender effects and differences between certain fields of study will be also explored. The results show that a doctoral degree still protects against unemployment as well as it results in higher income and higher adequacy of the employment. A doctoral degree is still more profitable for men than for women. Overall, regarding the doctorate-to-work transition, there are no signs for a credential inflation – this degree still makes a difference.
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