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Introduction

Over the last two decades, the number of doctoral degrees awarded 
has doubled in many universities around the world. Meanwhile, 
the number of permanent academic positions is not growing fast 
enough to meet demand.  Where do all the doctorate holders 
end up? A working group of representatives from 14 member 
institutions of the European University Association’s Council for 
Doctoral Education (EUA-CDE) met over the course of 2019 and in 
early 2020 to discuss the question of how to track the career paths 
of doctorate holders. This publication presents the main findings 
of the EUA-CDE Thematic Peer Group on “Career Development 
and Tracking in Doctoral Education”. EUA-CDE established this 
working group to discuss the importance of collecting career data 
in doctoral education and to explore the different career-tracking 
approaches in place, as well as the main challenges encountered 
during the implementation and development phases. 

In recent years, the European University Association has published 
several reports on the development of doctoral education in 
Europe. The latest of these, “Doctoral education in Europe 
today: approaches and institutional structures,” released in 2019, 
showed the increasing activity of universities in collecting data 
about the career pathways of doctorate holders. However, this 
report also showed that universities’ commitment in this field 
was often in the initial phase, with only 43% of the responding 
institutions having implemented career-tracking methods in 
most of their doctoral programmes. Indeed, this issue received a 
lower response rate compared to other questions, demonstrating 
that the topic had not been widely approached by the universities 
that participated in this survey. However, the discussion with the 
members of the EUA-CDE Thematic Peer Group revealed that 
there is an increased sensitivity about the importance of career-
tracking activities and the vast majority of universities and 
national research systems are already collecting data and insights 
about the career paths of doctorate holders.

To advance these efforts, EUA-CDE decided to establish the 
Thematic Peer Group on “Career Development and Tracking in 
Doctoral Education”. This is one of several Thematic Peer Groups 
at EUA that meet several times over the period of one year and 
consist of representatives of member universities, which bring 
expertise in a certain thematic area. 

Other stakeholders active in this field perceived the timeliness 
of this topic as well. For instance, in November 2017, the Council 
of the European Union recognised the need to collect quality 
information about the career performance and trajectory of 
doctorate holders. In 2017, the European Science Foundation 
published the findings of its second career-tracking survey on the 

employment and professional integration of doctorate holders 
in nine organisations. Currently, the theme of career tracking 
in doctoral education is also addressed in the framework of the 
DocEnhance project. 

This project, coordinated by the Arctic University of Norway, is 
funded under the Horizon2020 SwafS call “Research innovation 
needs & skills training in PhD programmes” and is aimed at 
enhancing transferable skills training and integrating it into 
existing doctoral programmes. The original call required the 
inclusion of postgraduate tracking exercises in the proposal. This 
clearly indicates the relevance of this topic at the European level.

In 2012, together with other institutions, EUA drafted a report 
providing an overview of the tracking activities developed by 
higher education institutions and national bodies in Europe, 
in the framework of the “Tracking Learners’ and Graduates’ 
Progression Paths” project.1 This study focused on Bachelor and 
Master students and underlined the fact that not all universities 
with career-tracking systems in the first and second study cycles 
extended it to the level of the doctorate. To give an example at the 
national level, Vitae published the series “What do researchers 
do?” between 2009 and 2013, which aimed at providing extensive 
information on the career paths of doctorate holders in the UK.

The following first sections of this report focus on why universities 
are interested in tracking the careers of doctorate holders, provide 
an overview of current career-tracking methods at national and 
institutional levels and discuss potential pitfalls associated with 
them. In addition, the report presents examples from different 
universities that highlight a variety of ways of tracking the careers 
of doctorate holders. These examples are spread throughout the 
report.

This exchange about the multiple career-tracking activities that 
European universities have developed in recent years provides 
opportunities for mutual learning in this field. This publication 
offers insights and a basis for reflection for universities planning 
to collect data on career paths of doctorate holders. It also 
provides background information for institutions interested in 
developing their own career-tracking strategy or in improving 
existing methods for tracking. This paper will also investigate the 
technical, organisational and legal limits of tracking exercises.The 

1	  In this report, tracking is defined as “all systematic approaches that higher 
education institutions put in place to follow student career paths during 
studies for a qualification, entry of graduates into the labour market and 
their progression within it; and entry and progression of graduates into 
other educational programmes”, p.19.

https://eua-cde.org/
https://eua-cde.org/activities.html
https://eua-cde.org/activities.html
https://eua-cde.org/reports-publications.html
https://eua.eu/resources/publications/809:doctoral-education-in-europe-today-approaches-and-institutional-structures.html
https://eua.eu/resources/publications/809:doctoral-education-in-europe-today-approaches-and-institutional-structures.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32017H1209(01)&from=EN.
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32017H1209(01)&from=EN.
https://all-digital.org/projects/docenhance/
https://cordis.europa.eu/programme/id/H2020_SwafS-08-2019-2020
https://cordis.europa.eu/programme/id/H2020_SwafS-08-2019-2020
https://eua.eu/downloads/publications/tracking learners and graduates progression paths  trackit.pdf
https://eua.eu/downloads/publications/tracking learners and graduates progression paths  trackit.pdf
http://www.vitae.ac.uk
https://www.vitae.ac.uk/vitae-publications/reports/what-do-researchers-do-early-career-progression-2013.pdf/view
https://www.vitae.ac.uk/vitae-publications/reports/what-do-researchers-do-early-career-progression-2013.pdf/view


EUA-CDE THEMATIC PEER GROUP REPORT
Tracking the careers of doctorate holders 

4

Why address career tracking?

career tracking of doctorate holders can inform institutions about 
different career pathways, as well as provide understanding 
about the labour market. In addition, institutions gain important 
insights through career tracking. Evidence-based information can 
support universities in communicating  with policy makers and 
the general public about the contributions of doctoral education 
and doctorate holders to society. Finally, institutions receive 
information from career-tracking surveys that allow them to 
develop and improve or adapt doctoral training, thus harnessing 
important insights to assure the quality of doctoral education.

Doctoral candidates will follow diverse career paths after 
obtaining their doctorate. The rising number of doctorate holders 
in the last decade has led to an increase in those who develop 
their careers outside of academia. Hence, career paths outside of 
academia have gained additional importance and are increasingly 
not perceived as alternatives, rather – in many countries – as the 
most probable career path of a doctorate holder. What is more, 
societies need highly skilled knowledge workers. To support 
doctorate holders in their career development, universities are 
collecting more and more information about these career paths. 
Career tracking can provide the figures and insights needed for a 
better understanding of the employment landscape and possible 
career paths. It provides relevant information on the labour 
market’s development and informs doctoral candidates and 
prospective candidates about how their future could unfold. Career 
tracking can also provide realistic prospects to better understand 
the potential effect of a future doctorate on the professional 
development of doctoral candidates. At the same time, tracking 
after the doctorate must be interpreted against the backdrop of 
the purpose of the doctorate and the range of expectations and 
career aspirations, which may vary widely between disciplines and 
individuals.

At the same time, conducting research on the career outcomes 
of doctorate holders can support universities in building a 
comprehensive case for the doctorate and demystify the often 
encountered perception that doctorate holders will not find 
appropriate employment outside academia. Informing prospective 
doctoral candidates about the variety of career pathways, and 

showcasing success stories from their peers, can also increase the 
attractiveness of the doctorate and serve as a tool to lower the fear 
that a doctorate will result in unemployment and financial risk. 
Concrete evidence and information on the career performance of 
doctorate holders also supports funders in evaluating the benefit 
of schemes supporting research development. Additionally, 
tracking helps universities attract public investment in doctoral 
education and training as it shows the economic and societal 
contribution of doctorate holders. 

In this regard, career tracking can also provide insights into the 
development of skills training and other aspects within doctoral 
education. By including qualitative questions in graduate surveys, 
doctoral schools can obtain an overview on the value of doctoral 
degrees within and beyond academia. They can also ask specific 
questions about the relevance of acquired skills and competences 
for the career progression of doctorate holders. As a consequence, 
insights from career tracking can support universities in tailoring 
their career guidance services to be in line with the needs 
of doctorate holders and postdoctoral researchers. Having a 
career-tracking system in place can, thus, provide universities 
with evidence-based information that contributes to strategic 
discussions on the development of doctoral programmes. 

Lastly, the doctorate is essentially an academic qualification 
awarded for scientific work that entails the “advancement of 
knowledge through original research”, as it is formulated in the so 
called Salzburg Principles from 2005. This, in itself, contributes to 
the case for tracking. Tracking can help to facilitate the transfer of 
academic expertise to the benefit of society, as it demonstrates 
the different ways in which this happens.  The strong awareness 
of the need to support meaningful and satisfying careers has, 
thus, led to career tracking being at the centre of intensive 
discussion. 

https://read.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/education-at-a-glance-2019_f8d7880d-en#page250
https://www.eua.eu/downloads/publications/salzburg recommendations 2005.pdf
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Overview of career-tracking methods

Another type of surveys is an exit poll, conducted immediately 
after graduation. In exit polls, doctorate holders are invited to 
provide information about their intentions with respect to future 
study and employment decisions, while also describing self-
perceptions about the quality of the doctoral training received. 
What makes these questionnaires different from the graduate 
surveys lies in the fact that they collect data about the plans 
of doctorate holders after graduation. They do not provide 
information about the work paths of doctorate holders, but about 
their career aspirations. Thus, they are intended to provide an 
immediate evaluation of the experience within a doctoral school. 
Exit polls play an important role within institutions in maintaining 
and enhancing the quality of doctoral education. These polls are 
usually carried out at the level of individual doctoral programmes 
or doctoral schools, which usually bundle a series of doctoral 
programmes under one roof. 

Purposes

Institutions use these two career-tracking methods for a variety 
of reasons. In particular, the members of the Thematic Peer Group 
identified the following two purposes: 

The results of graduate surveys are frequently used to inform 
prospective doctoral candidates and the public about where 
doctorate holders of a particular institution and discipline 
develop their careers. The findings can help prospective doctoral 
candidates to make an informed decision about whether to start 
a doctoral programme at a particular university. Furthermore, 
universities have been reported to use graduate surveys and exit 
polls to update their career guidance services and doctoral training 
activities in order to better prepare their doctoral candidates for 
careers both inside and outside of academia and to enhance 
the acquisition of other transferable skills. In addition, doctoral 
schools and doctoral programmes gain qualitative information on 
the market attractiveness of their alumni, the relevance of their 
curricula, and which skills were especially important in obtaining 
a particular position in a certain sector. Likewise, these surveys 
may help doctoral candidates or prospective doctoral candidates 
to better understand some of their contributions to industry or 
another sector.

This section presents several career-tracking methods for 
doctorate holders implemented in the institutions represented 
in the Thematic Peer Group. It highlights both national- and 
institutional-level methods, their relative limitations, as well 
as some examples of good practice. The Thematic Peer Group 
identified A) graduate surveys and exit polls, B) national graduate 
surveys C) surveys based on register data and D) digital alumni 
platforms as the main sources of information for tracking careers 
of doctorate holders. The following section will briefly describe 
these four approaches, focusing on their purposes, actors and 
limitations, and ultimately providing an overview on different 
tracking methods in Europe. 

A) GRADUATE SURVEYS AND EXIT 
POLLS

Graduate surveys are questionnaires developed by doctoral schools 
or faculties on an institutional level and delivered to doctorate 
holders in written form or by means of an oral interview, most 
commonly over the phone. While a significant variety of tracking 
activities can be found, they take place, in general, approximately 
six months to one year after graduation. At some universities, 
these surveys are also submitted to doctorate holders three to 
five years after the completion of their doctorate with the goal of 
measuring the longitudinal pathways of career progression. 

The questionnaire usually addresses the employment situation 
of the doctorate holders when they are surveyed, but also asks 
how they evaluate the acquired skills and experience during their 
doctorate in the light of their current occupation. It thus provides 
information on how doctorate holders perform initially on the 
labour market through qualitative information and captures 
their current employment status. The questions formulated 
in this regard focus on the type of contract, the income, the 
main factors that contributed to gaining employment and the 
relevance of the skills gained during the doctoral training for the 
current job. In addition, these surveys often include questions on 
the satisfaction of doctorate holders and are therefore used by 
doctoral schools as indicators for their programmes and curricula 
and what could be adapted. In principle, such surveys could also 
cover other areas like post-graduation societal engagement or 
the value of networks built during their training.
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Graduate surveys and exit polls are commonly used to provide 
information about the quality of doctoral programmes and to 
inform or improve curricula of doctoral study programmes when 
deemed necessary. They are also used to gather information 
on thesis supervision, which can be used to work with faculty 
members on their supervision skills. Graduate surveys can be 
related with exit polls and it can be discussed to what degree 
they match the profile of the institution. They are also a way to 
make sure that the voices of the doctorate holders are heard; the 
offered services within an institution can therefore increase in 
quality. 

The Universidad Autonoma de Madrid (UAM) monitors the 
employability and the labour market entry of doctorate holders via 
an online graduate survey, 12-18 months after graduation, which 
includes exit poll questions. The main goal is to obtain information 
about the employment situation of doctorate holders and to have 
a deeper understanding about their degree of satisfaction with the 
doctoral training received in view of their current job. 

Actors

Actors involved in graduate surveys and exit polls include 
faculties, doctoral schools and doctoral programmes.

Limitations

There is an inherent risk that respondents with a high level of 
satisfaction or dissatisfaction from their doctoral journey will 
have a higher rate of participation in these surveys, which will, 
in turn, lead to a bias and decrease the representativeness of the 
results. If respondents fear that the exit poll, for example, is not 
anonymous, they may also decide to avoid subjective questions 
about the quality of the doctoral training when replying. 

Moreover, these types of surveys also include the respondents‘ 
assessments and opinions, which brings to the risk of obtaining 
less reliable data with regard to employment and the labour 
market. Second, in many European universities, the response 
rate of graduate surveys and exit polls is quite often reported 
to be low, at between 10-30%. Graduate surveys are usually 
very extensive and require a considerable amount of time to be 
filled in. In general, the readiness of individuals to respond to 
such polls decreases with time after the doctorate. Nowadays, 
people receive a considerable number of requests for feedback 
and this contributes to “survey fatigue”, which leads potential 
respondents to completely ignore the request for feedback. Some 
doctorate holders may choose not to answer the survey, as they 
lack attachment to the institution or feel that the results may 
not really have the potential to change anything. One way to 
overcome this difficulty is to inform respondents that they will be 
able to access the feedback collected and possibly compare their 
replies with those of the previous years.

Members of the Thematic Peer Group highlighted on repeated 
occasions that data privacy laws and regulations need to be 
respected no matter what kind of survey is being conducted. To 

conduct graduate surveys or exit polls, universities need to make 
sure that they comply with existing legislation on general data 
protection (GDPR). While this is not a limitation per se, it must 
be taken into account and can limit the kind of data that could be 
collected and its use.

The University of Turin launched a project in 2018 aimed at 
investigating the career outcomes of its doctorate holders up to 
10 years after the end of the doctorate. The project focused on 
three main activities, namely a career tracking survey, success 
story interviews and the collection of career information from 
social networks. The outcomes of this pilot study demonstrated 
the benefit of continuing this exercise in the future, which would 
provide a continuous benchmarking for the doctoral schools at this 
university and evidence-based data in this field. 

Finally, this system based on graduate surveys and exit polls 
introduces an additional cost for universities as it requires them 
to keep an up-to-date contact database. To collect representative 
data, institutions need to have e-mail addresses or telephone 
numbers, two of the most common types of contact information 
held by universities, which always comes at a high cost both in 
terms of financial and human resources. If universities want 
to generate a high response rate, these types of surveys are 
particularly labour intensive.

Comparability of data is also a limitation – given the broad scope 
of disciplines at universities and the wide range of disciplinary 
“culture” as to where doctoral candidates land after completion. 
Data may vary widely and the global average gives a skewed 
picture of different disciplines. Relative comparison of the 
evaluation scores given to different questions about the quality 
of and the experience with the doctoral training may nevertheless 
be very useful to detect strengths and weaknesses in the 
doctoral training programme, and to identify priority actions for 
improvements.

KU Leuven conducts exit polls for the doctorate holders of its three 
doctoral schools. This includes the Humanities and Social Sciences 
doctoral school, the Science, Engineering & Technology doctoral 
school and the Biomedical Sciences doctoral school. They address 
issues such as the quality of doctoral training received, the support 
provided by supervisors and the existing activities offered by the 
university regarding career development. By carrying out these exit 
polls, KU Leuven aims to maintain the high quality of the doctoral 
programmes offered and promote their services to potential and 
incoming doctoral candidates. 

B) NATIONAL GRADUATE SURVEYS
National (and sometimes cross-national) graduate surveys are 
often conducted by national bureaus of statistics, as well as other 
entities such as research institutions. This career-tracking system 
provides insights into the current employment situation of 
doctorate holders, their experiences and views on the completed 
doctoral programme, as well as other relevant information. In 
addition, they provide statistics that can be included in broader 
analyses of the education and research landscape, as well as 
labour markets. As opposed to the narrower focus of graduate 

https://www.uam.es/EscuelaDoctorado/(en_GB)-Encuesta_empleabilidad_final/1446802585434.htm?language=en_GB&nDept=5&nodepath=Survey%20on%20the%20Employability%20of%20Universidad%20%20Aut%C3%B3noma%20de%20Madrid%20Doctoral%20Degree%20Olders
https://www.uam.es/EscuelaDoctorado/(en_GB)-Encuesta_empleabilidad_final/1446802585434.htm?language=en_GB&nDept=5&nodepath=Survey%20on%20the%20Employability%20of%20Universidad%20%20Aut%C3%B3noma%20de%20Madrid%20Doctoral%20Degree%20Olders
https://phd-csqb.campusnet.unito.it/do/home.pl
https://set.kuleuven.be/phd/international/exitpoll
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surveys on quality assurance and the success of graduates from 
a particular institution in the labour market, the national surveys 
aim to provide more long-term and national information on the 
labour market and doctorate holders’ success within.

These questionnaires are also used to collect feedback on issues 
like the doctorate holders’ level of employment since graduation, 
the type of employment obtained and whether there is a close link 
between their working position and the obtained qualification.  
In addition, these surveys are national attempts at providing 
data on doctorate holders’ assessment regarding the doctoral 
programme followed. However, unlike institutional graduate 
surveys, national surveys do not focus on specific programmes, 
but provide an overview by field of study. 

National graduate survey results are usually made available to 
the public and receive much attention from university leaders 
responsible for doctoral education, career advisors, prospective 
doctoral candidates, funding agencies and other stakeholders 
active in the area. In many European countries, career data from 
the national surveys can be extracted at the institutional and 
faculty level. The majority of the universities represented in the 
EUA-CDE Thematic Peer Group reported that these studies are 
conducted on a regular basis, as they are launched every year or 
several years after graduation. They are a cost-effective way to 
gather comparable information from different institutions. Some 
examples include the Italian ISTAT survey, surveys conducted 
at the Swiss Federal Statistical Office and the Irish Graduate 
Outcomes survey conducted in individual higher education 
institutions on behalf of the Higher Education Authority. 

Purposes

The tracking of career data for doctorate holders at the national 
level is commonly used to obtain information on the transition 
into the labour market, as well as to follow the career performance 
of doctorate holders. In addition to providing nationwide feedback 
on the doctorate holders’ degree of satisfaction with the delivery 
of doctoral programmes, these surveys are widely used by higher 
education institutions to illustrate the variety of career paths 
available for doctorate holders outside the academic world. 
These latitudinal studies also include further questions about 
the health and mental health status of doctoral candidates, the 
level of mentorship and supervision, their family situations and 
sociodemographic information.

Since 2017, the German Centre for Higher Education Research and 
Science Studies (DZHW) has conducted Germany´s largest study 
on doctoral candidates and doctorate holders, called the National 
Academics Panel Study (Nacaps). Through annual online surveys, 
the study examines the reasons for starting a doctoral programme, 
career goals after graduation, as well as the general living conditions 
of doctoral candidates. In 2019, more than 20,000 respondents from 
53 German universities completed the survey. 

National surveys also cover other objectives by contributing 
to general statistics, providing evidence on whether doctoral 
education enabled respondents to progress towards their desired 
career goals and by contributing to discussions on the allocation 
of funding.

These surveys are a useful tool for evidence-based policy making 
as they provide a comprehensive picture about the career paths of 
doctorate holders based on their own responses to the questions 
provided, thus giving a qualitative analysis.

Since 2016, the French Ministry of Higher Education and Research 
(MESRI), the Conference of University Presidents and the Conference 
of Directors of French Engineering Schools, have implemented the 
IPDoc national career follow-up survey. It is offered every year to all 
French institutions, but it is mandatory only every two years. The 
survey is conducted on an annual cohort of approximately 14,000 
doctorate holders. The response rate is 52% at the national level.

Actors

The actors involved in developing national graduate surveys are 
the bureaus of statistics, survey agencies, research institutions, 
as well as national higher education authorities. 

Limitations

A commonality that national-level surveys share with institutional 
graduate surveys is the low response rate, which questions the 
representativeness of the collected data. As questionnaires 
cannot be too extensive, the questions need to be relatively 
generic, making it more difficult to respond to more specific 
questions such as issues related to disciplines. 

A second limitation of these surveys refers to the lower reliability 
of the collected data when compared with register-based 
data,2 as national surveys draw on qualitative insights such as 
respondents‘ assessments and replies, rather than “hard data” 
derived from registers.

Thirdly, national surveys are not likely to adequately represent 
people employed in the informal “gig economy” or who have 
another informal status, as the information about their work 
status may not be fully represented in the available datasets.  

Moreover, those doctorate holders who leave the country where 
they completed their doctorate and change their contact details, 
cannot be covered by the national graduate surveys.

Finally, the necessity to comply with data protection laws, whose 
legal provisions, despite some common frameworks like GDPR, 
can be more or less strict depending on the European country 
in question, constitutes another important limitation for those 
national bodies wishing to implement this system. 

2	 See upcoming section C.

https://www.istat.it/it/archivio/234817
https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/en/home.html
https://hea.ie/statistics/information-for-institutions/graduate-outcomes-survey/
https://hea.ie/statistics/information-for-institutions/graduate-outcomes-survey/
https://eua-cde.org/the-doctoral-debate/167:the-situation-of-doctoral-candidates-in-germany-better-than-expected.html
https://www.enseignementsup-recherche.gouv.fr/pid24800/notes-d-information.html
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C) SURVEYS BASED ON REGISTER 
DATA

Surveys based on register data are the result of a combination 
of administrative data and data collected at the university at the 
moment of enrolment. This can be subsequently expanded to 
include additional information (e.g. name, date of birth, gender, 
social security number, matriculation number, prior education). 
This data can be matched in an anonymised form with register 
data, obtained from public registers and official statistics such as 
social insurance or residence data. 

Purposes

Universities use register-based analysis to track the entry of 
doctorate holders into the labour market, as well as to collect 
information regarding their employment situations, such as the 
sectoral allocation, income perceived and the search duration. 
Data gathered through this career-tracking system represents an 
important basis to attract external funding for doctoral education. 
The results of this tracking practice are also useful in showing the 
effect of a doctorate on income level.

This approach covers the full sample of all doctorate holders in 
a given country and thus gives a comprehensive picture of their 
professional integration after graduation. This type of survey 
also provides information on time to degree and drop-out rates, 
as well as trends and projections of the labour market. By using 
register-based data, universities have access to comparative 
data for similar doctoral programmes that are delivered in the 
same country. As opposed to the national surveys, these types of 
surveys are not based on qualitative data, but on numbers derived 
from the statistics bureaus, as well as institutions. This data 
provides evidence for a narrative to promote doctoral education 
on a national level.

In 2006, the University of Vienna in collaboration with Statistics 
Austria developed a career-tracking system based on register-data 
analysis. The main purpose is to observe the career pathways as 
well as the labour market integration of its graduates, including 
doctorate holders, in the first five years after the completion of their 
doctoral studies. 

Actors

The actors involved in developing surveys based on register 
data are national bodies, such as national statistics bureaus, in 
collaboration with university quality assurance units.

Limitations

There are some limiting factors to this method. In particular, this 
tracking system cannot collect career data of doctorate holders 
who left the country after graduation for work-related or study 
reasons. Since this tracking method is based exclusively on data 
derived from national registers, its overall findings only showcase 

the career entry profiles into the national labour market.

One of the great advantages of this method – the use of objective 
data – is also one of its main limitations. By relying on national 
registers, universities cannot conduct a qualitative analysis or 
issue qualitative assessments regarding the satisfaction with the 
doctoral training received, the quality of the current job position, 
and the relevance of the doctoral programme for the position 
obtained.

The tracking system using register data cannot differentiate 
certain disciplinary singularities, such as particular characteristics 
concerning career entry in certain domains (e.g. law clerkships, 
teaching internships, residencies etc). To avoid incorrect 
conclusions, data obtained from these doctoral programmes 
require a very careful and accurate analysis and interpretation. 
This is also needed for small doctoral programmes, where the 
findings are the result of register data drawn from a low number 
of doctorate holders.

In Poland, graduate tracking is carried out at the national level by 
the Ministry of Science and Higher Education within the Polish 
Graduate Tracking System (ELA), which monitors how graduates 
are doing on the labour market, including their employment status 
and level of wages. The main sources of information in the system 
are administrative registers, including the register provided by the 
Social Insurance Institution and the National Register of Graduates. 
Starting from 2020, the ELA system also monitors the career 
paths of doctorate holders five years prior to the beginning of the 
doctoral studies and during the first fifteen years after graduation. 
The system monitors their activities in the labour market and their 
scientific careers. 

D) DIGITAL ALUMNI PLATFORMS

Digital alumni platforms are web-based applications that help 
institutions establish and maintain a community of alumni, as 
well as foster identification with one’s alma mater. These tools 
can be created in-house by the institution, can be custom-built 
by a digital services agency, based on a private alumni platform 
provider or commercial career networks like LinkedIn. These tools 
allow alumni to stay in touch with their previous institution and 
be informed about the latest updates. In addition, through these 
community-building platforms, institutions try to give back 
to alumni as well, for example by enabling them to grow their 
network. Additionally, a considerable number of platforms have 
a functionality that allows universities to post job vacancies and 
provide mentoring services. They can also serve as a networking 
tool for doctorate holders, equally addressing peers, experts in 
the field and future employers.  

Purposes

Digital alumni platforms offer a digital component to the alumni 
services, optimising their online presence and providing the 
opportunity to stay in touch with former doctoral candidates. 
They can maximise the outreach to the alumni community, 
increase the interest of doctorate holders to participate in 

https://uscholar.univie.ac.at/detail/o:1080538
https://uscholar.univie.ac.at/detail/o:1080538
https://ela.nauka.gov.pl/en/infographics
https://ela.nauka.gov.pl/en/infographics
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surveys and questionnaires and serve as a basis for a new 
digital communication strategy. Differently from the approaches 
for tracking that concentrate on the collection of statistically 
significant data, digital alumni platforms mainly aim at 
developing a sustainable relationship between the university 
and the doctorate holders and support institutions in building a 
community of alumni. 

Digital alumni platforms can be a useful tool in reducing the 
administrative burden of alumni services and provide universities 
with the opportunity to concentrate all alumni data and 
information in one single place. 

If adequately designed and only if alumni update their profiles, 
this system can also be used to collect data about the career 
outcomes of doctorate holders.

Actors

The actors developing digital alumni platforms include staff from 
alumni services. 

Limitations

Digital alumni platforms are useful tools that can be designed to 
obtain better information and relevant data on registered users. 
Universities can define the type of information they want to 
receive from users when developing these platforms, including 
career information, but this kind of data heavily depends upon 
whether alumni keep their profiles updated and is thus not as 
reliable as graduate surveys. Despite the availability of this 
feature, it can be difficult for institutions to attract users and 
engage them for long periods, especially in the first phases of 
the platform development. At many universities, including Riga 
Technical University, the relative low percentage of registered 
alumni and, consequently, the low degree of representativeness 
of collected data, limit the possibility of conducting studies on the 
career pathways of doctorate holders. The limited data analysis 
options within the system is another limitation for the collection 
of career data.

RTUconnect is the digital alumni platform developed by Riga 
Technical University in 2018 to maintain contact with graduates 
of all academic levels and to offer alumni a space where they can 
keep connected to the university and find support for their career 
development. 

The maintenance and moderation of these platforms also 
represents a limiting factor as it demands significant effort from 
universities. 

The possibility for the user to synchronise these digital tools with 
other webpages used for professional networking is an important 
advantage. If this synchronisation is established, then the data 
on the career progression of doctorate holders will be transferred 
to the alumni platform. Currently, however, if the user inserts 
new information in the online career network, the automatic 
synchronisation of accounts is not possible and this information 
needs to be inserted manually by either the user or the platform 
administrators.

The reliance on commercial solutions is yet another limiting factor. 
More specifically, the use of digital alumni platforms that enrich 
their career dataset through online career networks runs a series 
of risks in terms of data protection as personal data is managed 
by a private company; reliability as these online providers can 
change/restrict or end their services at any moment and are not 
accountable for what they offer; and transparency as institutions 
are not informed about the way in which data is being used and 
stored.

A major challenge of this method refers to the compliance with 
existing legislation on personal data protection, which, in many 
countries, restricts institutional access to the administrative 
data of doctoral candidates. Privacy regulations lead to the need 
for universities to communicate clearly that privacy laws are 
respected. To set up such a platform, universities first need to 
make sure that they receive the permission to use the personal 
data of doctorate holders. During the Thematic Peer Group 
meetings, the members indicated that the most common way to 
obtain this approval was to request doctoral candidates’ consent 
during the enrolment process or when signing up to an alumni 
association.

http://alumni.rtu.lv/par-mums/aktualit%C4%81tes/140-rtuconnect-net-%E2%80%94-a-tool-to-success
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Suggestions for tracking 
the careers of doctorate holders 

The members of the EUA-CDE Thematic Peer Group came from 
many different higher education institutions across Europe, 
and their experiences with career tracking were very diverse. 
Institutions, doctoral schools, doctoral programs, alumni 
services, quality assurance units and countries conduct surveys 
for different reasons and needs. Therefore, there cannot be a 
“one-size-fits-all” approach to tracking and each university needs 
to develop career-tracking practices and strategies that fit its 
individual needs. However, from the discussion in the group and 
following this overview of different approaches and practices, 
there are some useful principles that can be taken into account 
when developing tracking practices. While this is not a “recipe 
book”, the following relevant points can feed discussions and lead 
to more robust tracking. 

CLARIFY THE SPECIFIC 
INFORMATION SOUGHT AND ITS 
PURPOSE

The discussions and work of the Thematic Peer Group made clear 
that the careful consideration of the methods, timing, scope 
and type of tracking exercise is essential. One needs to reflect 
on the expected outcomes of a tracking exercise to assure that 
the right approach is chosen. It is important to have a clear 
idea of the purpose of tracking, as well as a vision of the kind 
of information and insights one is looking for, in order to avoid 
possible disappointment and ensure the right allocation of 
resources. Different tracking methods lead to different kinds 
of data and serve different purposes. It is also important to be 
aware of the availability of financial resources and personnel to 
determine what is possible and what not. 

PLAN THE PROCESS AND INCLUDE 
ALL NECESSARY STAKEHOLDERS

Careful planning is critical to obtain good results with career 
tracking. If surveys are carried out too soon after graduation, they 
may not provide enough information about the long-term career 
developments of a doctorate. However, they may give insights for 
the purpose of quality assurance and adapting curricula. If they 
are conducted too late, it may become increasingly difficult to 
attract the participation of an appropriate number of doctorate 
holders. Overly detailed surveys may prevent respondents from 
answering all the questions, while too few questions may not 
give the full picture. Good planning and communication are also 
important as many different stakeholders and services within the 
institutions are involved, such as career centres, legal advisors, 
quality offices, alumni organisations and services, IT and many 
others. The exchange with other services at universities can also 
provide insights about already existing activities done by the 
institution. In addition, external actors, like national statistic 
bureaus and employers, should be included in the process when 
necessary and useful. Lastly, when planning to track careers, 
universities should be aware that other institutions are already 
dealing with this issue and make good use of their experience. 

UNDERSTAND THE LIMITATIONS OF 
THE DATA YOU WILL RECEIVE 

No database or survey will provide full insight into the professional 
trajectory of doctorate holders. Low response rates and the 
fact that it is impossible to reach all doctorate holders pose 
certain limitations. Biases in the data must therefore be made 
transparent and appropriately addressed to make the results as 
insightful as possible. It is also important to be aware that the 
results reflect the past. Just because the careers of doctorate 
holders have historically followed a certain course, does not mean 
that this will also be the case in the future. This is particularly 
important when it comes to contextualising and communicating 
the results. 
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CONTEXTUALISE AND 
COMMUNICATE THE RESULTS 

The results of career-tracking exercises can be used for different 
purposes. They provide insights about the outcomes of doctoral 
training, inform future doctoral candidates, employers and the 
public, and, in certain European countries, have been used for 
the distribution of funds. Given these diverse purposes, there is a 
certain risk that they may be used for the wrong reasons and with 
unintended effects. Career tracking of the past does not predict 
the future. It says nothing about the quality of the doctorate as a 
research-based degree as such, and outcomes are very different 
according to disciplines, geographical area and the profile of 
an institution. Institutions must avoid that these results are 
politicised or used to achieve certain goals not related to getting 
evidence-based information on doctoral education, on the careers 
of doctorate holders as well as their contribution to society. 
Therefore, it is key that institutions properly contextualise the 
results in their internal and external communications.

CONCLUSION
As mentioned at the beginning of this report, the topic of 
career tracking has received increasing interest from European 
universities and other stakeholders. As a consequence, 
universities have started to introduce several tracking practices 
also at the doctoral level. This report shows the richness of what 
is being done by higher education institutions and that there are 
many ways to obtain similar information on the career paths of 
doctorate holders. As mentioned, it is important to determine 
what the expectations are and what insights can be usefully 
gained. These can also be used to further develop doctoral 
programmes. However, it is important to keep one point in mind: 
The career tracking of doctorate holders can only be one of many 
approaches to measure the quality and success of the doctoral 
program. Ultimately, aggregated indicators cannot „measure“ 
whether a single person is satisfied with the choice of doing 
a doctorate or not. People are different and so are decisions. 
In addition, the value of the doctorate is not limited to its 
performance in the job market. However, tracking can be a useful 
aid to better understand what the professional future of doctoral 
candidates might be and how to best support them in making 
the doctorate a successful endeavour. 
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Annex

The EUA Council for Doctoral Education (EUA-CDE) organised the 
Thematic Peer Group in 2019 with the aim to provide participating 
members an opportunity for mutual learning on the selected topic 
and to invite them to share their experience and good practices. 
EUA-CDE launched the call for participation in December 2018 
to select this working group. Its objectives were to discuss and 
explore the success of and room for improvement in doctoral 
education structures, policies and practices in Europe; and to 
contribute to a common knowledge base on doctoral education 
in Europe by identifying key lessons learnt on the selected topic. 

Representatives from 14 European universities met three times, 
from March 2019 to January 2020, to discuss how career tracking 
can support the career development of doctoral candidates. They 
explored the key challenges experienced by their institutions 
when engaging with career tracking in doctoral education, shared 
views on the different career-tracking methods in place at their 
universities and exchanged good practices with the aim to provide 
advice to their peers. 

This group was chaired by one participating member and 
coordinated by the EUA-CDE Secretariat.

The meetings were hosted by three institutions, namely the 
University of Geneva (Switzerland), the University of Brescia 
(Italy) and the Warsaw School of Economics (Poland). 

Composition of the Thematic Peer Group “Career 
Development and Tracking in Doctoral Education”

•	 Claudine Leysinger, Head of Graduate Campus, University 
of Zurich, Switzerland (Chair)

•	 Lita Akmentina, Researcher; Former Head of Doctoral 
School, Riga Technical University, Latvia

•	 Avan Antia, Head of Marine Graduate School (Integrated 
School of Ocean Sciences), Kiel University, Germany

•	 Denis Billotte, Secretary General, Conférence universitaire 
de Suisse occidentale (CUSO), Switzerland

•	 Antonello Cannas, Director of the Doctoral School, 
University of Sassari, Italy

•	 Annelies Colpin, Career coordinator, Free University 
Brussels, Belgium

•	 Javier Diaz-Nido, Director of the Doctoral School, 
Autonomous University of Madrid, Spain

•	 Ger Lardner, Career and Skills Consultant (Graduate 
Researchers), University College Dublin, Ireland

•	 Philippe Lutz, Director of the Doctoral College, University 
Bourgogne Franche-Comté, France

•	 David Oliva Uribe, Head of Industrial Doctoral School, EIT 
Digital, Belgium

•	 Lucia Salto, Project Coordinator; Career Development 
Facilitator for PhDs, University of Turin, Italy

•	 Anna Ulatowska, Science specialist, Warsaw School of 
Economics, Poland

•	 Patrick Willems, Director of the Doctoral School for Science, 
Engineering and Technology, KU Leuven, Belgium

•	 Lucas Zinner, Head of Research Services and Career 
Development, University of Vienna, Austria

Group coordinators: 

•	 Alexander Hasgall, Head of EUA-CDE

•	 Ana-Maria Peneoasu, Project Officer, EUA-CDE

EUA-CDE THEMATIC PEER GROUP “CAREER DEVELOPMENT AND 
TRACKING IN DOCTORAL EDUCATION”
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