Navigating Career Crossroads: Factors Shaping the Career Decision-Making of HASS PhD Graduates
The massification of doctoral education, alongside increasingly unstable academic careers(McKenzie, 2021) and a persistently precarious academic workforce(Coomes et al., 2022), encourages PhD graduates to seek sustainable careers beyond academia. While a growing body of research examines doctoral career outcomes, this literature has focused predominantly on Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) PhD graduates (Boman et al., 2021; Hnatkova et al., 2022). In contrast, there remains a significant gap in understanding the career transitions of Humanities and Social Science (HASS) PhD graduates, particularly within the New Zealand context. This study addresses this gap by exploring how HASS PhD graduates in New Zealand navigate career decision-making and transition across non-academic employment sectors. 
The study is conceptually informed by McAlpine’s Identity Trajectory Theory, which frames doctoral career decision-making as a dynamic and longitudinal process shaped by the interaction of between individual agency and structural conditions (McAlpine et al., 2021). Drawing on Van der Waldt’s (2024) four-layered model of theorising, this study adopts a multi-level theoretical framework, termed the Layered Integrative Career Decision-Making Framework (LICDMF) (Figure-1)  to analyse these complex transitions. At the meta-theoretical level, the framework is grounded in a constructivist epistemology, recognising that career decision-making is co-constructed through individual meaning-making and contextual influences. At the gran-theory level, General System Theory provides a paradigmatic foundation, foregrounding core concepts such as recursiveness, discontinuous change, open and closed systems, and abductive reasoning.  At the macro-theoretical level, the System theory Framework (STF) incorporates notions of recursiveness, role of chance and the influence of time, emphasising the ongoing interaction between individual systems, their social and social-environmental systems.  Finally, at the micro-theoretical level, the System Theory Framework (STF) is layered with McAlpine’s Model of Nested Contexts to examine influences operating across macro, meso, and micro contexts, alongside the CASVE cycle from Cognitive Information Processing (CIP) theory is used to understand the cognitive phases involved in career decision-making. Together, this layered integration provides a coherent yet flexible analytical lens for examining the complex, context-dependent career transitions of HASS PhD graduates. 
Situated within a constructionist-interpretivist paradigm(Creswell & Creswell, 2017), the study employs a qualitative naturalistic narrative inquiry (McAlpine, 2016) to capture the nuanced and diverse experiences of participants. A purposive sample of approximately 20 participants was recruited. All participants were affiliated with Humanities, Arts, and Social Sciences (HASS) disciplines and were drawn from the 2024 and 2025 cohorts of doctoral candidates and recent graduates across seven universities in New Zealand. The rationality to recruit HASS participants is that there is a lack of information on the career decision-making of PhD graduates, particularly within the Humanities, Arts, and Social Sciences (HASS) and in the context of New Zealand (Spronken-Smith et al., 2024a, 2024b, 2024c).  In this study, multiple data sources were used to strengthen the research design, including in-depth narrative interviews, journey plots, CVs, and cover letters, along with email correspondence and field notes. Data analysis combined McAlpine’s two-layer narrative analysis (McAlpine, 2016) and Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), enabling both in-depth exploration of individual career experiences and identifying broader patterns across narratives.
Preliminary narrative patterns indicate that participants commonly entered doctoral study with strong aspirations towards academic careers, reflecting trends reported in earlier research. However, as they progressed towards the completion of their PhD, their aspiration shifted.  Participants increasingly aligned their career decision with their research interests, personal values, and preferred forms of contribution, leading many to consider or actively pursue careers beyond academia. These findings highlight the dynamic and iterative nature of doctoral career decision-making and underscored the need for more structured, values-aligned career support for HASS PhDs (graduates and candidates) in New Zealand. 
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