




“Academy Professors 
not only do their own 
independent research, 
but also manage their 
own research teams and 
teach and supervise 
young researchers.”

“The only way 
to maintain 
and improve 
our standard 
of living and 
quality of life 
is through 
research.”

“There are lots of good sides to a career in 
research. Perhaps the best of all is the independ-
ence of the job: you get to decide what you want 
to do and when. There are not many jobs where this 
is possible and where you get paid for it. It’s a good idea to 
apply for a job in a research laboratory to see if you’re really 
interested in a research career. I myself might never have be-
come a researcher without my summer job at the hospital 
laboratory. I’d also encourage reading books about research: 
Microbe Hunters, for instance, is a real classic.”
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The University of Eastern Finland has an overall staff 
of around 2,800, of whom 700 are researchers. In add-
ition, around 450 teaching staff at the university have 
a doctorate degree, and according to Päivi Nerg, 
the number is rising all the time.

Päivi Nerg was recently appointed Director for Admin-
istration and Development at the Ministry of Finance. 
Prior to this appointment, she was Director of Adminis-
trative Affairs at the University of Kuopio, where she 
oversaw the merger of two universities into the Univer-
sity of Eastern Finland.

“Academia provides an opportunity for PhDs to 
conduct research at the cutting edge, but that requires 
great tenacity, ambition, networking, public communica-
tion skills and language skills. Secondly, teaching jobs in 
academia require pedagogic skills, public communication 
skills, and an understanding of how the world of research 
works, good social and networking skills and an attitude 
of flexibility. Thirdly, administrative jobs require a close 
familiarity with the laws that govern the world of research 
and education, a combination of flexibility and determi-
nation, plus the ability to get on with all kinds of people 
and to speak in public,” Nerg continues.

“For PhDs universities are a great place to work be-
cause there they are given every possible respect and sup-
port. At the University of Eastern Finland, PhDs can carve 
an international career for themselves and also move from 
one career path to another within the same organisation.”

“Ideally, PhDs are people who are driven and en-
thusiastic, who have a strong sense of self-esteem and 
strong language skills, and who are open-minded and 
good at working with others,” Nerg explains. Björkroth 
further adds to this list good teaching skills.

PhDs IN ACADEMIA

In 2008, the University of Helsinki had a staff of 
around 8,100, of whom roughly one-quarter or 1,960 
had completed a doctorate degree. 

According to Vice Rector Johanna Björkroth the univer-
sities’ PhDs are employed in research, teaching, admin-
istration and other positions. Administrative job titles 
include director of development, head of research 
administration, research liaison officer, planning officer, 
lawyer and coordinator. The most common research 
and teaching titles are doctoral student, postdoctoral 
researcher, university lecturer, professor and research 
director.

“The PhDs we hire are expected to demonstrate 
initiative, basic management and other workplace skills, 
and they should have a proven track record of inde-
pendent work in science,” Björkroth says.

“The University of Helsinki is a multidisciplinary, 
research-oriented university that provides every facility 
to conduct research of international significance. We 
have several outstanding researchers, including scholars 
coming from other countries. Importantly, too, we have 
a sound research infrastructure in place.”

Björkroth is keen to stress that while people with a 
doctorate are well-respected in the academic workplace, 
a doctoral degree is in fact a minimum requirement for 
many job positions. The situation is completely different 
from the private business sector.

DISCOVER WHAT YOU CAN DO WITH A DOCTORATE DEGREE
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PhDs AT RESEARCH INSTITUTES

Some 10 per cent of staff members at the National 
Institute for Health and Welfare (THL) have a doc-
torate degree. Assistant Director General Juhani Es-
kola says that THL offers exciting, challenging and 
rewarding jobs for PhDs.

PhD staff at THL are engaged in research as well as in 
advisory and management positions. They need to have 
strong expertise and competence in their field of special-
isation, and their skills must be compatible with the or-
ganisation’s objectives. Furthermore, it is important that 
at some stage a practical application is discovered for 
those skills and competencies.

“The ideal PhD is driven and motivated and has an 
overall understanding of the organisation’s goals. Com-
munications skills are also essential, as is a solid experi-
ence and strong researcher training. PhDs are expected 
to have the ability to develop methods and to formulate 
research problems, for instance in laboratory work,” 
Eskola says.

PhDs AT POLYTECHNICS

Helsinki Metropolia University of Applied Science 
has a staff of 1,066, of whom 309 have a postgraduate 
degree: 12 per cent have a doctorate degree and 12 
per cent a licentiate. 

“There are no traditional research posts at Metropolia, 
nor do we have separate research units. Instead our re-
search and development projects are organised under the 
umbrella of training programmes and clusters, where 
they are closely tied in with our curricula,” says Vice 
Rector Lea Ryynänen-Karjalainen. 

The Decree on the qualification requirements for 
polytechnics staff says that rectors and senior teachers 
shall have a licentiate or doctorate degree. For other 
positions at polytechnics (also known as universities of 
applied science) there are no specified requirements of 
postgraduate qualifications.

Three of Helsinki Metropolia’s current seven cluster 
directors hold a doctorate degree. A postgraduate degree 
may be required for specific appointments. Directors for 
research and development, for instance, are required to 
have a doctorate.

The duties of teaching staff at polytechnics are de-
fined as comprising research and development related 
tasks as separately specified by the organisation in ques-
tion. Those tasks are assigned on a step-by-step basis in 
the personal work plans prepared for each teaching staff 
member.

The skills requirements for PhDs are defined sep-
arately for each job assignment, but nonetheless within 
the broader legal framework governing the mission of 
polytechnics, which is to provide teaching and education 
that supports the needs of industry and regional devel-
opment, and to conduct applied R&D that supports the 
local industrial structure. PhDs hired are expected to 
possess good basic research skills, practical experience 
on the integration of education and R&D, as well as an 
innovative, development-minded, cooperative and ana-
lytical way of thinking.

“Metropolia Helsinki is Finland’s largest university 
of applied science and as such is excellently placed to 
contribute to regional development in the area. It has 
close working contact with business and industry. We 
are constantly working to develop our curricula and 
learning environments in such a way that they support 
both self-development and the creation of new knowl-
edge and skills that have practical application in the 
workplace. We have a forward-looking attitude and the 
courage to do things differently. Besides, the pay we 
offer is highly competitive compared to the public sec-
tor,” Lea Ryynänen-Karjalainen points out.
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Gaia Consulting Oy has a staff of almost 30 people, 
seven of whom have completed a doctorate degree. 
A further three are currently undertaking their doctoral 
studies. The fields of expertise covered are engineering, 
natural sciences, economics and political sciences.

“Our PhDs work in a wide range of consultancy and analyti-
cal projects and assignments. Apart from consultancy we take 
up various other assignments from highly demanding analyti-
cal and computational projects to extensive reviews and stra-
tegic consultation,” says Managing Director Mari Hjelt.

“Our knowledge and skills requirements for PhDs 
are the exact same as for all other new recruits: we want to 
have people with excellent written and oral communica-
tion skills, who have a keen analytical mind and who are 
comfortable in an international environment.”  

“PhDs and others with a background in research often 
stand apart in terms of their analytical thinking and inter-
national experience. On the other hand, they often have 
less practical experience and weaker oral skills.”

“We don’t require that everyone who comes to work 
with us has a doctorate, nor does a doctorate automatical-
ly guarantee that one will get ahead in the recruitment 
process, but it certainly won’t count against you – quite 
the contrary,” Hjelt adds. 

“I’m confident that we are in the position to offer lots 
of genuinely interesting challenges and projects for PhDs 
where they can give their researcher’s creativity free reign. 
Instead of having researchers work in the proverbial ivory 
towers, we offer a dynamic working environment and fast-
changing challenges. We’ve also been able to provide the 
necessary flexibility that researchers need if they want to 
pursue their own research interests. Our policy of hiring 
people on a permanent full-time basis instead of offering 
short-term contracts has also received much praise.

Mari Hjelt says that PhDs are leading experts in their 
fields and people who have been taught to fight for the qual-
ity of their work. Her definition of an ideal PhD is a person 
who seeks clarity of communication, who is a team worker 
and socially talented, who has a genuine interest in social 
issues and a curious mind, who is always willing to learn 
new things, who knows their own field inside out and who 
is committed to develop that field further, and who is well 
networked with various organisations and people. 

Innomedica is a business consulting company that 
specialises in the life sciences. Innomedica has a staff 
of nine, three of whom have a doctorate degree. New-
ly appointed PhDs who do not yet have any business 
experience are hired as junior consultants under the 
job title of project manager, says Tanja Dowe. Project 
managers are responsible for conducting industry 
market analyses, R&D projects as well as for project 
management of major research programmes as well as 
various EU projects.

“PhDs must have a passion to continue to learn. It’s use-
ful if during your studies you’ve also taken some course 
on business fundamentals. And it certainly pays to fol-
low not just the research literature in your field, but also 
to keep an eye on what’s happening in the world of busi-
ness,” Dowe says.

The career move from a leading science expert to a 
novice in the business world is not a direct step forward, 
but a leap into a completely new world. Dowe believes 
that in this situation it is good to show a trace of humility.

“Doctoral graduates have every reason to take pride 
in the completion of their doctoral project. Not only do 
they conduct independent scientific research, but they 
plan the whole project, present its results on various 
forums and possibly secure their own funding. Long-
term planning and project management skills of this 
kind are extremely valuable in the workplace.” 

Innomedica puts all its newly recruited PhDs 
through a rigorous training programme. This allows them 
to put all the knowledge and skills they have learned to 
new use and to combine their scientific expertise with 
business skills. The in-depth knowledge that PhDs bring 
into the company is particularly valuable in weighing the 
commercial potential of academic innovations.

“Besides, no one understands a researcher better 
than another researcher. Our PhD researchers give us 
increased credibility as an expert organisation in the life 
sciences sector,” Tanja Dowe concludes. 

PhDs IN THE LIFE SCIENCES SECTOR 

DISCOVER WHAT YOU CAN DO WITH A DOCTORATE DEGREE
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PhDs AT THE ACADEMY OF FINLAND

The Academy of Finland has a staff of approximately 
160 people. Pirjo Hiidenmaa, PhD and adjunct professor, 
is in charge of the Research Unit for Culture and Society. 

The Academy’s PhDs are employed as science advisers, 
programme managers, unit directors, or at the organ-
isation’s highest management level. Hiidenmaa says that 
the doctoral degree offers important skills and experience 
of conducting research. Researchers usually have excellent 
information retrieval skills and a thorough understanding 
of how universities and research institutes work, and the 
operating environment more generally.

“In addition to hands-on experience of research, 
people who want to work with us will in many cases 
need to have administrative experience and a sound 
knowledge of science policy. Working at the Academy 
provides a ringside view on the world of science and re-
search, although opportunities to conduct your own re-
search are very limited. At the same time, PhDs here have 
a great chance to work internationally and to see how 
other funding agencies work. The jobs as such are highly 
challenging, and they often provide the opportunity to 
contribute to designing and implementing major re-
forms,” Hiidenmaa explains.

“PhDs certainly add to our credibility. We have people 
drafting funding decisions and science policy who have 
first-hand experience of doing research. Of course, it’s pos-
sible to advance to these positions with a Master’s degree as 
well. By virtue of their training and competencies, PhDs 
have a genuine interest in this field and the ability to form 
an overview of researchers’ situation and of the field of re-
search and research environments more broadly.”

“The ideal PhD is a qualified expert in the field, but at 
the same time takes a broader interest in other subject areas 
and disciplines. The ideal PhD is also familiar with the pro-
cess of doing research and is not restricted to any one single 
research approach. The ideal PhD contributes with an open 
mind to cross-disciplinary debate and at the same time is 
critical and aware of the limits of their own knowledge.”

Pirjo Hiidenmaa says it is useful for the PhD to have 
a special area of science policy interest: methods develop-
ment, teaching, publishing practices, the history of science, 
the contents of researcher training, the interactions of sci-
ence with society, datasets or research infrastructures. 

PhDs IN GOVERNMENT MINISTRIES

Leena Vestala, PhD and Director at the Ministry 
of Education Division for Higher Education and 
Sci ence, is among the staff members at the Ministry 
who have a doctorate degree.

The Ministry of Education has a staff of 349, of whom 
30 have a researcher training. PhDs could in practice 
work in any Ministry job, but their qualifications are 
best suited to the requirements of high-level advisory 
and management positions.

Vestala says that the specific qualification require-
ments for people hired by the Ministry of Education 
depend largely on the position to be filled. Newly hired 
experts need to have a higher academic degree as well as 
a close familiarity with some area of Ministry responsi-
bility, i.e. education, science, culture or youth policy. 
Applicants with prior experience of public administra-
tion will have an added advantage. Good language skills 
are essential. Good skills of cooperation and working 
independently are basic requirements for all positions.

Applicants to senior advisory positions at the 
Ministry are required to have in-depth knowledge of 
the subject area in question, networks and managerial 
ex perience. 

“Ministry advisors need first of all to have an atti-
tude of flexibility. Decision-making within the Minis-
try’s hierarchy differs from the university model which 
places more emphasis on academic freedom. Decisions 
are often made on a political basis, which has to be ac-
cepted and understood,” Leena Vestala says.

“The Ministry offers varied and interesting jobs that 
require in-depth expertise and that therefore are well-
suited to PhDs. Completing a doctorate takes time and 
persistence as well as a high degree of initiative. PhDs 
have a deep knowledge of their subject area, but often of 
other areas as well such as university and science policy, 
and that is a definite asset.”
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The Academy of Finland has nine types of research 
funding instruments for different purposes. These 
instruments are divided into three groups:

Funding for general research purposes is awarded 
for high-level scientific research that contributes to 
strengthening the competitiveness of the national econ-
omy. Funding is made available to research teams and 
projects to cover wage and salary expenses, direct and 
indirect research costs, researcher mobility costs, etc. 

Funding to support the individual researcher’s train-
ing and research is staggered by research experience 
based on the four-step research career model. The 
amount of funding increases with movement up the ca-
reer ladder. Postdoctoral Researchers can only apply for 
funding to cover their own costs. Academy Research 
Fellows can apply for the costs of a small research team, 
and Academy Professors for the costs of larger teams.

Funding for the development of research environ-
ments is awarded to the host organisation where the 
research is taking place for purposes of improving its 
research structures. 

THE ACADEMY’S RESEARCH FUNDING INSTRUMENTS 

Postdoctoral 
Researcher 

Academy 
Research Fellow 

Academy Professor 

RESEARCHER 

Infrastructure 
Doctoral 

programmes
FiDiPro

RESEARCH ENVIRONMENT 

Centres of 
Excellence 

Targeted Academy project 

Academy project 

RESEARCH 

Academy research 
programmes 

HOW THE ACADEMY OF FINLAND SUPPORTS RESEARCHERS 
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A doctoral student can work either in a doctoral pro-
gramme or in some other project, e.g. an Academy 
project. This is the first training step on the path to 
a future career in research or other advisory positions.

Upon completion of the doctorate it is possible to 
apply for Postdoctoral Researcher funding with a view 
to gaining independence as a researcher, or to move on 
to work in an Academy project. 

After a successful period as a Postdoctoral Research-
er, Academy funding provides the opportunity to start up 
as an independent research team leader. Research posts as 

Academy Research Fellow are intended as career devel-
opment opportunities for the best research talents.

Established researchers, professors or research 
directors are eligible to apply for the research post as 
Academy Professor. It is expected that the Academy 
Professor is at the international cutting edge of research 
and thereby contributes to the development of a creative 
research environment.

Further information: www.aka.fi/eng > 
For researchers

ACADEMY FUNDING OPPORTUNITIES: THE RESEARCHER’S PERSPECTIVE

Doctoral 
programme 

position

Work in 
Academy 
project 

Work in 
Academy 
project 

Postdoctoral 
Researcher 

Academy 
Research Fellow 

Academy 
Professor  

Research 
programme 

Research 
programme 

Centre of 
Excellence

Academy project Academy project 

Targeted Academy 
project 

Targeted Academy 
project 

STEP 4   
Professor 

STEP 3  
Research team 

leader 

STEP 1  
Doctoral 

candidate 

STEP 2  
Postdoctoral 
Researcher 
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