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From PhD to career researchers

Transitioning from PhD to Career
Researchers — Introducing the EMPOWER

network

Completing a PhD in
health psychology and
related disciplines is a
monumental yet
rewarding achievement,
opening doors to diverse
career opportunities in
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Post-doctoral and early-
to-mid-career researchers frequently encounter
intense demands, with universities increasingly
favouring temporary or short-term contracts over
permanent, tenure-track positions (American
Association of University Professors, 2022; Kimber,
2003). This trend has led to a highly competitive
environment for securing long-term academic roles
(Roy et al., 2024), with many researchers now
spending longer than ever in early career and post-
doctoral roles (Jadavji et al., 2016; Rahal et al.,
2023; Van Benthem et al., 2020). Indeed, the
average time as a post-doctoral researcher has been
cited as high as 4-8 years (Van Benthem et al.,
2020), although with notable variation between
countries and scientific fields. As a result, it is
commonplace for post-doctoral researchers and
those in junior positions to find themselves in a
precarious ‘in-between’ stage, feeling neither like
students nor fully established researchers (Morris,
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2021). This uncertainty about achieving a stable,
long-term research career can be daunting. The
combination of potentially high workloads,
financial stress, and the fluid nature of early
research careers has contributed to widespread
reports of poor mental wellbeing, disillusionment,
and confusion among post-PhD researchers (Share
& Loxley, 2023; Van Benthem et al., 2020; van der
Weijden & Teelken, 2023).

These findings may paint a concerning picture of
the early post-PhD journey. Yet, most post-doctoral
researchers and early career academics still report a
deep enjoyment and passion for their work (Share
& Loxley, 2023), and the vast majority remain
committed to pursuing a research or academic
career (van der Weijden et al.,, 2016). This
combination of passion and vulnerability highlights
the need to address the challenges faced by those
embarking on research careers and raises an
important question: how can we support these
individuals in nurturing their passion and
advancing their research while minimizing the
negative impacts of early-career academic life?

In this regard, there are a myriad of factors
research has shown to protect early-to-mid career
researchers and academics mental health and
encourage their best work. Unfortunately, however,
many of these are out of reach for the average
researcher, such as higher salaries, more job
stability, and better recognition within institutions
(Share & Loxley, 2023; Van Benthem et al., 2020;
van der Weijden & Teelken, 2023). Addressing these
issues requires a deeper cultural shift, as
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recommended by researchers and interest groups
worldwide (American Association of University
Professors, 2022; Jadavji et al., 2016; Kimber, 2003;
Van Benthem et al., 2020). However, in terms of
immediate support, research has also shown that
even simple steps can significantly nurture good
quality work and foster happier, healthier
researchers.

Overall, the simplest strategies for supporting
early-to-mid career researchers revolve around two
key themes: belonging and growth. That is, when
researchers feel a sense of belonging within the
research community (Morris, 2021; Share & Loxley,
2023), have opportunities to share their
experiences with peers (Panayidou & Priest, 2021;
Wisker et al., 2007), and receive support in their
transition to senior research roles, they are more
likely to thrive. It is here that we would like to
introduce EMPOWER, which stands for the European
network for post-doctoral early career and Mid-
career researchers in health PsychOlogy focusing on
Well-being and Empowerment of Researchers, the
newest of the European Health Psychology Society’s
networks. The foundations of EMPOWER came to be
at EHPS 2023 in Bremen, Germany, where a group
of like-minded post-PhD researchers recognized
that they shared similar experiences and
challenges. They expressed a desire for a support
group tailored to their needs. While the EHPS
community already includes two networks, CREATE
and Synergy, conversations with the committee
members of these networks revealed a gap that
EMPOWER aims to address—specifically focusing on
the well-being and empowerment of post-doctoral
early career and mid-career researchers in health
psychology. On the final day of the EHPS 2023
conference, in a small café in Bremen, the idea for
this new group was formed. Following discussions
on goals and format, and after several meetings,
the creation of EMPOWER was approved by the
EHPS Executive Committee in early 2024 to launch
in Cascais at the EHPS 2024 conference.

The overarching purpose of EMPOWER is to help
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early-to-mid career health psychology researchers
to achieve their best in research while also
protecting their health and happiness as they
develop through their career. Through EMPOWER,
our mission is to provide a space where early-to-
mid career researchers can meet, network, and
share experiences, and where successful academics
within EHPS can share their experiences and skills
with up-and-coming researchers in an open,
collaborative space. After launching at the EHPS
2024 conference, we will be working with early-to-
mid career researchers in EHPS to share ideas and
discuss the common needs of our community,
before launching into a series of online and in-
person  events covering networking, skills
development, and supporting each other. If you are
interested in joining EMPOWER or finding out more,
you can get all the relevant information at https://
ehps.net/about-empower/.
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