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Introduction

The dynamic and continuous increase of peo-
ple taking up university degree programmes 
in the 1990s in Poland also applied to geog-
raphy degrees (Mikuła-Bączek 2009). Unfor-
tunately, there is presently a downward trend 
of interest in geography degrees. The reasons 
behind the diminishing popularity of geog-
raphy as a discipline of study are complex. 

The key factors include a decreased interest 
in university courses in general and the con-
stantly evolving portfolio of higher education 
courses offered (both in terms of new degree 
programmes and new specialisations within 
the existing courses).

Due to the fact that unemployment among 
people with degrees is commonplace, young 
people try to be pragmatic when choosing 
a discipline of study. They oftentimes give 

DESTINATIONS OF GEOGRAPHY GRADUATES 
IN THE LABOUR MARKET IN POLAND 
AND OTHER COUNTRIES

Danuta Piróg

Faculty of Geography
Pedagogical University of Cracow
Podchorążych 2, 30-084 Cracow: Poland
e-mail: dbutryn@ap.krakow.pl

Abstract
The objective of the article is to analyse the changes in labour market destinations of geography graduates 
in selected countries over the last 30 years. Moreover, the paper discusses the results of a Polish study on pro-
fessional career plans of recent geography graduates and the fulfilment of these plans in 2012. It has been 
established that key professions in which a geography degree proves useful include: teachers, GIS specialists, 
and land use/environmental planners. Currently, Polish students would like to work mainly as specialists deal-
ing with analysing and monitoring environmental changes, urban planners, spatial designers and teachers. 
Sadly, their expectations are hardly ever met and only students looking for teaching positions were most likely 
to succeed in their job seeking efforts.

Key words
geographical studies • geography graduates • labour market • professional career • workplaces • 
first job

Geographia Polonica 2014, 87, 1, pp. 95-111



96 Danuta Piróg

Geographia Polonica 2014, 87, 1, pp. 95-111

up on their passions and dreams and choose 
a degree which is more suitable to the chang-
ing needs of the job market. By trying to be 
rational about choosing university courses, 
young people try to reduce the risks involved 
in investing in their own educational capi-
tal (Kryńska 2011). This makes it difficult for 
higher education institutions. Nowadays, 
nearly all universities will go to great lengths 
to attract candidates. The measures used 
to tempt potential students range from low-
ering entry requirements to launching new 
diversified courses and specialisations. Such 
measures do not always correspond to the 
real needs of the job market. The situation 
described above affects geography degrees 
as well.

Research suggests that one of the key 
strategies in maintaining stable and rela-
tively satisfactory levels of interest among 
candidates is to perform post-graduation 
surveys to follow up the professional career 
paths of graduates. Survey results should 
then be used to fine-tune the educational 
offer so that it targets the needs of the stu-
dents better − in some cases even revamping 
the entire course syllabi (Gedye & Chalkley 
2006). In Poland, there is a long tradition 
for conducting studies dealing with the pro-
fessional career paths that university gradu-
ates follow1. These studies have always been 
of interest to experts from varied disciplines 
of science, in particular teachers (Łuczak 
1990), sociologists (Szczepański 1963), econ-
omists (Pezacki 1970; Minkiewicz & Błędowski 
2008), and social geographers (Więckowski 
1978). However, in the last decade, the rela-
tionship between a degree programme and 
its graduates’ chances on the job market has 
been an under researched area in Poland. 
This is despite the fact that it was a time 
of multi-dimensional economic changes 
in Poland. These changes drastically affected 
the processes involved in recruitment and job 
seeking in general (Piróg 2010). The literature 

1 The need to follow career paths of graduates had 
already been highlighted by Polish geophysicist, me-
teorologist and explorer Antoni Bolesław Dobrowolski 
(1872-1954) back in 1923 (Grzelak 1965). 

review shows that studies on geographers’ 
transition from higher education to employ-
ment and the mechanisms behind their job 
acquisitions, have also been rare research 
topics in other countries. This is true, despite 
the seemingly high practical value of such 
studies. Having analysed the research done 
so far, it appears that most research projects 
have been related to the study of training 
methods facilitating the acquisition of those 
skills most sought after on the job mar-
ket (Clark 1980; Clark et al. 1990; Pawson 
et al. 2006; Hennemann & Liefner 2010; Piróg 
2012b). Other research areas included stud-
ies of geographers’ competences which are 
most valued on the job market (Harvey 2000; 
Donert 2007; Piróg 2007, 2011b; Solem et al. 
2008;  Osuch 2010;  Baylina 2011), students’ 
and graduates’ expectations of the job mar-
ket (Gedye et al. 2004), and the level of pro-
fessional satisfaction of working geographers 
(Johnston 1990). To sum up, a statement for-
mulated by Gober et al. back in the 1990s 
is still valid, i.e. “very little is known about the 
interface between postsecondary education 
and the labour market in geography” (Gober 
et al. 1995b: 329).

Consequently, the objectives of the pre-
sent article are as follows:
• to analyse the professional career paths 

of geographers around the world and 
in Poland;

• to present results of a Polish nationwide 
survey about the plans and aspirations 
of recent geography graduates regarding 
their first jobs after university;

• and to discuss how these plans are verified 
by reality, based on an example of Polish 
geography graduates from 2012;

• to compare the jobs held by geographers 
in Poland and in other countries as well 
as trying to identify tendencies of change 
in this area.

Literature review

In the last 30 years, research into the profes-
sional careers of geography graduates has 
been conducted and published in the form 
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of academic papers, in the United States, 
Great Britain, Canada, Germany, and Poland.

The largest nationwide project was con-
ducted in the US in the 1990s. Based on the 
information about specialisations, the profes-
sions that graduates were trained in were 
established. It turned out that 11% were GIS/
remote sensing specialists, urban/regional/
environmental planners ranked second with 
8% for each of the above mentioned speciali-
sations; environmental managers/technicians 
accounted for 8%; cartographers for 7% and 
earth scientists/secondary teachers account-
ed for 6% each (Gober et al. 1995a). The next 
part of the study involved a survey of geogra-
phy graduates from 1990-1993. Their situa-
tion on the labour market and the professions 
they held were noted. The results showed that 
only 3.1% of geographers were unemployed 
and 1.5% were economically inactive. Geog-
raphers found employment mainly in the fol-
lowing five professions: teacher, environmen-
tal manager/technician; GIS remote sensing 
specialist, cartographer, and planner (Gober 
et al. 1995b). The 1990s project also fore-
cast, that in the coming years, the demand 
for geography teachers would be on the rise. 
The long-term forecast was that geographers 
would be needed in industry, public adminis-
tration, and environmental protection (Gober 
et al. 1995c). Unfortunately, these predictions 
have not been empirically verified. Current 
research covers only studies on the plans and 
professional aspirations of undergraduate 
and postgraduate geography students.

The EDGE project survey (the Enhancing 
Departments and Graduate Education) was 
led by the Association of American Geogra-
phers. According to the EDGE project survey 
results, geography graduates in America cur-
rently pursue careers in three main areas: 
in academia, the public sector (mainly in local 
or regional administration) or the private 
sector. A considerable number of graduates 
choose further education, primarily by taking 
up doctoral studies. The percentage of gradu-
ates employed in the above mentioned sec-
tors differs slightly between graduates from 
MA and PhD programmes. For PhD gradu-

ates, the top career paths include faculty 
positions at academic institutions (46.6%), 
and positions with federal government agen-
cies or departments (7.1%). Then there are 
MA/MS graduates in PhD departments that 
choose PhD programmes (28.1%), positions 
in federal government (17.4%) and positions 
with state or local government agencies 
or departments (13.9%). Those graduates 
with MA/MS work mainly in state or local 
government agencies (39.4%), private busi-
nesses (18.9%) or enroll in PhD programmes 
(24.4%) (Solem et al. 2013: 104-105).

British research on University of Plymouth 
graduates from the 1990s, exposed a dis-
cordance between student expectations and 
the actual experience of the graduates. While 
an overwhelming majority of students (97%) 
were convinced that their geography degree 
was necessary and useful in their job seeking 
efforts, only 60% of graduates were of the 
opinion that their degree actually increased 
their value on the labour market (Gedye et al. 
2004). The research concluded that the two 
top job areas where geography degree hold-
ers found employment were “clerical and sec-
retarial occupations” (19.1%) and other occu-
pations (14.5%). If we compare geographers’ 
results to those of other GEES graduates, e.g. 
geology, it turns out that geographers find 
significantly less attractive jobs than geology 
graduates (Gedye & Chalkley 2006: 9-10).

Periodically conducted surveys of geogra-
phers from St. Mary’s University, Canada con-
ducted six months after graduation, showed 
a marginal increase in unemployment among 
geography graduates, from 6% in 1989 to 
10% in 2009. Furthermore, the research 
highlighted a significant increase (from 43% 
to 84%) of graduates who performed jobs 
related to their discipline of study and were 
convinced that the knowledge they acquired 
during their degree programme was neces-
sary in their current job. It was also observed, 
that in 2009, only 20% of BA degree holders 
(compared to 48% in 1989) took up full-time 
employment and did not pursue continuing 
education. A general change in the positions 
held by geographers was noticed. There was 
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more than a two-fold decrease of graduates 
working as geography teachers and a whoop-
ing seven-fold increase of geographers who 
used GIS methods in their work (Millward 
2011).

The situation of German geographers 
on the labour market, in particular their tran-
sition from university to employment, is illus-
trated by research conducted among JLU 
(Justus Liebig University) 1960-2007 geog-
raphy graduates. It took geographers five 
months, on average, to find employment. 
Data collected from graduates over the last 
40 years shows a recent increase in the aver-
age job seeking period. Graduates take long-
er to find a job and they either eventually find 
one or lower their expectations. Subsequently, 
they take up less attractive positions not relat-
ed to their discipline of study. Only approxi-
mately half of working geography graduates, 
who had graduated between 1960-2007, held 
positions corresponding to their academic 
degree. This number decreased as their pro-
fessional career developed. Among people 
who worked in jobs related to geography, the 
first job was usually taken in spatial develop-
ment (27%), academic research (14%), PR (9%) 
or regional development (9%) (Hennemann 
& Liefner 2010) (Tab. 1).

In Poland, studies of geographers’ career 
destinations were only conducted among 
graduates of individual universities, including 
the Pedagogical University in Kielce, Warsaw 
University, and the Pedagogical University 
of Cracow.

Several follow-up studies of geography 
graduates’ career choices from selected Pol-
ish universities were conducted in the 1980s. 
However, afterwards this topic became one 
of the more under researched areas of social 
geography.

Research projects from the seventies 
focused on the career paths of graduates 
from one given university spanning a period 
of many years2 (including the Jagiellonian 

2 For instance studies conducted at the Univer-
isty of Łódź encompassed graduates from the years 
1950-1973, those from the Jagiellonian University 
in Cracow included the years 1954-1971, and the re-

University in Cracow, the University of Łódź, 
Nicolaus Copernicus University in Toruń, and 
Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznań). The 
studies showed that all geographers found 
jobs corresponding to their education level 
and nearly all of them found positions which 
required a degree in geography. Since the 
1950s, the portfolio of geographers’ career 
destinations has been extended compared 
to the inter-war period (at which time new 
positions for geographers mainly included 
jobs in all levels of the education sector). 
Geographers also started to work in spatial 
planning institutions and geology-related 
businesses. The majority of graduates still 
found employment in education (21.2% 
of Jagiellonian University graduates and 
37.9% of those from the University of Łódź), 
as teachers in primary and secondary 
schools as well as jobs working for adminis-
trators of the Polish Department of Educa-
tion. A considerable number of geographers 
found employment in higher education 
(14.8%, on average) and a similar number 
(12%) acquired positions in geology and car-
tography businesses. Spatial planning insti-
tutions were also an important employer, 
guaranteeing jobs for approximately 10% 
of graduates. The remaining graduates 
worked mainly in public administration, sta-
tistical offices, and libraries. An urgent need 
to define the profile of geographers was iden-
tified to ensure legal protection for this pro-
fession. In turn, the list of professions open 
to geography degree holders only would 
be extended. The researchers advocated the 
fact that the curricula and profile of a geog-
rapher should be formulated so as to include 
spatial planning institutions and tourist traf-
fic agencies as possible professional destina-
tions of geographers (Augustyniak et al. 1974; 
Rajman 1975; Klatka & Zawadzka 1976; 
Stachowski 1982).

The only Polish-wide study on geogra-
phers’ career paths to date was an analysis 

search project pursued at the Nicolaus Copernicus 
University in Toruń included all geography graduates 
up until 1980.



Table 1. Positions/professions held by geographers in different countries

No./rank

United States Canada Germany United Kingdom

Nationwide

120 academic departments offering MA/MS and PhD 
programmes in geography

Halifax, Saint Mary’s University Justus Liebig 
University HESA survey

PhD graduates
MA/MS

graduates in PhD
departments

MA/MS 
graduates in Mas-
ter’s departments

1 Teacher (15.6%) Faculty position 
at an academic insti-
tution that awards 
degrees up to the 
PhD level (26.3%)

Enrolled in a PhD 
program (28.1%)

Position with a state 
or local government 
agency or depart-
ment (39.4%)

Non-geographical 
(52%)

Geomantics (42%) Public regional and 
civil planning (27%)

Other clerical and 
secretarial occupa-
tions (19.0%)

2 Environmental 
manager/
technician
(12.9%)

Faculty position at an 
academic institution 
that offers degrees 
up to the Master 
level (16.4%)

Federal government 
(17.4%)

Position in a private 
business (18.9%)

Teacher (23%) Land use/environ-
mental planning 
(16%)

Research /science 
(14%)

Other occupations 
(14.5%)

3 GIS/remote sensing 
specialist (10.5%)

Position with a fed-
eral government, 
agency or depart-
ment (7.1%)

Position with a state 
or local government 
agency or depart-
ment (13.9%)

Enrolled in a PhD 
program (24.4%) 

Land use/
environmental plan-
ning (10%)

Other geographical 
(16%)

Public relations (9%) Commercial, 
industrial and public 
sector managers 
(12.5%)

4 Cartographer (8.2%) Geomatics (6%) Non-geographical 
(16%)

Resources and envi-
ronmental consulting 
(9%)

Business and finance 
professionals and 
associate profession-
als (11.8%)

5 Planner (6.7%) Other geographical 
(3%)

Teacher (10%) Development as-
sistance (9%)

Retail assistants, ca-
tering, waiting, and 
bartending (10.6%) 

Geography 
related 
positions

80% 43% 84% 50% –

Graduation 
years 1990-1993 2011 1989 2010 1960-2007 2004-2005

Source Gober et al. 1995b Solem et al. 2013 Millward 2010 Hennemann 
& Liefner 2010

Gedye & Chalkley 
2006
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of geographers’ employment conducted 
in 1976. The MAGISTER database system, 
which existed at the time, recorded data from 
a staff census. Thanks to this data, an analy-
sis of 7473 professionally active geographers 
was conducted in respect to their currently 
held positions. The study corroborated the 
above mentioned data about geography 
graduates’ key career paths. One of the con-
clusions was that a great majority of geogra-
phers found employment which corresponded 
to their geography degree. The most popular 
career path was education (53.3% in total) 
including 26.6% of graduates who worked 
as school teachers and administrators of the 
Polish Department of Education, while 25.7% 
worked in higher education, the Polish Acad-
emy of Science, and other research centres. 
The remaining graduates worked as geolo-
gists (5.6%), economists (3.6%), and librar-
ians (1.8%). One conclusion drawn from this 
project was that geographers also need 
to be prepared to work in spatial planning 
(Więckowski 1978).

There was an almost 15 year gap in the 
research on geographers’ career paths. Once 
the research was resumed, however, there 
were never as many respondents in the 
studies as previously. For instance, a sur-
vey conducted at the Pedagogical Univer-
sity in Kielce covered graduates of full-time 
degree programmes in the Mathematics and 
Life Science Faculty (including geography), 
who had obtained their degrees between 
1990-1995. At that time, the demand for 
teachers was high in that region of Poland 
because as many as 77% of geography grad-
uates took up teaching positions. The remain-
ing group of geographers either found office 
jobs (7%) or became self-employed (3%). The 
unemployed accounted for only 1% of the sur-
veyed geographers (Biernat 1997).

The study conducted at Warsaw Univer-
sity looked into the destinations of gradu-
ates of full-time degree programmes who 
graduated between 1990-1997. The survey 
aimed at determining where geographers 
found employment and what type of positions 
they held. Moreover, graduates were asked 

to provide feedback about their degree course 
in relation to their professional experience. 
The results showed that 82% of the respond-
ents had a job, and approximately one in five 
worked in fields related to geography. The 
respondents were employed in the service 
industry, and the largest group (17%) worked 
as geography teachers (Lisowski 1999).

A study of 2000-2007 graduates from the 
Pedagogical University of Cracow was tes-
tament to the high employability of geogra-
phers. This study showed a high proportion 
of graduates who were employed in the fields 
related to geography. Still, those results were 
notably less optimistic when compared to the 
situation in the 1990s. Out of the people who 
graduated between 2000-2007, 10% were 
unemployed and 42% worked in areas not 
related to their discipline of study. Those who 
found employment within the field of geog-
raphy worked mainly as teachers of geogra-
phy, business or the natural sciences (30%). 
Others found jobs within the tourism industry, 
spatial planning, environmental protection, 
geodesy or cartography (28% in total) (Tracz 
& Stanuch 2011).

Similar research was done covering the 
years between 1950-2000 on graduates 
of cartography, a discipline related to geog-
raphy. The research shows the large impact 
of acquired education on the future career 
paths of cartographers. Approximately one 
in four graduates were employed in a job 
directly related to editing and publishing 
of maps. The remaining worked in scientific 
institutions or in administration. Presum-
ably, demand for cartographers was high-
est in large metropolitan areas because all 
respondents lived and worked in Warsaw 
or the surrounding areas (Pasławski 2001) 
(Tab. 2).

Methods

A Polish nationwide survey was conducted 
to investigate the current plans and aspira-
tions of Polish geography graduates as well 
as the actual workplaces/positions of recent 
graduates. The survey consisted of two 
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Table 2. Positions (professions) held by geographers in Poland

No./rank
Jagiellonian 
University in 

Cracow

Jagiellonian 
University in 

Cracow

University of 
Łódź Nationwide

Nicolaus Coper-
nicus University 

in Toruń

University of 
Warsaw

Pedagogical 
University in 
Kielce(Faculty 

of Mathematics 
and Life Science)

Pedagogical 
University of 

Cracow
Nationwide

1 Education 
(21.2%)

Education 
(22.2%)

Education 
(37.9%)

Education 
(26.6%)

Education 
(36.8%)

Teacher (17.4%) Teacher (77.7%) Non-geographi-
cal (42%)

Non-
geographical 
(61%)- (trade 
24%; other 
services 37%)

2 Research, sci-
ence (14.0%)

Research, sci-
ence (14.0%)

Research, sci-
ence (15.6%)

Research, sci-
ence (25.7%)

Research, sci-
ence (13.1%)

Consulting 
(15.9%)

Office job 
(approx. 7%)

Teacher (30%) Teacher (16.8%)

3 Urban planning 
and spatial plan-
ning (14.9%)

Non geographi-
cal (14.8%)

Physiography 
(geology, hydrol-
ogy) (12%)

Geology (5.6%) Physiography 
(geology, hydrol-
ogy) (12.9%)

Trade (13.6%) Own business 
(approx. 3%)

Other, related 
with the disci-
pline of study 
(tourism, spatial 
planning, 
environmental 
protection, 
geodesy) (28%)

Civil service: 
public and local 
administration 
(7.6%)

4 Non geographi-
cal (10.6%)

Urban and 
spatial planning 
(11.6%)

Spatial planning 
(10%)

Economists 
(3.6%)

Spatial planning 
(8.6%)

Science (12.9%) Other (8%) GIS (6.5%)

5 Travel agencies 
(8.5%)

Hydrogeology 
(10.0%)

Design, geod-
esy, water and 
amelioration 
offices (4.6%)

Library (1.8%) Cartography, 
geodesy (5.4%)

Finance (10.6%) Tourism and 
hotel industry 
(3.8%), science 
(3.2%)

Geography 
related 
positions

89.4% 85.2% 94% – 86.3% – – 58% 20%

Graduation 
years 1966-1971 1954-1971 1950-1973 All graduates 

up until 1976

All graduates 
up until 31st 
March 1980

1990-1997 1990-1995 2000-2007 2011

Source Augustyniak 
et al. 1974 Rajman 1975 Klatka & 

Zawadzka 1976
Więckowski 
1978 Stachowski 1982 Lisowski 1999 Biernat 1997 Tracz & Stanuch 

2011 Piróg 2013
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stages: stage one took place between May 
and June, 2011 and stage two covered Janu-
ary and February, 2012. The first stage of the 
survey was in paper form and the second 
stage was an online survey. Before the main 
research project was carried out, a pilot 
study was conducted involving 120 geogra-
phy students from the Pedagogical Univer-
sity of Cracow. The first stage of the study 
was addressed to students graduating from 
full time geography degree programmes 
in the academic year 2010/2011, in all four-
teen higher education institutions which 
offer geography degrees in Poland. Official 
letters were sent to all geography faculty 
heads asking for consent to carry out a sur-
vey among students of geography degree 
programmes at a time as close to their 
graduation date as possible, e.g. the last 
class or the dates of their BA and MA viva 
voce examinations. The first objective of this 
research stage was to learn about graduate 
dispersal among given specialisations, i.e. 
their formal qualifications to work in spe-
cific occupations. The second objective was 
to learn about their plans in terms of enter-
ing the job market including desirable work-
places and occupations. Twelve out of four-
teen higher education institutions gave their 
consent to participate in the study. Those 
which participated were: the Pomeranian 
University in Słupsk, Adam Mickiewicz Uni-
versity in Poznań, the Jagiellonian University 
in Cracow, the University of Łódź, the Univer-
sity of Warsaw, the University of Wrocław, 
Jan Kochanowski University in Kielce, Nico-
laus Copernicus University in Toruń, Maria 
Curie-Skłodowska University in Lublin, the 
University of Gdańsk, the Pedagogical Uni-
versity of Cracow, the University of Silesia, 
Szczecin University, and Kazimierz Wielki 
University in Bydgoszcz (Fig. 1).

In stage one, the heads and academic 
staff of the given faculties helped with face-
to-face meetings held with students. During 
specially organised meetings and weekly 
classes in small groups, the students were 
informed about the objectives of the study 
and asked to participate in the survey. The 

survey was confidential but not anonymous 
as the respondents were asked to fill in their 
email addresses or telephone numbers in the 
questionnaire. In this way, 1347 surveys were 
collected. From all the collected surveys, 
1120 met the reliability criteria and their 
results were added to a database. The 
respondents represented all student types, 
i.e. undergraduates (bachelor’s degree), post-
graduates (two-year master’s degree) and 
students of the long-cycle, five-year master’s 
programme3 which was still running at that 
time in some universities.

The second stage of the study was con-
ducted approximately six months post-gradu-
ation. An online survey was sent to all respond-
ents who were most determined in finding 
a job. These were the graduates who had 
declared in stage one, that they had plans 
to seek employment immediately after grad-
uation4. The second stage was carried out 

3 A five year long rolling master’s degree pro-
gramme without the possibility to graduate in the 
meantime with an undergraduate degree.

4 The second stage did not cover respondents, who, 
in the first stage, declared that they planned to con-
tinue studying, wanted to combine further academic 
education with job seeking efforts or had other plans 

universities where the study was conducted

universities where the study was not conducted

Cracow

0 50 100 150 km

(UJ)

(UP)Sosnowiec

Kielce

Lublin
Wrocław

Łódź

Warsaw
Poznań

Bydgoszcz
Toruń

Gdańsk

Słupsk

Szczecin

Figure 1. Higher education institutions selected 
for the study
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approximately six months after official cessa-
tion of education. This is because six months 
is the usual period necessary to investigate 
the speed and type of transition from univer-
sity training to a professional career (Müller 
& Gangl 2003). In stage one, 597 respond-
ents declared they were planning to look for 
a job after graduation. All of them received 
an electronic invitation to participate in the 
second stage of the project. The invitation 
included a personalised link with an indi-
vidual password to log into the database. 
The objectives of the second stage focused 
on collecting the data necessary to compare 
the plans and aspirations of respondents 
regarding their workplaces and working 
terms, and conditions at the time of gradu-
ation with the reality of their present situa-
tion. The main goal was, therefore, to learn 
more about the status of graduates on the 
job market, the workplace, and positions 
held as well as to find out about the working 
conditions.

The collected statistical data from two 
databases (from stage one and two) were 
used to generate a single output database. 
As a result, a set with complete data from 
375 graduates was extracted, which trans-
lates into a responsiveness rate of 68.2%. 
This personalised collective group of gradu-
ates was the study group which was subject-
ed to further in-depth statistical quantitative 
and qualitative analysis. The group consist-
ed of an almost equal representation of all 
degree types: those with a bachelor’s degree 
accounted for 32.5%, postgraduates account-
ed for 32.0% and graduates of the long-cycle, 
five-year master’s programme, accounted 
for 35.5%. As far as gender goes, 65.3% 
of the respondents were women. Overall, the 
respondents were of similar age. Nearly 98% 
were in the 22-24 age bracket. The majority 
of graduates came from small towns or villag-
es: one out of three respondents came from 
the country (37%), and one in four (25%) from 
towns with up to 50 thousand inhabitants. 
The remaining respondents came from medi-

not related to seeking employment.

um- and large-size cities (over 200 thousand 
inhabitants).

Analysis

Research results suggest that an overwhelm-
ing majority of Polish geographers at the 
graduation stage wanted to find employment 
in jobs related both to the degree and spe-
cialisation they had chosen during the course 
of study. The largest group wanted to work 
in the public sector, particularly in non-mate-
rial and social services, i.e. in civil service and 
for local government where they would ana-
lyse and monitor changes in the environment, 
as well administer environmental resources, 
in spatial development offices as urban and 
spatial planners and, thirdly, in the education-
al sector as geography and science/history/
biology teachers at primary, secondary, and 
upper secondary levels. Graduates’ fourth 
most popular workplace choices were land 
surveyor and cartography offices where both 
GIS remote specialists and cartographers 
were hoping to find a job. As many as 10% 
of geography graduates declared that they 
were planning to become self-employed. 
A similar number of young geographers 
were keenly interested in workplaces related 
to dealing with tourist traffic, in particular 
as tour leaders and tour guides, specialists 
in organisation and handling of leisure activi-
ties. A small proportion of respondents (2.5%) 
dreamt of a career in academia. Nearly one 
fifth of the surveyed graduates selected the 
response ‘other’. Among the overall popula-
tion, 4.2% of people were so determined 
to find any source of income immediately 
after graduation that they admitted a willing-
ness to accept any job offer, including that 
of manual labour which is considerably below 
their qualifications and level of education 
(Piróg 2012a).

Unfortunately, the expectations of geog-
raphers captured in the first stage of the 
research project were only somewhat ful-
filled. On top of that, only about half of the 
graduates (49.3%) were working, while job 
seekers accounted for 50.7%. Over half of the 
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working graduates performed jobs that were 
neither related to their discipline of study nor 
required higher education qualifications. Fur-
thermore, as many as 82.6% of respondents 
worked in a sector that they had not intended 
or planned to work in. Geographers’ first 
jobs included mainly low level assistant posi-
tions including office staff and other entry-
-level positions (59%), as well as the so-called 
‘other’ category (19.7%). Approximately one 
fifth of geographers worked as specialists 
or held independent positions and several 
of the respondents held medium level mana-
gerial positions. An analysis of employment 
contracts signed by working geographers 
shows that one in three geographers had 
a so-called contract of mandate. One in four 
geographers had a fixed-term employment 
contract which seems to ensure a relatively 
stable workplace and entails a high probabil-
ity of contract extension should the employer 
be happy with the quality of the graduate’s 
work. Some of the respondents worked 
on temporary contracts where they filled 
in for permanent staff on leave and several 
people decided to work on a voluntary basis.

Respondents declared a low job satisfac-
tion level – as many as 53% declared to be 
either ‘rather unhappy’ or ‘definitely unhap-
py’ with their job, saying that it did not meet 
their professional expectations.

Those graduates working in jobs not relat-
ed to their degree and often below their level 
of education, mainly held positions in mate-
rial services for consumers (trade, trans-
port, catering); and sometimes in services 
for manufacturers and business (warehouse 
management, real estate). People who held 
jobs related to their degree worked mainly 
in education and public administration, non-
material service industry, and social services. 
This group included teachers (16.8%), people 
dealing with organisation and environmental 
management in local governments (7.6%), 
land surveyors and cartographers (6.5%), 
employees of the tourism industry, e.g. travel 
agencies, hotels (3.8%), and staff in aca-
demic centres, mainly university-based ones 
(3.2%).

If we compare the plans of graduates and 
their later fulfilment, it turns out that only in the 
case of graduates who wanted to become 
teachers were the plans fully realised. Inter-
estingly, some graduates who did not express 
a wish to become teachers in the first stage 
of the study, declared to be actually working 
as teachers six months after graduation. This 
is a surprising result given the demographic 
low, and a time when many schools are 
closing down in Poland with the subsequent 
number of geography lessons being reduced. 
This optimistic picture of seamless transi-
tion of geography teachers from academic 
education toward employment is, however, 
slanted. It turns out, that only some people 
working as teachers had a fixed term employ-
ment contract. All the remaining ones worked 
on a temporary basis, replacing permanent 
staff who went on maternity or health-related 
leave. In addition, more graduates worked 
in academic institutions than had originally 
planned. It needs to be highlighted, though, 
that many of them held administrative posi-
tions at higher education institutions, and not 
necessarily as academic teachers.

None of the respondents seemed to work 
in spatial planning or environmental protec-
tion. Geographers who worked in the civil 
service held positions in municipality offices, 
city and town councils, the Central Statistical 
Office of Poland and regional employment 
agencies. Graduates working in the tourism 
industry worked in travel agencies as office 
staff, and as tour leaders travelling abroad 
with tour groups, as hotel reception-desk 
workers or as part of hotel administrative 
staff. Those geographers who used their 
competences in cartography and GIS meth-
ods found employment mainly in private 
companies providing services in this field 
(cf. Tab. 3). Only two people managed to ful-
fil their plans to set up their own businesses 
in such a short time frame. These were two 
female respondents with master’s degrees. 
One of them graduated with a specialisa-
tion in social and economic geography and 
the other one majored as a teacher of geog-
raphy and science. Both women set up their 
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own businesses in the service industry. The 
first one launched an online clothes outlet 
while the other one used her second degree 
obtained during geography studies, i.e. land-
scaping, and set up a landscaping business 
as a subcontractor of a large company pro-
viding such services. It is interesting to note, 
that nearly two years after setting up their 
businesses (June 2013) the clothes outlet was 
still in operation while the other respondent 
closed the company after just over a year due 
to lack of profit.

Being unemployed approximately six 
months after the official cessation of studies 
had an impact on the subsequent job seek-
ing plan of the graduates. These unemployed 
graduates were then three times more will-
ing to take up any employment at all. More 
people also continued their search for work 
in administration and tourism. These groups 
included mainly geographers who took 
up additional university courses or continued 
on to do a master’s in geography, choosing 

different specialisations. They hoped to devel-
op new competences necessary to find a job 
in the service sector. Willingness to accept 
a job in education, environmental protection, 
and research remained constant. Unfortu-
nately, not a single person indicated that they 
had plans to become self-employed.

Discussion

All the research projects discussed above 
were carried out at various times, and geo-
graphical locations. The projects utilised dif-
ferent research strategies. Despite this fact, 
they allowed the author to draw some gen-
eral reflections and outline tendencies and 
changes in respect to career paths pursued 
by geographers within the given time frame.

In the 21st century, professions and 
positions chosen by geography graduates 
in Poland and in the world have undergone 
significant changes. There are four times 
fewer geographers (with the exception of 

Table 3. Sought after vs. acquired sectors of employment

Sector

Geography 
graduates 

People planning 
to look for 

a geography-related 
job

Actual 
workplaces

Plans 
of those 

who 
remained 

unem-
ployed 

6 months 
later no. % no. % no. %

Civil service: public and local 
administration

142 12.7 47 12.5 14 7.6 21.6

Science/research 28 2.5 15 4.0 6 3.2 3.4
Spatial planning 128 11.4 57 15.2 3.4
Tourism 81 7.2 24 6.4 3 1.6 10.6
Hotel industry 26 2.3 4 1.1 4 2.2 7.2
Environmental protection 64 5.7 41 10.9 10.5
Geodesy, cartography, GIS 113 10.1 45 12.0 12 6.5
Natural environment monitoring 69 6.2 18 4.8
Education and training 122 10.9 43 11.5 31 16.7 11.5
Services/commerce 69 37.3
Business 44 23.8
Other 194 17.3 32 8.5 17.2
Own business 106 9.5 28 7.5 2 1.1
Any job below their qualifications 47 4.2 21 5.6 14.6

Total 1,120 100.0 375 100.0 185 100.0 100.0
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Canada) (Millward 2011) employed in jobs 
clearly linked with their discipline of study; 
from approximately 90% in the 1970s 
(Więckowski 1978) down to 25-20% nowa-
days. Furthermore, it appears that profes-
sions/jobs taken by geographers, which are 
not related to geography, do not even require 
candidates to have a degree. These jobs 
include manual labour in material services 
for consumers such as the catering industry 
or sales. It is a bleak observation to make, 
which only corroborates the fact that univer-
sity graduates struggle on the labour market.

The portfolio of professions held by geog-
raphers in the majority of countries shows 
that a constant and relatively high percent-
age of graduates find employment in educa-
tion becoming geography teachers or teach-
ers of geography and another subject (Gober 
et al. 1995b; Millward 2011). Even though 
we have observed a drop in the proportion 
of geographers who have become teach-
ers in Poland, the majority of geography 
graduates still end up working in schools. 
Up until the mid 1970s, one in four geog-
raphers, on average, took up employment 
in primary, vocational or secondary educa-
tion (Więckowski 1978). In some universi-
ties, these proportions were even higher, e.g. 
as many as one third of geography graduates 
of the University of Łódź found such jobs 
(Klatka & Zawadzka 1976). Later, positions 
in education were mainly taken by geogra-
phers who graduated from teacher training 
institutions such as pedagogical universi-
ties (Biernat 1997; Tracz & Stanuch 2011). 
Still, as many as one in five regular univer-
sity graduates in geography also pursued 
a career in teaching (Liszewski 1999). Other 
professions chosen by geographers where 
they use their geography education, have 
experienced a relatively dynamic increase. 
There has been an increase in the number 
of geographers who work in professions utilis-
ing GIS methods. Canada is an all-time lead-
er with nearly half of all geographers working 
in GIS-based jobs (Millward 2011). A growing 
tendency in this respect can also be observed 
in Poland. The percentage of graduates who 

work with GIS methods accounts for only 
6.5%. Nonetheless, GIS-based jobs still rank 
third in terms of popularity, out of those posi-
tions held by geographers related to their dis-
cipline of study.

In the group of professions strictly related 
to the degree obtained, there are considera-
ble differences in the number of geographers 
finding employment in academic centres. The 
number depends on the country. For instance, 
in the United States, there was clear tendency 
in the growing number of geographers who 
work in academia. Back in the 1990s, this 
career path was not in the top five of those 
professions most often chosen (Gober et al. 
1995b). Currently, work in academia is a pop-
ular choice of PhD graduates. A large pro-
portion of graduates with master’s degrees 
decide to pursue a doctoral degree hoping 
to make a career in academia (Solem et al. 
2013). In Germany, a career in academia or in 
a research centre was the second most popu-
lar profession chosen by geographers (Henne-
man & Liefner 2010) while in Poland the trend 
is just the opposite. Up until the end of the 
1970s, one in four graduates were employed 
in academia or held a research/technical 
post (Więckowski 1978). In the 1990s, it was 
only one in seven graduates (Lisowski 1999). 
Currently only one in thirty holds a position 
of this kind. The divergences stem from the 
demand for academic staff in the given coun-
try which result from: the position of geogra-
phy as a science discipline, the demand for 
services in higher education, the number 
of research centres which need geographers, 
and how attractive employment in academic 
centres is.

There is also a clear link between the situ-
ation of geography graduates and the profes-
sionalization of a graduate’s profile. In coun-
tries such as the United States and Canada, 
which focused on vocational skills in the geog-
raphy curricula, extending the pool of profes-
sions dedicated specifically to graduates 
of geography strengthened the professional 
profile of a geographer. As a result the situa-
tion of geographers is these countries is sat-
isfactory. ‘Vocationalised’ geography contrib-
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uted not only to a longer list of professions 
available to its graduates, but also resulted 
in geographers being perceived as profes-
sionals with specific technical skills in the 
field of GIS or environmental planning and 
management. This in turn made them more 
competitive on the labour market.

The above review of the career paths 
of geography graduates in Poland and in oth-
er countries seem to identify a need to put 
the concept of ‘employability’ more in focus. 
The needs of the labour market should be tak-
en into account to a greater extent when 
drafting a geography graduate’s profile. Cur-
ricula should be designed in such a way as to 
facilitate the training of an employable geog-
rapher.

The observed changes in career paths 
of geographers seem to indicate that in the 
near future, teaching specialisations should 
remain a valid and popular course on offer 
within geography programmes. Both can-
didates and employers cultivate a deeply 
rooted belief that geography teachers are 
professionally prepared for teaching posi-
tions in geography degree programmes. Oth-
er specialisations which should be on the top 

priority list, given the demands of the labour 
market, include geoinformatics, planning, 
and environmental management. Surveys 
recently conducted in six countries (United 
Kingdom, Portugal, Spain, Italy, France, the 
Netherlands) also pointed out that the main, 
future professions that geography degrees 
prepare students for should be: research, 
education, environment, regional planning, 
and GIS (Tab. 4) (Baylina 2011).

Based on the literature review, it can 
be concluded that institutions offering geog-
raphy degree programmes should extend the 
list of potential career paths for their gradu-
ates, as noted below.

1) Such institutions should ‘fine tune’ the 
professional profile of graduates. This means 
that there should be clear specifications for 
chosen professions. The necessary abilities 
and qualifications that can be expected to be 
acquired during the course of study must also 
be made clear.

2) The list of specialisations should also 
be extended. Curricula must be provided 
that will prepare students for employment 
in traditional geography-related disciplines 
(e.g. as school teachers), but also in institu-

Table 4. Desired geography graduates’ professional profiles

Professional profiles Job profiles Training needed

Research, education dissemination Research, teaching, publishing: 
Internet, media, guides, etc. 

Geographical thought, research 
methodology, geography teaching

Geographical information 
technologies

GIS, digital cartography, statistical 
analysis, survey design

Data bases, GIS, remote sensing, 
cartography qualitative and quanti-
tative analysis

Environment: physical systems, 
natural resources

Protected areas management, 
environmental education, Agenda 
21, natural risk prevention

Geomorphology, natural resources, 
climatology, meteorology, biogeog-
raphy, landscapes, risks fieldwork 
techniques

Territorial planning and 
management: legal and physical 
dimensions

Management, geomarketing, territo-
rial planning

Territorial and landscape planning, 
economic activities and analysis, 
transportation and mobility

Territorial planning and 
management: population and demo-
graphic analysis

Demographic projections, social ob-
servatories, demographic statistics

Population distribution, projections, 
demography, social studies on popu-
lation, migrations, mobility

Socio-economic and territorial 
development

Local development agencies, tour-
ism, cultural heritage, international 
relations and trade, geopolitics

Regional planning, articulation 
geopolitics, geo-strategy, models 
of regional and local development

Source: Baylina 2011: 79.



108 Danuta Piróg

Geographia Polonica 2014, 87, 1, pp. 95-111

tions/companies/agencies dealing with de-
mographical statistics, public opinion sur-
veys, modern GIS-based spatial analyses, 
local and regional development, and interna-
tional trade.

Summary

The research results presented in the paper 
illustrate that the destinations of geography 
graduates have undergone changes – both 
in Poland and in the world. The literature 
review and empirical research show that it is 
becoming more and more difficult for geog-
raphy graduates to find geography related 
work. There is an increase in graduates who 
work in fields unrelated to the discipline they 
studied or who find no work at all. On the 
other hand, the key professions which have 
found a geography degree useful are: teach-
ers, GIS specialists, and land use/environmen-
tal planners.

The entry of Polish geographers on the 
present labour market seems to be a complex 
and challenging process with a high failure 
rate. Six months after graduation, less than 
half the graduates who put finding employ-
ment or becoming self-employed on top 
of their priorities list managed to achieve 
that goal. If we compare these results with 
figures for the 1990s in Poland, we can 
observe a nearly 50% drop in the employabil-
ity of geographers.

The jobs obtained by geographers, unfor-
tunately, only marginally corresponded 
to both respondents’ educational qualifica-
tions and their professional plans and expec-
tations from the time of graduation. Only 
about one fifth of working graduates found 
employment, which correlated with their 
level of education and discipline of study. 
Similarly, only a small group fulfilled their 
dreams of working in a given profession. The 
highest proportion of satisfaction was for 
graduates working as researchers at differ-
ent levels of the educational system, and GIS 
remote specialists. The teaching profession 
remains the leading destination even though 
it has experienced a gradual dip in popular-

ity among Polish geographers over the last 
30 years.

The majority of graduates found employ-
ment in non-material consumer services and 
other positions which do not require a degree. 
Respondents worked most often as salespeo-
ple in a variety of shops, in catering, ware-
houses, telemarketing, and customer service 
centres. Even though this undesirable trend 
affects current graduates most severely, 
employment below one’s qualification level 
has always been an issue that has affected 
university graduates across the world.

Research has showed that the career 
paths of geography graduates are one of the 
most underexplored fields. In the light of the 
literature review and empirical research, 
it would be advisable to conduct pan-
regional studies on recent geography gradu-
ates in the job market. In particular, such 
research should encompass the speed and 
type of transition from academic education 
to the labour market. Those research results 
should, in turn, be applied to revamp geogra-
phy degree programmes so as to ensure the 
discipline of geography shares a high position 
within the general structure of other areas 
of study. The research gap in career paths 
of university graduates may soon be closed 
in Poland. This is because starting in Octo-
ber 2011, the Polish Ministry of Science and 
Higher Education requested higher educa-
tion institutions to monitor the professional 
career paths of their graduates. Article 13a 
of the new legal regulation in this respect 
reads: “higher education institutions should 
monitor the professional career paths of its 
graduates in order to adapt its degree pro-
grammes to the needs of the labour mar-
ket. Professional career paths of graduates 
should particularly be monitored for three 
and five years post graduation”. It is difficult 
to conclude at this stage, however, whether 
surveys of graduates conducted by each 
individual university will allow universal con-
clusions to be drawn. Each university utilises 
different tools and methodologies to monitor 
the careers of graduates, which makes one 
wonder whether it will be possible to perform 
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a comparative analysis of the results and 
draw general, nationwide conclusions about 
all graduates of a single degree programme, 
e.g. geography. Therefore, it is important for 
studies on the career paths of graduates to 
be continued by researchers within the fields 
of social geography and higher education 
despite the difficulties in obtaining repre-
sentative research data. Such research pro-
jects are of key importance because without 
them it would be impossible to update and 
reform the curricula of geography degree 
programmes. These reforms are necessary 

for geography to remain an independent 
degree programme.
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