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Who Am I?
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Me Before Academics
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● An 18 year old who loved sports, playing playstation, and 

going for pints.

● A casual interest in (post-) WW2 history, and wanted to 

study history/PE Teaching in University.

● Enrolled in a BA (Arts) because I did not get enough points 

for PE.



Me During Academics
● Studied Economics for the first time in University (2017) as part of my Bachelor of Arts in UCC, 

alongside:

● Geography

● History 

● Philosophy

● My end-goal was to become a teacher.

● I was always weak analytically, but possessed a tremendous sense of self-belief.
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Why Does This Matter?
● On the one hand, my track record really did not suggest that I would become good at economics, 

geography, or economic geography. 

● BUT it did show that any thing I did choose to pursue, I learned to perform at high levels.

● In this way, mindset and mental health have always been extremely important to me.

● Get on with it.

● You can do it.

● Don’t sweat the things you cannot control.

● Trust the process.

● You cannot finish a marathon without taking 52,400 (ish) steps.
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My PhD: The Ups, Downs, and 
Everything In Between
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Did I Have An End Goal?
● Not really.

● I had a vague idea that I would like research from my BA but had no specific “plan”. 

● I didn’t have anything better to do (COVID-19 etc).

● Did I ever doubt my ability? In general, no. I knew I could do it eventually…

● Imposter Syndrome was a regular feature in everyday events, but never really creeped into the “long term”.

● As I began to work through the PhD (i.e., maybe around 7 months in), I began to be attracted to this 

idea of “how good could I be at this?”.
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My PhD In Short – As I Experienced It
● My PhD was incredibly rewarding and enjoyable, but it was also really intense and difficult at times.

● Loving what you do ~75% of the time is as good as it can get.

● If there is no inherent challenge, things get boring quite quickly.

● 6 research papers and 1 industry report.

● 7 pieces of research dissemination.

● Chief Editor of The Boolean (2021-2023).

● Wide-ranging teaching experience (4 different roles).

● Some odd jobs (i.e., RA work) here and there.
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Rising To The Challenge...
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...Burning The Candle At Both Ends
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Raise The Bar or Just Get By? It Depends...
● These anecdotes produce results of a very different flavour.

● On one hand, I published in a 4* journal – I can publish in “good” journals.

● On the other hand, I worked like a dog and came out better at the end – I can get through any challenge.

● But not everyone wants a challenge, and not everyone wants to “push themselves”.

● A PhD is just a (poorly paid) job, at the end of the day.

● You get out of a PhD exactly what you put in.

● Prioritise you, your preferences, and your strengths.
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A Brief Reflection
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What Am I Thankful For?

O’Driscoll (2024)

● I was lucky to have such a wonderful supervision team.

● A great relationship throughout.

● A very quick forming of “routine” and work models.

● I never felt inhibited – our model really allowed me to thrive.

● The CUBS PhD group completely changed my experience. 

● Without them the experience would have been considerably worse.

● I am thankful that I “backed myself” and that I continue to do so. 

● You need to do the same.



Recommendations
● Be honest about your priorities – why are you doing a PhD?

● Beware of admin and side-projects.

● Don’t be afraid to say no!

● Long-term planning should be vague. Focus on the short-term.

● Don’t worry about the “thesis” – worry about the papers.

● Go to more conferences, summer schools, and just get out there more.

● Socialise with your peers!!
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The ViVa
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An “Unknown Quantity”
● All you can do is can is read, read, read.

● Know your work backwards and do not panic.

● My extern gave me a relatively hard time in the room, but the outcome was perfectly reasonable.

● A surreal experience in the moment, but I have a positive relationship with her today.

● Papers are not as important in the ViVa as they are for jobs…

● The thesis is a different entity.

● Papers have word limits, thesis chapters do not…
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Supervisors
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I was incredibly lucky
● A positive relationship is really important to ensure a smooth journey.

● Positive does not have to translate to “BFF’s”, it just means that you “understand each other”.

● Get into a rhythm.

● Transparency ensures that everyone is on the same page, and gives you more “independent licence”.

● Communicate and set clear expectations.

● Be honest, and don’t obsess over impressing.

● Listen and absorb their advice. They have “been in your shoes”.

● Trust them when they say it will work out.
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https://www.mn.uio.no/astro/english/research/news-and-events/events/conferences/supervisionpresentations/rprs_revised.pdf
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The Publication Process: Some (Brief) 
Thoughts
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Research Papers as Currency
● Writing is probably my favourite part of the research process, which is fortunate.

● But I only produce good writing when I have solid “blocks” of time.

● As PhDs, you have many “blocks” but are still developing your skills. 

● When writing, Nail that introduction and don’t overthink “contributions”.

● Contributions are more about “the bigger picture” than they are about “X (2020) calls for this work”.

● What needs to be present in each section? Clarity or prose? Economists like clarity...

● Focus on paragraphs and sections, not sentences.
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Efficiency, Efficiency, Efficiency

● Make space for the most difficult or time-consuming tasks in your schedule.

● Manipulate your calendar, lock yourself away, do whatever you need to do to get some peace.

● Establish what you are good at in this process, and exploit this.

● Are you a starter or a finisher?

● Schedule more time for the tasks which require “deep focus”.

● Get it done.
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Research Dissemination
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Just Do It
● Failing to engage in research dissemination is shooting yourself in the foot.

● The world is changing, public engagement matters.

● You need to explicitly incorporate it into the “lifecycle” of a project.

● Research Dissemination is probably the best way to develop your “story telling” skills.

● Job committees are easily impressed, especially if you are smart with framing.

● RTE Brainstorm is the national broadcaster, not just any blog.
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The Job Market
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Timing is Everything
● By January 2023: ~20 applications, no call-backs. By May 2023: 5 applications, 4 interviews, 3 offers.

● Listen to Frank when he says it’ll be grand.

● Jobs become available somewhat regularly, but there are two highly concentrated periods around 

Christmas and the early-to-mid summer where “the floodgates” open.

● Wait until your CV is sufficiently “beefy”. 

● I only started getting calls when I had an official Viva date.

● Be strategic with where you apply – distribute your effort accordingly. 
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You Need To Want It
● Preferences should be at the forefront when considering jobs, but “Fit” is really important too.

● You can always adapt to a role if the content is interesting, but “fit” is harder to sell.

● If you are lucky, the effort you put into applying might get you “in the door”. Once in, you have a real 

opportunity to “blow everyone away”.

● Study the interview panels’ relevant publications.

● Translate their work to yours – where is the complimentarity? What do you bring to the table?

● Get an overview of the wider department/faculty – How and where do you fit?

● Be specific – Who? What? When? How? They need to see you fitting in.

● Have a compelling Research Agenda
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The Importance of Persistence and Making Your Own Luck
● When navigating the job market, the most you can do is make yourself (appear) to be the best 

possible candidate for the job. 

● By maximising your own chances, you are also providing yourself with the opportunity to “be lucky”.

● Luck and storytelling had an important role to play in me getting my own job...

● Told a good story

● Was a good fit “on paper”.

● But so was John....
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Where Am I Now?
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Still Bluffing, Still Learning, Still Enjoying Myself
● I worked really hard to get where I am today, but I was also helped at key moments by a bit of luck.

● 25 year-old Tenured Assistant Professor in Economic Geography.

● I teach one and coordinate another Statistics BSc course, teach MSc Economic Geography, teach a BSc 

methods course, and supervise BSc and MSc thesis students.

● I am busier now than I was for a majority of my PhD.

● Learn to act independently!

● Learn to be strategic and economise on effort.

● Commit to giving yourself space to do “deep work”

● Keep coming back...
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Career (and Life) Considerations
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What Do You Want To Be?
●Everyone has different aims, goals, and ambitions. Figuring out how and where you “fit” is important.

●Rich and Famous?

●Academic? Private Sector? Bakery Owner?

●You are not an academic in a vacuum. You have a life, friends, family, and hobbies. 

● Take weekends off, go for those pints…

●Some things in this journey you can control, but other things you cannot.

● Some of the best papers ever written in Economics have been rejected from multiple journals…
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