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In the Geosciences,
Business Is Booming

Flatfederal funding means‘tight times in academia, but jobs abound in the
_petroleum, mining, and environmental consulting industries

GEOLOGIST AMY SIMONSON LOVES HER
work. She spends her days in the country-
side around Charlottesville, Virginia, meas-
uring stream flow and groundwater levels
for the state’s Department of Environmen-
tal Quality. The job, she says, is exactly
what she wanted.

Simonson, 25, began her job hunt in
2007 after getting a master’s degree in geol-

. ogy from the Uni-
Online

versity of Delaware,
i Newark. She had
SCIENCEemag.org one condition: She
Hear more abou! wanted to spend as
geology careers in F
this week's Science podcast. mUCh ane as pos-
sible in the field,
not in front of a microscope or a computer.
Taking a scattershot approach, she applied
for jobs in geophysics, engineering, environ-
mental consulting, and geographic informa-
tion system mapping. She didn’t have to wait
long. “I got offered a lot of stuff,” she says.
Simonson’s experience isn’t rare. For
many young geoscientists now embarking
on careers, the job outlook is very good.
The current federal research funding situa-
tion means it’s less rosy for those on an aca-
demic research track. But for those in
industry, the number of geoscience jobs
will grow by 22% from 2006 to 2016, much
faster than the projected total of a 10%
increase for all occupations, according to
the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.
“In general, the market is hot,” says
Cindy Martinez, who analyzes geoscience
workforce issues at the American Geologi-

8 AUGUST 2008 VOL 321

cal Institute (AGI) in Alexandria, Virginia.
“Functionally, there’s no unemployment of
geoscientists right now.”

In the petroleum, mining, and environ-
mental consulting industries, a desperate
quest for new talent has sent companies
scrambling to hire new graduates. Tradi-
tionally, a master’s has been the profes-
sional degree of choice for industry
employers. But the need for new hires
within these fields is such that even gradu-
ates with bachelor’s degrees are finding
jobs, particularly in environmental con-
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sulting—although a master’s is generally
needed to move up the ladder from field-
work to the office.

That intense competition for new hires
has raised starting salaries in these indus-
tries, especially oil: Graduates now enter-
ing the petroleum industry earn $82,500 a
year, on average, according to AGL

Geoscience salaries generally have also
been increasing, AGI data show. In 2005,
the average starting salary for a geoscientist
in an industry, academic, or government
position was $74,000, a 9.7% increase over
2004. For later career scientists with more
than 20 years of experience, the average
salary was $139,000 in 2005, an increase of
more than 23% over the previous year.

The current hiring boom in the petro-
leum industry is a welcome change from
the layoffs of the 1980s and 1990s; un-
employment among geoscientists reached
11% in 1985. Those layoffs left a distinct
gap in the oil industry workforce between
new hires and senior managers, a 2007
National Petroleum Council report noted.
And with many senior managers likely to
retire within the next decade, there aren’t
enough midlevel managers ready to take
the helm. This hiring and firing pattern is
“totally cyclical,” Martinez says. “The
industry needs to work on fixing that.”

Although industry jobs are readily avail-
able, the job market is tougher for students
seeking careers in academia. One problemisa
research-funding shortage, as primary fund-
ing sources such as the National Science
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