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CAREER PATHWAYS FOR
SOCIOLOGY GRADUATE DEGREE HOLDERS

Earning a graduate degree in sociology can lead to a wide variety of careers in higher
education, government, nonprofits, and the private sector. This guide explores some common
career pathways for sociology master’s and doctoral degree holders, including typical duties,
necessary skills, representative job titles and employers, and average salary ranges intended
to reflect the 25th-75th percentile of the U.S. market (not strictly entry-level pay). Salaries vary
by sector, location, institution type, and experience level; entry-level positions may start below
the listed ranges, while senior or specialized roles can exceed them, especially in major
metropolitan areas. Use this resource as a starting point for exploring options, identifying skills
to develop, and preparing for job searches or salary negotiations.
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Master’s Degree

Academia/Higher Education

Institutional Research & Assessment

>

>

>

>

Work: Collect, analyze, interpret institutional data (e.g. enrollment, retention, student
outcomes), support accreditation, generate reports for leadership

Skills Needed: Data cleaning & analysis (Stata, SPSS, R), dashboard/report creation,
assessment design, presentation to administrators, understanding of accreditation
requirements

Positions: Institutional Research Analyst, Assessment Coordinator, Data & Reporting
Specialist

Employers: University offices of institutional research/effectiveness, multi-campus
systems, community colleges

Average Salary Range: $55,000-$85,000

Instruction (Non-Tenure)

>

>

Work: Teaching introductory sociology, social science methods, possibly lab sections;
preparing syllabi, grading, holding office hours

Skills Needed: Curriculum design, classroom management, student engagement,
grading & assessment, basic learning management software use (Canvas, Blackboard)
Positions: Adjunct Instructor, Lecturer, Teaching Assistant Coordinator, Teaching
Professor (Non-Tenure)

Employers: Community colleges, liberal arts colleges, universities

Average Salary Range: $40,000-$70,000

Research Support & Project Management

>

>

Work: Manage logistics of research projects (IRB, scheduling, participant recruitment,
data collection, oversight), assist faculty or research leads, ensure compliance &
reporting

Skills Needed: Project coordination, IRB compliance, participant recruitment,
qualitative & quantitative methods, grant & contract administration basics

Positions: Research Project Coordinator, Lab Manager, Research Associate,
Grants/Contracts Administrator, IRB Administrator

Employers: University research centers, social science labs, grant-funded institutes,
departmental research groups

Average Salary Range: $50,000-$80,000

Student Services & Academic Affairs

>

>

Work: Advise students on academic progress, coordinate programs, support
workshops or student success initiatives, analyze student data

Needed Skills: Advising & mentoring, event/workshop planning, student data tracking,
retention strategies, conflict resolution & communication
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>

>

>

Positions: Academic Advisor, Student Success Coordinator, Graduate Program
Coordinator, Career Services Specialist

Employers: College & university student affairs offices, academic advising offices,
graduate schools, academic departments

Average Salary Range: $40,000-$75,000

Government/Public Sector

Education Research & Institutional Effectiveness

>

>

Work: Evaluate educational programs, analyze K-12 or higher-education data, assess
policy impacts, support state education boards or departments

Skills Needed: Statistical analysis of large education datasets, policy analysis, report
writing for nontechnical audiences, understanding FERPA & state reporting rules, data
visualization

Positions: Assessment Analyst, Education Policy Analyst, Student Success Data
Analyst

Employers: Department of Education, state departments of education, state education
boards, education policy labs, local school districts, colleges & universities

Average Salary Range: $60,000-$90,000

Justice & Public Safety Research

>

>

Work: Study policing, crime, corrections, reentry programs; evaluate justice reforms;
analyze public safety data

Skills Needed: Criminal justice data analysis, program evaluation methods, policy
brief development, qualitative interviewing, familiarity with justice system structure
Positions: Criminal Justice Policy Analyst, Reentry Evaluation Specialist, Public Safety
Researcher

Employers: Department of Justice grantees, state criminal justice divisions, local
oversight agencies, crime labs

Average Salary Range: $60,000-$95,000

Policy & Program Analysis

>

Work: Analyze social, economic, & public service programs; measure performance &
outcomes; produce policy briefs & recommendations

Skills Needed: Policy research & synthesis, cost/benefit & impact analysis,
stakeholder communication, technical report writing, proficiency in statistical software
Positions: Policy Analyst, Program Analyst, Social Science Analyst

Employers: Federal agencies (HHS, HUD, DOL, DOJ, GAO), state policy offices,
city/county performance offices, legislative research divisions

Average Salary Range: $60,000-$105,000
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Think Tanks & Research Institutes

>

Work: Conduct applied social science research for policymakers and the public;
analyze policy impacts; support grant- or contract-funded projects; write briefs,
reports, and op-eds; help plan events and stakeholder outreach

Skills Needed: Mixed-methods analysis (R/Stata/SPSS), policy synthesis, technical and
public-facing report writing, data visualization, grant/contract support, event or
stakeholder coordination

Positions: Research Associate, Policy Analyst, Research Assistant, Project Coordinator
Employers: Brookings Institution, Urban Institute, RAND, MDRC, AIR, Abt Associates,
ICF, small specialized think tanks (education, housing, labor, immigration)

Average Salary Range: $55,000-$100,000

Public Health & Community Services (Non-Clinical)

>

>

>

>

>

Work: Evaluate community health & social services, analyze social determinants,
develop intervention assessments, support public health planning

Skills Needed: Epidemiological & social determinant analysis, program evaluation,
stakeholder engagement, grant writing, data visualization tools (Tableau, Power BI)
Positions: Public Health Program Evaluator, Population Health Analyst, Community
Health Planner, Behavioral Health Research Associate

Employers: County or state health departments, hospital systems, public health NGOs,
CDC contractors

Average Salary Range: $60,000-$95,000

Social Research & Data Analysis

>

Work: Design & analyze surveys, link administrative datasets, conduct quantitative &
qualitative analyses, build visualizations & reports

Skills Needed: Survey design, sampling & weighting, regression & multivariate
analysis, data cleaning (R, Python, Stata), clear presentation of findings

Positions: Research Analyst, Data Analyst

Employers: Census Bureau, Bureau of Labor Statistics, state demography offices, city
analytics teams, public research centers

Average Salary Range: $60,000-$95,000

Urban & Regional Development

>

>

Work: Study housing policy, transit policy, land use, community development; analyze
geographic, demographic, policy impacts

Skills Needed: GIS & spatial analysis, demographic forecasting, policy impact
assessment, stakeholder consultation, technical writing for planning audiences
Positions: Housing Policy Analyst, Transportation Policy Analyst, Community
Development Analyst

Employers: Department of Housing & Urban Development, federal contractors,
city/regional planning departments & organizations, transit agencies

Average Salary Range: $65,000-$120,000
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Media & Communications

Audience Insights & Social Listening

>

>

Work: Analyze digital engagement, monitor social media sentiment/trends, interpret
audience behavior for campaigns or media strategies

Skills Needed: Social media analytics platforms (Brandwatch, Sprinklr), trend
identification, qualitative coding of digital content, data storytelling, dashboarding
Positions: Digital Audience Analyst, Social Listening Analyst, Culture & Trends
Researcher

Employers: News organizations, streaming/media companies, PR/ad agencies, political
communications firms

Average Salary Range: $55,000-$95,000

Public Opinion & Survey Research

>

>

Work: Design polls or surveys; weight & analyze responses; interpret public attitudes;
produce reports for media, NGOs, or campaigns

Skills Needed: Questionnaire design, sampling & weighting, polling data analysis
(Stata, SPSS, R), writing reports for media/public, visualizing opinion trends
Positions: Survey Researcher, Public Opinion Analyst, Insights Coordinator
Employers: Polling firms (Gallup, Pew, Ipsos, YouGov), nonprofit research labs,
campaign research units

Average Salary Range: $55,000-$100,000

Nonprofit & Philanthropy

Advocacy & Social Policy Research

>

Work: Provide data, policy analyses, & research support to advocacy campaigns or
policy initiatives; often rapid-turnaround studies

Skills Needed: Rapid policy analysis, writing persuasive briefs, coalition/stakeholder
outreach, media-friendly data visualization, legislative tracking

Positions: Social Policy Analyst, Community Organizer

Employers: Civil rights organizations, labor unions, housing or social justice NGOs,
policy coalitions

Average Salary Range: $50,000-$90,000

Community Engagement & Development Research

>

>

Work: Conduct participatory or community-based research, lead stakeholder
consultation, assess local needs, co-develop solutions

Skills Needed: Participatory research methods, facilitation & interviewing, needs
assessment, grant reporting, culturally responsive engagement

Positions: Community Research Coordinator, Stakeholder Engagement Specialist,
Social Impact Project Coordinator
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>

>

Employers: Community development corporations, local NGOs, public health
collaboratives, housing alliances
Average Salary Range: $48,000-$85,000

Program Evaluation & Impact Assessment

>

>

Work: Design evaluations, build measurement frameworks, monitor outcomes,
produce impact reports for funders & stakeholders

Skills Needed: Logic model & theory of change development, quantitative & qualitative
evaluation, funder reporting, presenting to nontechnical boards

Positions: Evaluation Associate, Impact Analyst, Learning & Evaluation Officer
Employers: Social service NGOs, international NGOs, philanthropic foundations,
evaluation consultancies

Average Salary Range: $55,000-$95,000

Industry/Private Sector

Corporate Social Responsibility & ESG

>

>

Work: Measure social impacts, stakeholder engagement, prepare social reporting,
align CSR strategy with business goals

Skills Needed: ESG reporting standards, stakeholder mapping, social impact metrics,
qualitative interviewing, business communication

Positions: ESG Analyst, Social Impact Coordinator, Stakeholder Engagement Associate
Employers: Corporations with CSR teams, ESG advisory firms, investor stewardship
organizations

Average Salary Range: $65,000-$120,000

Healthcare & Patient Experience Research

>

>

Work: Map patient journeys, analyze satisfaction & outcomes data, evaluate service
delivery improvements

Skills Needed: Survey/interview design for patients, outcomes analysis, mixed-
methods reporting, HIPAA & privacy compliance, data visualization dashboards
Positions: Patient Experience Analyst, Health Outcomes Researcher, Qualitative
Healthcare Researcher

Employers: Hospitals, healthcare systems, insurers, health research vendors
Average Salary Range: $60,000-$110,000

People & Workforce Analytics

YV V V

Work: Analyze HR data, design experiments or interventions, report to leadership
Skills Needed: HR & workforce data analysis, experimental design in organizations,
communicating insights to executives, Excel/SQL/Tableau

Positions: People Analytics Specialist, HR Data Analyst, Organizational Researcher
Employers: Corporate HR analytics divisions, consulting firms

Average Salary Range: $65,000-$120,000
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Research & Insights Consulting

>

Work: Deliver mixed-methods research projects for clients, manage surveys, analyze
data, write findings, advise on strategy

Skills Needed: Mixed-methods study design, client communication, proposal writing &
budgeting, advanced statistical modeling, clear storytelling of findings

Positions: Research Associate, Social Science Consultant, Project Manager
Employers: Research firms (ICF, Abt, Westat, Mathematica), boutique consultancies,
market research vendors

Average Salary Range: $60,000-$110,000

Trust & Safety/Risk

>

>

Work: Study moderation policy, abusive content, fraud dynamics, measure
effectiveness of content policies

Skills Needed: Content moderation policy analysis, fraud/risk data analytics, online
harm taxonomy, cross-functional stakeholder communication, dashboard/report
development

Positions: Trust & Safety Policy Analyst, Risk Analyst, Online Safety Researcher
Employers: Tech platforms, content moderation contractors, online marketplaces,
safety consultancies

Average Salary Range: $65,000-$125,000

User & Market Research

>

Y V V

Work: Conduct user interviews, surveys, behavioral analysis, personas, &
segmentation for product design

Skills Needed: User experience research methods (interviews, usability testing,
surveys), persona & journey mapping, mixed-methods analysis, product team
collaboration, presenting insights visually

Positions: User Experience Researcher, Market/Consumer Insights Analyst
Employers: Tech & e-commerce firms, streaming/media platforms, research vendors
Average Salary Range: $65,000-$125,000



Doctoral Degree

Academia/Higher Education

Teaching & Research Faculty (Tenure-Track)

>

>

>

>

Work: Conduct original research, publish in peer-reviewed journals, secure grants,
teach undergraduate & graduate courses, mentor students, serve on committees
Skills Needed: Advanced research design (quantitative &/or qualitative), grant writing,
academic publishing, teaching pedagogy, mentoring graduate/undergraduate
researchers

Positions: Assistant Professor, Associate Professor, Full Professor, Teaching Professor,
Visiting Assistant Professor

Employers: Research universities, liberal arts colleges, regional public universities,
some community colleges

Average Salary Range: $65,000-$120,000

Postdoctoral & Research Appointments

>

Work: Conduct funded studies, publish, collaborate with senior scholars, prepare for
principal investigator or tenure-track roles

Skills Needed: Independent research management, manuscript preparation, grant
proposal development, interdisciplinary collaboration, conference presentation
Positions: Postdoctoral Fellow, Research Scientist, Senior Research Associate
Employers: University research centers, population & demography institutes,
interdisciplinary policy centers

Average Salary Range: $50,000-$80,000

Institutional Research & Assessment Leadership

>

>

Work: Direct analytics & reporting for campuses, oversee accreditation, manage data
governance, inform leadership decisions

Skills Needed: Advanced statistics & visualization, assessment planning, data
governance, supervisory/project management, presentation to senior leadership
Positions: Director of Institutional Research, Associate Director of Assessment, IRB
Director/Administrator

Employers: Universities, multi-campus systems, accrediting bodies

Average Salary Range: $75,000-$130,000

Graduate & Professional Development Leadership

>

>

Work: Design & lead career preparation, fellowship advising, & skill-building programs
for graduate students & postdocs

Skills Needed: Workshop & curriculum development, career coaching, program
assessment, stakeholder outreach, budget oversight

Positions: Director of Graduate Professional Development, Career & Fellowship
Advisor, Graduate Student Success Director
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» Employers: Graduate schools, provost/academic affairs offices, centers for teaching &
learning, disciplinary associations
» Average Salary Range: $70,000-$110,000

Government/Public Sector

Senior Policy & Social Science Research

» Work: Lead program evaluations & policy analyses, apply advanced causal/statistical
methods, brief policymakers & senior officials

» Skills Needed: Policy evaluation design, advanced quantitative methods, technical
writing, grant & contract management, presenting to nontechnical stakeholders

> Positions: Senior Social Science Analyst, Lead Program Evaluator, Principal Social
Scientist

> Employers: GAO, HHS, DOE, Congressional Research Service, state evaluation offices

> Average Salary Range: $75,000-$130,000

Division or Program Leadership

> Work: Manage large research or policy portfolios, supervise analysts, set
methodological standards, liaise with funders & policymakers

» Skills Needed: Program management, budgeting, personnel supervision, strategic
planning, applied research design, high-level communication

» Positions: Program Director, Division Chief, Branch Chief for Social Research,
Evaluation Unit Head

» Employers: Federal agencies (HHS, DOL, HUD, DOJ, USAID), state research/policy
offices

> Average Salary Range: $85,000-$150,000

Think Tanks & Research Institutes (Mid-Level to Senior Roles)

» Work: Define research agendas, lead major studies, publish high-impact reports,
brief/testify to policymakers, secure funding

> Skills Needed: Mixed-methods leadership, grant & contract acquisition, public
communication, policy translation, team supervision

> Positions: Senior Researcher, Study Director, Senior Fellow, Program Director

> Employers: Brookings, Urban Institute, RAND, Mathematica, MDRC, AIR, Westat, Abt,
RTI, ICF

» Average Salary Range: $80,000-$150,000

Nonprofit & Philanthropy

Research & Learning Leadership

» Work: Oversee organization-wide evaluation & learning, set evidence standards, lead
research teams
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Skills Needed: Strategic evaluation design, impact measurement, grant reporting, staff
management, clear communication with boards/funders

Positions: Director of Evaluation & Learning, Head of Research & Impact, Strategy &
Insights Lead

Employers: Large national NGOs, global humanitarian organizations,
private/community foundations

Average Salary Range: $85,000-$140,000

Program Strategy & Grantmaking

>

>

Work: Shape funding priorities, evaluate proposals, monitor grantee outcomes, guide
evidence-based philanthropy

Skills Needed: Program strategy, grant evaluation, budgeting, stakeholder engagement,
policy/sector knowledge

Positions: Senior Program Officer, Program Director, Evidence & Impact Lead
Employers: Private philanthropic foundations, community foundations, international
aid organizations

Average Salary Range: $85,000-$145,000

Media & Communications

Public Opinion & Survey Research Leadership

>

>

Work: Direct survey design; advanced analysis; publication of findings for media,
campaigns, or nonprofits

Skills Needed: Complex survey design/weighting, advanced statistics (R, Stata,
Python), data visualization, media communication, staff supervision

Positions: Senior Survey Methodologist, Director of Public Opinion Research, Principal
Analyst

Employers: Gallup, Pew, Ipsos, YouGov, nonprofit research centers, campaign
research units

Average Salary Range: $75,000-$125,000

Audience Insights & Social Analytics Strategy

Work: Oversee large-scale digital analytics, trend reporting, & cultural insight projects
Skills Needed: Social analytics tools (Brandwatch, Sprinklr), trend analysis,
qualitative/quantitative content coding, team management, storytelling for
executives/media

Positions: Insights Director, Digital Strategy Research Lead, Senior Social Listening
Analyst

Employers: News/media groups, streaming platforms, PR/ad agencies, political
communications firms

Average Salary Range: $70,000-$120,000
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Industry/Private Sector

Advanced Analytics & Methodology

>

Work: Build & oversee complex research designs, manage survey panels, advise on
methodological rigor

Skills Needed: Experimental design, advanced statistics, big data tools (R, Python,
SQL), survey operations, team leadership

Positions: Principal Social Scientist, Senior Methodologist, Lead Research Scientist
Employers: Research consultancies, tech firms’ data/insights teams, government
contractors

Average Salary Range: $85,000-$150,000

Public Policy & Social Impact Strategy

Work: Lead corporate/regional social impact initiatives, advise on regulation & policy
Skills Needed: Policy analysis, ESG/social impact metrics, stakeholder management,
persuasive reporting, executive communication

Positions: Public Policy Manager, Social Impact Strategy Lead, Head of Social Research
Employers: Corporate policy & ESG teams, social impact consultancies, major
tech/consumer firms

Average Salary Range: $90,000-$160,000

Senior User Experience & Consumer Insights

Work: Direct user research programs, mixed-methods insights, design strategy

Skills Needed: User experience research leadership, qualitative & quantitative
methods, journey mapping, experimental design, executive presentation

Positions: Principal User Experience Researcher, Insights Lead, Director of User
Research

Employers: Tech & e-commerce firms, streaming/media firms, product design agencies
Average Salary Range: $90,000-$170,000
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