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MASTER’S VS PHD 
- WHAT’S THE BEST 
DEGREE FOR ME?
By Sven Hendrix

www.smartsciencecareer.comVISIT US:

In the US, a Master’s degree is not required for a PhD – unlike 
most European countries, where it is a prerequisite. Thus, in 

the US, deciding between a Master’s degree and a PhD can be 
a challenging question. By understanding the distinction, you 
can determine which program aligns best with your aspirations 
and goals. This article will provide insights into the structure, 
requirements, and outcomes of both degrees, helping you make 
an informed decision.

Master's vs PhD degree – 
which is better for my career?

If you're a recent graduate student 
looking to further your academic 
career, a Master's degree might be 
the first step. But for those aiming 
for a career as university professors 
or to lead their own research group, 
pursuing a doctoral program to get 
a higher degree could be the better 
option. 

Choosing the right degree program 
requires understanding the main 
difference of Master's vs PhD.
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What is the Difference Between a 
Master's and PhD?

The most important difference between 
Masters and phd programs is the focus and the 
duration.

A Master's degree is designed as an advanced 
study in a specific field following a bachelor's 

degree. It typically involves structured 
coursework, sometimes combined with 
research, resulting in a thesis or project. 

A PhD, commonly known as a doctorate, is 
a research-focused degree regarded as the 
highest academic degree in higher education. 
This doctorate degree usually requires a 
dissertation based on original research.

This table summarizes the key differences when considering Master's vs PhD degrees:

Master's degree PhD degree

Length of time    
to complete

1-3 years 3-8 years (see differences between US 
and Europe)

Focus Coursework and research Research

Culminating 
project

Thesis or capstone project Dissertation

Career paths Advanced professional positions, 
managerial positions in the industry sector

Research positions in academia and 
industry; academic teaching positions

How Long Does it Take to Complete a 
Master’s or a Doctorate?

A Master's program typically takes one to three 
years to complete, depending on the type of 
degree and the field of study. On the other hand, 
a PhD program can take anywhere from four to 
eight years, with the exact duration varying based 
on goals of the PhD candidates, the subject, the 
doctoral program's requirements, and the time 
taken to complete the PhD dissertation.

Is a Master's Degree a Prerequisite for 
a PhD or doctoral degree?

In the United States, a Master's degree is 
*not* required for a PhD. In contrast, in most 
European countries, a Master's degree is a 
requirement for a PhD.

In the US, many PhD programs accept 
applicants with only a Bachelor's degree. This 
is because PhD programs in the US typically 

include a Master's component in the first few 
years. Students take coursework, complete 
research rotations, and pass qualifying exams 
before advancing to the dissertation phase.

In Europe, PhD programs are typically shorter, 
lasting 3-4 years. As a result, students are 
expected to have a stronger foundation in 
research before starting their doctoral studies. 
A Master's degree allows students to develop 
their research skills, learn about their field of 
interest, and explore different research topics.
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Here is a table that summarizes the key differences between PhD requirements in the US    
and Europe:

Country Master's degree required? Length of Ph.D. program

United States No 5-8 years

Europe Yes 3-4 years

However, there are some exceptions to the 
general rule that a Master's degree is required 
for a PhD in Europe. For example, in some 
countries, students with a four-year Bachelor's 
degree may be able to apply directly to a 
PhD program. Additionally, some European 
universities offer joint Master's-PhD programs 
that allow students to earn both degrees in a 
shorter period. However, these are structured 
to streamline the educational process and are 
often very competitive.

Is a Separate Master’s Degree Worth 
the Effort?

In the US, a Master’s is not a prerequisite for a 
PhD because PhD programs typically include a 
Master's component in the first few years. Thus, 
a separate Master’s degree is probably not 
necessary in the US. Most common Master’s 
degrees cater to professional fields, and a typical 
Master’s degree program is often designed to 
be a terminal degree.

In contrast, in most European countries, 
the discussion about a separate Master’s 
degree does not make sense because a 
Master’s program is required to reach the 
qualification for the PhD level.

What's the Focus of Master's vs PhD: 
Coursework vs Research?

A Master's degree involves structured 
coursework which allows students to deepen 
their understanding of a particular subject. 
Some Master's programs may also have a 
research component leading to a thesis. 

In contrast, a PhD is primarily research-
focused. While there might be some coursework 
in the initial years of study, the main focus is on 
independent research, leading to the creation 
of new knowledge.

Graduate programs in related fields like 
social work or clinical psychology may offer 
specialized Master's degrees, such as the 
Master of Social Work (MSW) or Master of 
Arts in Clinical Psychology, designed to build 
academic and professional skills.

If you're wondering whether to take the 
next step towards a Master of Business 
Administration (MBA) or a Juris Doctor (JD), 
which are considered professional degrees 
rather than research degrees, assess the 
degree level that aligns with your professional 
goals.

For graduate students who have set their sights 
on becoming doctoral students, PhD programs 
offer a deep dive into postgraduate study. 
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However, degree requirements for graduate 
school can be pretty rigorous, especially for a 
specialized Ph.D. program. 

The life of a PhD student is marked by hard 
work and a deep commitment to contributing 
original knowledge to their field. Typically, 
Ph.D. candidates spend their academic year 
fully immersed in research projects, including 
anything from scientific research in clinical 
psychology to molecular biology.

Advantages of a Research             
Master’s Degree

Opting for a research Master’s degree, such as 
a Master of Science, allows for a combination 
of coursework and a research project, often 
culminating in a thesis. 

This path can provide rigorous training 
programs in research methodology and 
data analysis, valuable for those considering 
eventual doctoral degree pursuits. 

Additionally, for those questioning if a doctoral 
degree is a good investment of time and 
resources, a Master’s program may be a sensible 
interim step to gain further work experience 
and professional development.

Is a PhD the Highest Academic Degree?

Yes, a PhD (Doctor of Philosophy) is often 
regarded as the highest academic degree in 
many fields. 

However, it is helpful to note that a PhD is not 
universally the highest degree in all fields. 
For example, in professional fields like law and 
medicine, the Juris Doctor (JD) and the Doctor 
of Medicine (MD) are terminal degrees for 
professional practice but differ from a PhD. 

Additionally, other degrees represent the 
highest level of professional achievement 
in their respective fields, such as the Doctor 
of Education (EdD), Doctor of Business 
Administration (DBA), or Doctor of 
Engineering (EngD).

In some cases, there are also specialized 
degrees that go beyond the PhD in certain 
fields. For example, the Doctor of Science 
(ScD) or Doctor of Letters (DLitt) may be 
considered higher or at least on par with the 
PhD, depending on the institution and country. 
These are often awarded for a substantial body 
of academic research and publication.

Career Prospects After a Master's vs 
PhD Degree

It is important to consider how each degree can 
also shape your career in science. A Master's 
degree can open up opportunities for higher 
salaries and specialized job roles that might 
require a deep understanding of a particular 
area. You also start earning earlier compared to 
a PhD candidate. For example, with a Master of 
Public Health, you might immediately enter the 
workforce in your specific domain. 

A PhD prepares individuals better for a research 
career in academia or industry. However, many 
PhD graduates also pursue roles in consultancy 
or policy-making. Someone with a PhD entering 
a different field may find that their degree gives 
them an edge in research and analytical skills. 

It is crucial to assess the career and salary 
outcomes of the respective degrees to 
determine which is the most suitable for you.
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Will a PhD help me earn a higher salary?

Generally, individuals with a PhD tend to earn 
higher salaries than those with just a Master's 
degree. The advanced knowledge, specialized 
skills, and research experience gained during a 
PhD program make individuals more valuable in 
the job market, leading to better job prospects 
and higher earning potential.

Which graduate degree program is 
more expensive? Master's vs PhD?

The cost of pursuing either a Master’s or 
doctorate degree is a significant factor. While 
a Master’s degree can also be costly, PhD 
programs often come with more opportunities 
for financial aid such as fellowships or teaching 
assistantships, which can significantly reduce 
your total cost. 

Prospective students must research and 
compare the salary outcomes and potential 
debt of Master’s and doctorate degrees.

When considering graduate programs, financial 
aid is a significant factor. While the costs of a 
Master's program can vary, many students take 
out student loans. 

The cost of a Master's degree can be offset by 
working as a research assistant, which helps 
financially and enhances practical skills and 
subject knowledge essential for a successful 
professional career in science. Similarly, doctoral 
programs often offer substantial financial 
support, such as stipends. 

The availability and extent of financial support 
can greatly vary depending on the field of 
study, institution, and country. Not all doctoral 
programs offer substantial financial support, 
and some students may still need to rely on 
loans or personal funding. However, there are 
many free or fully funded PhD programs.

The cost of tuition varies widely between 
institutions and countries. The duration of 
the programs can also affect the overall cost. 
Typically, a Master's program is shorter in 
duration than a PhD, which might imply that 
even if the annual costs are higher for a Master's, 
the total cost could be less due to the shorter 
time frame.

Finally, you must consider the indirect costs of 
graduate education, such as living expenses, 
which can vary widely and impact the overall 
costs and duration of pursuing a graduate 
degree.

Scope and Depth: Masters Degree 
Thesis vs PhD Dissertation

While both a thesis (usually associated with a 
Masters degree) and a dissertation (associated 
with a PhD) involve research, the depth and 
scope differ. A Master's thesis focuses on a 
particular topic, offering a new perspective 
or a deeper understanding. In contrast, a PhD 
dissertation involves extensive research to 
create new knowledge or theory in the chosen 
field.

Is a Career in Academia the Only Path 
for PhD Graduates?

No. While many with a PhD degree pursue roles 
in academia, others venture into the corporate 
world, non-profit sectors, and governmental 
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roles. Industries that require specialized 
knowledge or research skills often value PhD 
graduates. 

It's worth noting that some sectors that do 
not require a PhD may find the expertise of 
someone with a doctorate advantageous.

Factors to Consider Before Applying 
for a Master's degree or a PhD

When deciding between a Master's vs PhD, 
consider the following:

Your scientific career goals: Do you see 
yourself in academia or research?

Duration of study: Are you ready to commit 
several years to a doctorate?

Financial aspects: Can you support the cost of 
tuition or are there scholarships available?

Passion for research: A PhD will require 
intense, focused research.  

In Summary

	» Master's degrees are typically coursework-
focused with some research, while PhDs 
emphasize extensive research.

	» PhDs generally take longer to complete 
than Master's degrees.

	» Career opportunities vary, with PhDs 
preparing individuals mainly for roles in 
academia and research, though other 
industries also value doctorate holders.

	» Financial considerations are vital, with PhD 
programs often providing more financial 
support than Master's programs.

	» A passion for research and commitment to 
the subject are crucial for those considering 
a PhD. 

Deciding whether to complete a PhD or 
Master’s degree varies greatly depending on 
personal career goals and academic interests. 
For a lot of people, graduate studies at the 
Master’s level provide sufficient qualifications 
for their intended career paths. However, if you 

aim to immerse yourself in academia or high-
level research, a PhD is likely the better choice.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)

Which degree is right for me, a Master's 
or a PhD?

Choosing between a Master's degree and a 
PhD depends on your scientific career goals 
and personal aspirations. When considering an 
advanced degree, it's essential to contemplate 
the significant differences between a Master's 
degree and a PhD. 

A Master's program typically offers a structured 
path, often leading to a thesis-driven Master's 
degree, which may be the best fit for students 
seeking to enhance their skills in a specialized 
area without the commitment to the long haul 
of a PhD study.

A PhD may be a better fit if you are interested 
in pursuing a research-oriented career or 
becoming a subject matter expert in a specific 
field. However, if you want to gain specialized 
knowledge and skills in a particular profession 
or industry, a Master's degree could be the best 
choice.

What are the benefits of getting a PhD 
vs Master’s?

Earning a PhD offers several advantages. It 
allows you to become an expert in a particular 
area of study and opens up opportunities for 
advanced research and teaching positions. 
A PhD also enhances your critical thinking, 
problem-solving, and analytical skills. 
Additionally, individuals with a PhD generally 
earn higher salaries than those with a Master's 
degree.

How long does it take to complete a 
Master’s vs PhD?

The duration of a Master’s or PhD program varies 
depending on the field of study, research topic, 
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and individual circumstances. On average, it 
takes around 1-3 years to complete a Master’s, 
while it takes around 4-7 years to complete a 
PhD, including the time spent on coursework, 
research, and dissertation writing. Several key 
factors influence the duration of a doctorate.

Can I apply for a PhD program with 
just a bachelor's degree?

Typically, most European PhD programs 
require applicants to have a Master's degree 
or its equivalent, while US universities accept 
candidates with only a bachelor's degree 
because their PhD programs contain a Master’s 
component. 

Can I switch from a Master's program 
to a PhD program?

Yes, it is possible to transition from a Master's 
program to a PhD program. Many universities 
offer an option to apply for a PhD program 
after completing a Master's degree. However, 
admission is competitive, and you will need to 
meet the additional requirements set by the 
PhD program, such as research experience and 
a strong academic record.

Can I pursue a PhD in a different field 
than my Master's degree?

Yes, pursuing a PhD in a different field is possible 
than your Master's degree. However, switching 
fields may require additional coursework and 
research experience to bridge the knowledge 
gap. It's essential to consider the specific 
requirements and expectations of the PhD 
program you are interested in.

What is the difference between 
Masters vs PhD projects?

In a Master's program, the final project usually 
focuses on applying the knowledge gained 

during the program and demonstrating 
Mastery of the subject. In a PhD program, the 
emphasis is on conducting original research that 
contributes to the existing body of knowledge 
in the field. A PhD project typically involves a 
more comprehensive and in-depth study.

What are the career opportunities 
after completing a PhD?

Completing a PhD opens up a wide range of 
scientific career opportunities. Graduates with 
a PhD often pursue careers in academia as 
professors or researchers. They can also work in 
research and development roles in industries, 
government agencies, non-profit organizations, 
and consulting firms. Additionally, a PhD can 
lead to leadership positions in various sectors 
and provide opportunities for entrepreneurship.
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