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Chapter 6 - Physicists in the Private Sector: Government Contractors 
 

Employers 

This profile is based on the responses of 68 mid-career physicists who were employed by 

companies that provided products and services to the US government.  The Department of 

Defense and the Department of Energy are large federal agencies that employ contractors to 

build specialized equipment, to develop technologies used in STEM research and provide 

expertise and support in achieving policy objectives.  Among the employers of these physicists 

were several of the best known government contractors including Raytheon, Northrop 

Grumman, SAIC, and Lockheed Martin.                

 

Job titles  

Table 6.1 lists common job titles of mid-career physicists who were working for government 

contractors 10 to 15 years after earning their PhDs.  Job titles were often preceded by words 

like “senior”, “principal” and “staff” to indicate levels of experience and responsibility. 

 

Table 6.1: Common Job Titles of Physicists in  
the Private Sector for Gov’t Contractors, 2011 

Engineer 
Scientist 

Systems Engineer 
Physicist 
Director 
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Job duties 

Mid-career physicists described a variety of job duties.  Some mid-career physicists were in 

engineering roles for government contractors developing radar and radio frequency sensors, 

semiconductors, and lasers.  Many helped develop software to enhance the functionality of 

high-tech equipment, like electronics in military vehicles or satellites.  Some were researching 

environmental factors that would affect the utility of existing equipment like, for instance, the 

effect of atmosphere on radar detection.  These physicists were also responsible for helping to 

develop models to account for those factors and were attempting to mitigate their effects. 

 

Most of the mid-career physicists working for government contractors were involved in 

research and development, but a few were primarily responsible for personnel management 

and business operations.   
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Figure 6.1: Cognitive Skills Used Frequently by  
Physicists Working for Government Contractors 

“Frequently” combines response of “daily”, “weekly”, and “monthly” from a 5-point scale to the question “How often do you 
use the following in your current job?”  Data include US-educated physicists  who earned their PhDs 10-15 years earlier, who 
were working in the US in 2011, and whose primary employer was a government contractor. 
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Figure 6.2: Interpersonal Skills Used Frequently by 
Physicists Working for Government Contractors 

“Frequently” combines response of “daily”, “weekly”, and “monthly” from a 5-point scale to the question “How often do you 
use the following in your current job?”  Data include US-educated physicists  who earned their PhDs 10-15 years earlier, who 
were working in the US in 2011, and whose primary employer was a government contractor. 
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Figure 6.3: Scientific and Technical Knowledge Used Frequently by  
Physicists Working for Government Contractors 

“Frequently” combines response of “daily”, “weekly”, and “monthly” from a 5-point scale to the question “How often do you 
use the following in your current job?”  Data include US-educated physicists  who earned their PhDs 10-15 years earlier, who 
were working in the US in 2011, and whose primary employer was a government contractor. 
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Knowledge and skills used on the job 

The knowledge and skills frequently used by mid-career physicists who worked for government 

contractors were consistent with their job descriptions.  Interpersonal skills are used frequently 

by physicists who work for government contractors (Figure 6.2). Nearly all of these physics PhDs 

reported working on teams.  Over 90% reported that they frequently collaborated with people 

from various professions rather than with other physicists. More than 80% worked directly with 

customers or clients.  Quite a few regularly mentored less experienced colleagues and 

collaborated with other physicists. 

 

Physicists who were working for government contractors frequently solved complex problems 

and were engaged in design and development (Figure 6.1). Mid-career physicists who pursued 

this type of career regularly used a variety of scientific and technical knowledge, especially 

statistics or advanced mathematics, programming or systems software, basic physics principles, 

and sophisticated computer simulations or modelling (Figure 6.3). 

 

Over 80% of these physicists reported that they frequently wrote for a technical audience 

(Figure 6.5).  Technical writing was a critical skill for many physicists working for government 

contractors in order to communicate effectively with government liaisons and project officers. 

 

The ability to manage projects was very important for physicists who worked for government 

contractors (Figure 6.4) 

 

Most rewarding aspects of their jobs  

Mid-career physicists who were working for government contractors described the most 

rewarding aspects of their jobs.  Several common themes emerged and are summarized below:   

 Physicists thrived on the intellectual challenge of their work.  Based on their comments, 

many PhDs working for government contractors found their work to be interesting, 

challenging, and relevant to real-world problems.     

 Many wrote about their appreciation for the variety of projects they encountered.  A 

few noted the privilege of working on projects that were sensitive or classified.     

 It was important to many physics PhDs who worked for government contractors that 

their work served a larger goal and would have a real-world impact, in some instances 

directly supporting national security.      

 Physicists wrote that they enjoyed working with smart colleagues and working on teams 

was also often cited as a rewarding aspect of their work as government contractors.   
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Figure 6.4: Managerial Skills Used Frequently by  
Physicists Working for Government Contractors 

“Frequently” combines response of “daily”, “weekly”, and “monthly” from a 5-point scale to the question “How often do you 
use the following in your current job?”  Data include US-educated physicists  who earned their PhDs 10-15 years earlier, who 
were working in the US in 2011, and whose primary employer was a government contractor. 
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Figure 6.5: Communication Skills Used Frequently by 
Physicists Working for Government Contractors 

“Frequently” combines response of “daily”, “weekly”, and “monthly” from a 5-point scale to the question “How often do you 
use the following in your current job?”  Data include US-educated physicists  who earned their PhDs 10-15 years earlier, who 
were working in the US in 2011, and whose primary employer was a government contractor. 
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Table 6.2: What Are the Most Rewarding Aspects of Your Job? 

Selected verbatim comments from PhD physicists working for government contractors, 2011 

I love my job because I get to learn about new technologies all the time, talk to people from all 
backgrounds and diverse work experiences both within and outside my company.  I also work 
with an amazingly smart, dedicated and fun group of people. 

I support diverse research projects and carry them from proof of concept to testable prototype 
detectors.  Seeing the results of long labor to bring increased detection capability is very 
satisfying.   

Seeing our design and development efforts lead to a working system.  Working in the cutting 
edge of our field.  Mentoring younger colleagues.     
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