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Introduction

There is little doubt that economic, technological, 
political and social changes have transformed the 
world of work. Whether you consider yourself as 
ambitious with clear career goals or someone who 
sees what life brings, thinking about your career and 
what you want out of it is something you should make 
time for. 

Career opportunities for researchers cover a wide range of 
sectors including HE; manufacturing; finance; business and 
IT, health and public administration. Recent trends 
demonstrate that over half of researchers on completion 
of their doctorate will go on to pursue a career outside 
academic research or teaching1. Funders of research both 
nationally2 and in Europe3 recognise this trend, and the 
importance of ensuring all researchers are supported by 
their institution in their professional and career 
development, whilst still taking responsibility for this 
themselves.

In difficult times when career patterns are less predictable, 
you may come across the term ‘career resilience’. 
Managing your career today is less about having a 
determined plan, and more about taking a broad and 
organic approach to employability: leaving the door open 
for you to grasp opportunities (and sometimes creating 
them), taking planned risks, coping effectively with 
unexpected changes, and crucially adapting your ideas to 
your evolving interests and experiences.4

1  ‘What Do Researchers Do? First Destinations of Graduates By 
Subject’, Vitae 2009

2  The Concordat to Support the Career Development of Researchers 
(2010), signed by the funders, has been widely accepted and 
implemented by institutions in the UK. This includes Principle 5 
that as an individual researcher you share in the responsibility and 
proactively engage in your own personal career development, and 
lifelong learning. The Research Excellence Framework (REF) is the new 
system for assessing the quality of research in UK higher education 
institutions (HEIs) and will replace the Research Assessment Exercise 
(RAE) by 2014. It includes a reference to the Concordat.

3  The European Charter for Researchers (2005) is a set of general 
principles and requirements which specify the roles, responsibilities 
and entitlements of researchers as well as funders and/or employers 
of researchers. This includes reference to the career development of 
researchers, and pays tribute to all forms of mobility as a means for 
enhancing the professional development of researchers.

4  Career Edge - June 2009, Careers NZ, www.careers.govt.nz

We can rarely predict when jobs or opportunities 
will arise. Taking steps to understand yourself and 
what motivates you and actively engaging in your 
continued professional development (CPD) will help 
ensure you can be responsive and seize the moment, 
or be as prepared as you can be when a contract 
comes to an end or the next job opportunity 
presents itself. Ultimately, unless you’re self-
employed, you will need to present yourself to a 
future employer. Getting to this stage is a bit like 
tackling a three dimensional puzzle. The first step is 
to set out all the pieces and understand how they 
might fit together. The pieces can be defined as:

�  Yourself: what you want from life as well as your 
capabilities, attributes, expertise and potential

�  Careers: what types of jobs and roles are 
available to you

�   The wider picture: how the economy, political, 
social and technological climate impact on career 
opportunities

Although life is unpredictable, it is still possible to 
manage your career as an ongoing process whe
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I wish now that as a doctoral researcher I had given more thought to how what I was doing 
would help to build my career. I would encourage anyone undertaking a doctorate now to be 
proactive: think about what is really important to you and how you can achieve it.

Esther Haines, Outreach Co-ordinator Department of Physics, University of Otago7 
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The world is changing and we need to be 
prepared to change along with it. Just a 
generation ago, a career was viewed as 
a commitment to a lifelong occupation. 
Now, old occupations are disappearing, 
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Step 3

Focus your ideas
Start to narrow down your ideas to focus on some specific career areas you’d like to explore using the ‘career 
funnel’.
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Activity: Career funnel
The aim of this activity is to refine your short-list of career options at each of the four stages 
until you narrow it down to one or two avenues
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Your experience history
Obtaining experience can be essential in order to 
pursue some career options or it may help clarify 
your ideas. Experience may not be directly relevant 
to the career path you wish to pursue but can 
provide an opportunity to develop desired 
transferable skills that you may not readily develop 
in your current research role. Whatever the reason, 
obtaining experience is useful and can be varied 
but do consider what you wish to achieve.

�  Research Councils and learned societies 
provide a range of placements and schemes 
that offer access to research outside your 
institution or work experience with employers

�  Speak to your faculties/departments, careers 
service and employer relations personnel 
within your institution about:

 �  work placements 
 �  enterprising activities 
 �  teaching and training opportunities
 �  mentoring
 �  internships 
 �   making speculative approaches to employer 

contacts for work shadowing
 �   collaborations with employers or other 

institutions
 �   visiting other research groups, either in the 

UK or overseas
 �  becoming a departmental representative
 �  organising a conference 

�  Look out for opportunities to:

 �  write for newsletters or blogs
 �    become a committee member of a 

postgraduate or research staff association
 �    participate in skills development courses 

within and outside your institution

Network
Establishing and maintaining a wide professional 
network can not only prove helpful in your current 
research role, but may also prove to be the 
opening to your next collaboration, contract or 
change of career direction. If there is no existing 
forum for you to meet the people you want to 
network with, consider setting one up. 

Online networking is the most accessible platform 
for networking. Social networking sites enable you 
to access a professional community, use the 
people you know to make contacts and give you 
access to tools that facilitate networking. Make 
the most of professional online networking sites 
like LinkedIn, ResearchGate, Academia and 
Mendely. Social networking works best as a 
follow-up to a positive face-to-face encounter, 
or secondly as a personal introduction from a 
colleague. 

Setting up a website around your research topic 
is another way of promoting yourself and your 
research in the way you choose, as well as 
extending the scope of a business card or email 
by giving someone a way to find out more 
about you. 

Remember reciprocity is central to networking. 
Actively engaging with your contacts and sharing 
information will promote positive relationships 
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Responding to competency-based questions
Employers use competency-based questions to assess that you have the right capabilities for the job by giving you 
the opportunity to give practical examples of your experience. One example of ensuring responses are as concise 
and impactful as possible is to use the STARR 
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In an interview situation, you can expect 
competency questions to be framed in the  
following kinds of ways:

�  Give an example from outside your studies or 
research when you worked in a team. What was 
your role and what did you contribute to the 
team’s performance?

�  Describe a challenging project activity which you 
have planned and taken through to conclusion. 
What was your objective? What did you do and 
what was the outcome? Include any changes you 
made to the initial plan.

The interviewer is also likely to ask a range of 
additional questions like:

� What do you perceive to be your core strengths?

�  Where do you identify your areas of development 
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Support and resources

Courses and mentoring may be available within 
universities to support academic careers such as 
grant writing, public engagement, and knowledge 
transfer.


