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Cra  ing an Employment Strategy: 
Case Study of PGR interns in launch-
ing a PGR friendly version of the Post-
graduate Researcher Opportuni  es 
and Futures Strategy.
Megan Stock and Durdona Karimova - School of Educa  on, University of Leeds
Abstract

In an era of evolving career landscapes, universiƟ es have crucial roles in preparing postgraduate re-
searchers (PGRs) for more than just academic paths (Times Higher EducaƟ on, 2016; League of Euro-
pean Research UniversiƟ es, 2018). This paper focuses on how the University of Leeds craŌ s a tailored 
strategy for PGRs, considering their unique needs. The University of Leeds Postgraduate Researcher 
Futures and OpportuniƟ es strategy 2022-2025 is an internal staff  document and is rooted in a deep 
understanding of the challenges and opportuniƟ es PGRs face in today’s global economy. The exisƟ ng 
strategy was designed by a panel of University of Leeds staff  members to guide other staff  members 
and services with how best they can support PGRs with their professional development and employa-
bility. The strategy builds upon the Leeds Doctorate which is a framework consisƟ ng of fi ve elements 
that contribute to the experience that PGRs have at the University of Leeds, inclusive of but also 
beyond the research that PGRs are conducƟ ng (University of Leeds, 2024). Our primary task was to 
produce a PGR facing version of the Futures and OpportuniƟ es strategy. The strategy considers the 
PGRs’ varied goals, skills, and preferences, outlining the diff erent services available to support PGRs’ 
professional development and employability, emphasising the need for fl exible systems that support 
individual paths. We will navigate through the stages of developing the PGR facing strategy. We aspire 
for our paper to add to the ongoing discussion about the importance of working together to shape 
career development opportuniƟ es through our own experience.
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Introduc  on
The central focus of this arƟ cle is to arƟ culate our refl ecƟ ons 
of the PGR internship we undertook at the University of Leeds 
Careers Centre in 2024.  We aim to develop our professional 
self-awareness and to outline our experiences of balancing our 
PhD studies with our internships in the hope that this may sup-
port future PGR interns at the University of Leeds.

Self-refl ecƟ on consists of reviewing one’s own acƟ ons and 
responses to events and opportuniƟ es which contributes to a 
development in self-awareness (Neale, 2019). Self-refl ecƟ on is 
an important part of professional development and growth and 
is a pracƟ ce that is greatly encouraged in a proacƟ ve and explic-
it way by organisaƟ ons and, by extension, educaƟ onal establish-
ments (Hilden and Tikkamäki, 2013). Brownhill (2022) outlines 
diff erent forms of self-refl ecƟ on which includes presentaƟ ons 
and wriƩ en formats such as arƟ cles. This arƟ cle is our form of 
self-refl ecƟ on and accompanies our talk at the 17th Research 
Students’ EducaƟ on Conference (RSEC) on the 18th July 2024 at 
the University of Leeds.  
The 17th RSEC had the theme of Global Research Journeys 
with one subtheme encompassing personal development and 

growth. Tsai et al.’s (2017) research on interns in the hospitali-
ty industry noted that internships can enhance an individual’s 
employability and professional skills development. The skills 
development includes communicaƟ on and Ɵ me management, 
but also developing confi dence in abiliƟ es, research design and 
offi  cial document wriƟ ng.   
As we have concluded our PGR internship with the Careers Cen-
tre at the University of Leeds, we present this refl ecƟ ve piece of 
wriƟ ng. Not only does this arƟ cle serve as a valuable opportuni-
ty for us to arƟ culate our experiences, but it could also present 
as a case study for future PGRs to benefi t from and learn from.
First, we will outline our roles as PGR interns, followed by 
our moƟ vaƟ ons for undertaking this internship. Then, we 
will discuss the training we undertook to support us with our 
internship, including Power BI, project management and using 
MyCareer.  We conclude with an outline of the challenges we 
faced and what we have learnt from the internship. 

Our roles
The primary role of our internship was to write a PGR facing ver-
sion of the Postgraduate Researcher OpportuniƟ es and Futures 
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Strategy that the PGRs across the University of Leeds would like-
ly engage with. The second expectaƟ on was to create a video 
that outlines the salient services that are available for PGRs to 
access to support in their development and employability. Our 
roles therefore entailed ensuring that we understood, as much 
as possible, the support PGRs expect to see not only from our 
version of the strategy but also the support from the University 
of Leeds. We knew that our role would entail wriƟ ng and hold-
ing meeƟ ngs, which we classed as overarching roles, but within 
each of these were also organisaƟ on, collaboraƟ on and re-
sponsibility. This demonstrates that job roles and opportuniƟ es 
contain more skills than expected, which highlights not only our 
capabiliƟ es but also skills that we can showcase, demonstrate 
and transfer to future opportuniƟ es and careers.  
Strategies “provide a logical path for the conƟ nued develop-
ment of [a] university” (Nethravathi et al., 2022, p.218). In this 
context, opportuniƟ es and futures strategies enable PGRs to 
understand the approach that their university takes to support 
them in their development of transferable employability skills 
through a variety of services. For the University of Leeds, the 
services include but are not exclusive to the Doctoral College, 
the Careers Centre, OD&PL (OrganisaƟ onal Development and 
Professional Learning), and LUU (Leeds University Union).
The development of strategies also refl ects the wider societal 
and educaƟ onal environment. There is a change in employ-
er demands and changes in the workforce requiring PGRs to 
develop and recognise the transferable skills that can be used 
in various employer contexts (PWC, 2018). The Leeds Doctorate 
frames the University of Leeds commitment to the development 
of PGRs through supporƟ ng the academic experience, the pro-
fessional development, the research community, the wellbeing 
and the global engagement of PGRs to encourage the learning 
and prospects of employability (University of Leeds, no date). 
This is achieved through the University of Leeds providing the 
tools for PGRs to fulfi l these elements of the Leeds Doctorate. It 
is on this that the development of the staff  facing strategy and 
the PGR facing version has its foundaƟ ons.

Our mo  va  ons
Any acƟ vity that is undertaken has an element of moƟ vaƟ on 
which acts as a reasoning or jusƟ fi caƟ on for displaying an 
acƟ on. Wrzesniewski et al. (1997) note that people see their 
employment as either a job, a career or a calling but there can 
be intersecƟ ons between all three. This internship was a great 
fi rst step to establishing our careers and entering our callings. 
We acquired insights into the workings of a university context 
regarding supporƟ ng PGRs which off ered us an opportunity 
to explore a potenƟ al career pathway inside and outside of 
academia.

Personal mo  va  ons for undertaking the internship

Megan

“My future career plans are to enter higher educaƟ on teaching 
and research. An element of this career would include support-
ing students in their skills development and in their knowledge 
which is something I enjoy seeing people achieve. When apply-
ing, I felt that I would gain a greater appreciaƟ on for the aca-
demic working environment as a member of staff  rather than 
purely from the perspecƟ ve of a student, refl ecƟ ng Tsai et al. 
(2017) that internships can support in understanding the work-
place environment. Furthermore, I would gain an understanding 

of the wide range of support that is available to students at the 
University of Leeds. If I were to be successful with my career 
endeavours, developing my knowledge and awareness of the 
diff erent services available would help in direcƟ ng students to 
the appropriate services in my future career, including if I enter 
another Higher EducaƟ on InsƟ tuƟ on. 

Another moƟ vaƟ on was in the development of professional 
skills, knowledge and networks. While I have experience with 
communicaƟ ng professionally, I had confi dence that this intern-
ship would help me to uƟ lise my skills not only in another aca-
demic environment but in a staff  posiƟ on. This internship would 
contribute to my skills in organisaƟ on and wriƟ ng for a student 
body and would contribute to developing confi dence in growing 
my knowledge regarding the educaƟ on system. This would also 
be an exciƟ ng opportunity for me to ascertain my fi rst steps in 
working within the higher educaƟ on system.    

I also enjoy engaging with other people as not only does this 
establish connecƟ ons but develops knowledge, communicaƟ on 
and networking skills. Another moƟ vaƟ on for applying was the 
ability to work independently as well as collaboraƟ vely. Inde-
pendent work deepens the ability to work effi  ciently alone and 
taking responsibility and personal accountability while group 
work allows for the sharing of ideas, making decisions and re-
ceiving feedback to improve and develop my learning.”

Durdona

“I was enthusiasƟ c about applying for the Campus Internship: 
PGR OpportuniƟ es Intern posiƟ on because it fully matched 
with my current status as a PGR at the University of Leeds. The 
prospect of acƟ vely contribuƟ ng to the development of the 
PGR OpportuniƟ es and Futures Strategy deeply aligned with my 
preliminary career intenƟ ons in the UK. Since arriving in Leeds 
in mid-October 2023, I really wanted to socialise with more 
fellow PGRs, gather their perspecƟ ves and collaborate with the 
Doctoral College and Student Careers team. I believed that be-
coming the member of the Postgraduate Researcher Develop-
ment Group would enable me to create a PGR-friendly strategy 
version. Though I am extrovert and sociable, sƟ ll the opportu-
nity to boost my communicaƟ on and consultaƟ on skills, work 
collaboraƟ vely across diverse university teams and receiving 
mentoring from Dr Steve Carter was a priority. My professional 
growth would benefi t from the process and ongoing training 
provided. 

Though I have had several administraƟ ve and teaching duƟ es 
back in Uzbek universiƟ es for almost two decades, as well as 
being a Fulbright language instructor at the University of Texas 
at AusƟ n for an academic year, the UK higher educaƟ on system 
was totally beyond my understanding. While doing my research 
at the School of EducaƟ on, I aimed to get hands-on experi-
ence with other departments and the school of the University 
of Leeds. While enjoying my internship duƟ es for almost fi ve 
months, I had the privilege of meeƟ ng and collaboraƟ ng with 
the Student Careers Centre, the Doctoral College, Leeds Uni-
versity Union (LUU), OrganisaƟ onal Development Professional 
Learning (OD&PL), the Library and Helix. This dynamic interac-
Ɵ on allowed me to explore what services these secƟ ons off er 
to the University of Leeds student community. While craŌ ing 
the strategy, I was highly impressed with the diversity of their 
services, the collaboraƟ on among the university bodies and 
the way in which they successfully accomplish their mission of 
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meeƟ ng students’ needs and interests. I believe that my obser-
vaƟ ons, project involvement and system learning will facilitate 
ideas for innovaƟ ve projects once I have gone back to my home 
university in Uzbekistan. 
One more moƟ vaƟ on of mine was to improve my academic 
wriƟ ng and research skills. WriƟ ng an offi  cial document like an 
opportuniƟ es and futures strategy requires mastering English 
academic wriƟ ng (Swales and Feak, 2012). Email communica-
Ɵ ons, preparing the survey reports, craŌ ing several draŌ s of the 
strategy and composing the video script gave me an opportu-
nity to upgrade my wriƟ ng. Also, I am thankful to Megan for 
ediƟ ng and proofreading my text producƟ on when required. 
Also, I would like to express my immense appreciaƟ on to Dr 
Steve Carter, who was our project coordinator for providing the 
Ɵ mely feedback on our work and scaff olding us through this 
internship journey.  
Regarding the research skills, the essenƟ al stages included pilot-
ing a survey, conducƟ ng the survey, analysing the survey fi nd-
ings themaƟ cally and reporƟ ng were my fi rst-ever experience 
in data collecƟ on. I am happy to have been directly involved 
throughout and as a result my research skills have improved 
immensely.

Another moƟ vaƟ on was seƫ  ng up networking links for my fur-
ther academic and professional collaboraƟ ons.  Owing to this in-
ternship, I met with the PGR diversity team, where I was able to 
socialise with local and internaƟ onal PGRs from STEM and non-
STEM fi elds, which gave me the sense of belonging (Wenger, 
1998). In addiƟ on to social support and community belonging, 
this rapport can build a bridge for future university-link projects 
between Uzbekistan and other countries including the UK.”    

Our training

During our internship, we undertook training to maximise the 
skills necessary to eff ecƟ vely carry out our roles. Our internship 
means we are recognised as staff  of the University of Leeds. 
All staff  are subject to complete the General Data ProtecƟ on 
RegulaƟ on (GDPR) training provided by the University of Leeds. 
This online ‘self-paced’ training is designed to ensure that staff , 
faculty, and students understand their responsibiliƟ es regard-
ing data protecƟ on and privacy under the GDPR. This training 
covers a wide range of topics to ensure compliance with legal 
requirements and to protect the personal data of individuals. 
The training introduced us about the legal framework of GDPR, 
including key defi niƟ ons, principles and requirements. It raised 
our awareness on our legal and ethical responsibiliƟ es regarding 
data protecƟ on.

Another training session was an IntroducƟ on to Power BI, 
delivered by a Careers Centre specialist. The Power BI training 
covered a range of topics aimed at developing our skills in data 
visualisaƟ on and analysis. During the training we were intro-
duced to the basics of Power BI, including its interface, features, 
and capabiliƟ es. We also learned how to import data from 
various sources, clean and transform data using Power Query, 
and create data models. Since one of our roles as interns was to 
launch the PGR survey, we have learned how to create interac-
Ɵ ve reports and dashboards, using various types of charts and 
visualisaƟ ons to represent data eff ecƟ vely.
Moreover, we aƩ ended a full-day of Project Management 
Training organised by the Careers Centre, where we worked in 
teams and were guided through the diff erent stages of a project 

of our interest. This training enabled us to think deeply about 
managing a project more eff ecƟ vely, make informed decisions 
and think of diff erent scenarios that could arise during our em-
ployment. One example of where we applied this training was 
determining what to include in the strategy and what to take 
out. This training equipped us with valuable leadership skills, 
such as iniƟ aƟ ve taking and assuming responsibility.  These 
skills that have not only been applied to our internship but also 
to our PhDs, alongside the confi dence to apply them in future 
endeavours. 
Another important training session was about navigaƟ ng the 
MyCareer plaƞ orm, conducted by the Careers Centre. The ses-
sion aimed to provide guidance and tools for managing events 
through the plaƞ orm. During this training, we have learned 
about important aspects of event management, from creaƟ on 
to post-event follow-up. We were trained on how to manage 
event aƩ endance through MyCareer, including seƫ  ng up self-
check-in processes and tracking parƟ cipant engagement during 
the event. Also, we have found out about methods for collecƟ ng 
feedback from event parƟ cipants through MyCareer, includ-
ing using standard feedback forms and analysing responses. 
Understanding how online plaƞ orms such as MyCareer operate 
provided us with the knowledge to take forward and apply 
when we want to schedule events. 

Events
We aƩ ended a panel event held by the School of Earth and Envi-
ronment which provided an insight into the type of events that 
other schools put on for their PGRs. This was a whole day event 
and invited alumni from the School of Earth and Environment to 
discuss with current PGRs their career pathways and journeys 
since graduaƟ ng with their doctorates. 

We believe aƩ ending events such as panel/alumni events, 
Careers Fairs and PGR diversity reunions, organised by the Uni-
versity of Leeds, is important for all in the PGR community. They 
can serve as a signifi cant space to off ering personal, academic 
and professional growth. Alumni panels provide real-world 
examples of diff erent career pathways, where PGRs can learn 
about the diverse career trajectories of former graduates. This 
learning raised our awareness about the variety of opƟ ons 
available aŌ er compleƟ ng doctoral studies. In addiƟ on, alumni 
stories about their challenges and successes can inspire and 
moƟ vate us to navigate our own academic and professional 
journeys more eff ecƟ vely. Staying engaged in discussions, Q&A 
sessions, and informal networking helps us develop soŌ  skills 
such as criƟ cal thinking, problem-solving, and interpersonal 
communicaƟ on. From our own perspecƟ ves, we can say that 
aƩ ending university events can off er valuable benefi ts ranging 
from career development and networking opportuniƟ es to 
personal growth and academic enrichment.

Conduc  ng research
To collect data on PGR employability, we designed and distrib-
uted a structured survey. The survey included mulƟ ple-choice 
quesƟ ons, closed quesƟ ons and open-ended quesƟ ons. This 
method enabled us to gather quanƟ taƟ ve and qualitaƟ ve 
insights on various aspects of PGRs’ career preparaƟ on, skill 
development, percepƟ ons of employability support, and their 
awareness of academic and non-academic career opportuni-
Ɵ es. The survey allowed us to reach University of Leeds PGRs 
effi  ciently, providing a snapshot of the challenges they face and 
needs they have in navigaƟ ng the job market.



Our survey collected data across several key areas:

• Career AspiraƟ ons: Understanding PGRs’ preferences 
between academic and non-academic careers;

• Employability Skills: Assessing the skills PGRs believe they 
have developed during their research and idenƟ fying are-
as they feel require further development;

• PercepƟ ons of Support: Gathering feedback on the 
support services provided by the university, including the 
eff ecƟ veness of career advice, internships, and profession-
al development workshops;

• Barriers to Employability: IdenƟ fying any obstacles PGRs 
face in securing employment, such as lack of experience, 
networking opportuniƟ es, or knowledge of academic and 
non-academic career paths.

Based upon the responses we received from PGRs, we devel-
oped an outline of the PGR facing version of the strategy.

Survey
The next stage of our roles led us to designing a survey, piloƟ ng, 
and launching the survey to gather insights and feedback from 
University of Leeds PGRs regarding their career development 
needs, challenges and expectaƟ ons. The survey was developed 
in MicrosoŌ  Forms and distributed via the Leeds Doctoral Col-
lege PGRs Teams Channel and the Faculty central emails. Some 
of the quesƟ ons included:

• What would you want from a PGR opportuniƟ es and 
futures strategy?

• Do you have any suggesƟ ons for enhancing the Universi-
ty’s opportuniƟ es and futures strategy for PGRs?

• What would make you engage with the University of Leeds 
opportuniƟ es and futures strategy? 

These quesƟ ons gave our respondents the opportunity to have 
input into the development of the strategy. The responses also 
provided an understanding of how PGRs feel at the university 
regarding the support that is available to them and how best 
they could be encouraged to engage with the strategy and the 
various services at the university. 

This informaƟ on was essenƟ al in idenƟ fying key areas to report 
to the departments at the University of Leeds who support 
PGRs with their opportuniƟ es and futuresconcerning PGR sug-
gesƟ ons for further improvement. In addiƟ on, the survey fi nd-
ings helped us ensure that the employment strategy presented 
data that eff ecƟ vely addressed the specifi c needs and aspira-
Ɵ ons of PGRs, so that any PGR reader should be able to locate 
opportuniƟ es at the university to enhance their employability 
and career prospects.

Challenges
There is always something that could have been done diff er-
ently. To acquire more detail into the experiences of university 
services and what PGRs want to see in the strategy, we were 
planning on holding a couple of focus groups with PGRs who 
expressed interest aŌ er conducƟ ng our survey. However, we 
did not include provisions to collect the email addresses from 
the PGRs who were interested.  As the survey was anonymous, 
parƟ cipants’ personal data (including email addresses) were 
not collected. In the interest of Ɵ me and organisaƟ on, we made 
the decision not to hold the focus groups; but it has given us 
something to refl ect upon. Therefore, we have learnt to ensure 

that provisions are in place so that, when appropriate, contact 
details can be safely collected.

The ethical implicaƟ ons that we had to consider included main-
taining the anonymity of our parƟ cipants. We ensured that the 
responses collected were anonymous through not collecƟ ng 
email addresses and names. 
Another challenge was the Ɵ me needed to create a video; 
something which we greatly underesƟ mated. We did not expect 
that a fi ve-minute video, highlighƟ ng the services and opportu-
niƟ es available to PGRs outlined in the strategy, would require 
a couple of months to create. This meant that the video was 
not published before the offi  cial end date of our internship, 
however, we did establish a script to take forward to start the 
producƟ on of the video. 

Refl ec  ons

Durdona

“On a more personal note, though I have 18 years of teach-
ing combined with administraƟ ve experience in Higher Ed-
ucaƟ on of Uzbekistan, for the last six months I have been 
exploring the UK educaƟ on cycle from scratch. Indeed, 
there have been several novelƟ es for me to learn and 
integrate into my learning path as a PGR. My parƟ cipaƟ on 
in this internship has presented a unique opportunity for 
me to deepen my understanding of the intricate dynamics 
within the PGR community while contribuƟ ng meaning-
fully to the development of a PGR-focused opportuniƟ es 
and futures strategy. This experience has empowered me 
to bridge any exisƟ ng skills gaps, especially in the areas of 
stakeholder collaboraƟ on and strategic communicaƟ on 
(Nethravathi et. al., 2022), skills I had uƟ lised in Uzbekistan 
but have only now started transferring to the UK context”

I can say that these internship duƟ es align with my future 
career plans of becoming a lecturer and, later, Doctoral 
College offi  cer upon returning to Uzbekistan. I believe that 
engaging with the PGR OpportuniƟ es and Futures Strategy 
has equipped me with valuable experience in strategic 
planning, stakeholder collaboraƟ on, and eff ecƟ ve commu-
nicaƟ on. Since craŌ ing a PGR-friendly version of the strate-
gy involves working closely with diverse teams, this diverse 
collaboraƟ on has improved my team-working skills, pro-
viding a fi rst-hand understanding of the academic environ-
ment. This hands-on experience is crucial for my aspiraƟ on 
to become a lecturer, allowing me to develop my consul-
taƟ on skills with both PGRs and academic professionals. 
AddiƟ onally, my internship duƟ es have off ered insights into 
employability strategies, as well as enhancing my capacity 
to contribute meaningfully as a future Doctoral College 
offi  cer (Tsai et al., 2017). Also, I believe that this experience 
will be a cornerstone to adapt the ‘already launched sys-
tem’ of the University of Leeds back in Uzbekistan to help 
Uzbekistani PGRs build and express the qualiƟ es, skills, and 
behaviours necessary to reach their goals.”

Megan  

“I started my PhD with no teaching experience but with an 
understanding of and enthusiasm towards the UK Higher 
EducaƟ on world as a student and course representaƟ ve 
from the University of Portsmouth. I was working in retail 
when I started my master’s degree which I completed in 
2021. I conƟ nued to work in retail for two years before 
I started my PhD in 2023. I have however always had an 
interest in educaƟ on and learning. I have learnt that I have 
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more knowledge of the Higher EducaƟ on framework than 
iniƟ ally thought but also an appreciaƟ on that there is 
always more to learn. What I would encourage anyone to 
take away from this arƟ cle but also in their applicaƟ ons is 
that showing enthusiasm for learning and acknowledging 
your lack of knowledge in areas displays a level of person-
al accountability and responsibility and enables for more 
conscious thoughts into the skills and knowledge that you 
do possess. I have learnt to not count myself out or believe 
that I cannot do something because I am not as experi-
enced as someone else. I sƟ ll have much to bring and not 
knowing enables educaƟ on to develop. 

I can safely say that this internship has provided the 
opportunity to further develop my own professional skills 
regarding communicaƟ on, wriƟ ng and collaboraƟ on with 
other departments, which has also widened my network 
and contacts. CollaƟ ng the support resources has not 
only been helpful in establishing the PGR facing version of 
the Postgraduate Researcher OpportuniƟ es and Futures 
Strategy but has also generated a bank and greater appre-
ciaƟ on of the services that are on off er to support PGRs. 
This internship was an important opportunity in develop-
ing professional skills and mindsets that will be helpful in 
providing a foundaƟ on and knowledge of the professional 
academic world not just as a student but also as a member 
of staff .” 

Conclusion

Self-refl ecƟ on has enabled us to idenƟ fy and consolidate what 
our role entailed, what our moƟ vaƟ ons were and what we have 
learned from undertaking this internship regarding our capa-
biliƟ es, skills and knowledge that we already had and where 
we could develop. During this internship, through a variety of 
challenging tasks and tailored trainings, we have facilitated our 
abiliƟ es in criƟ cal areas as academic wriƟ ng, research method-
ologies, and professional communicaƟ on. This hands-on experi-
ence has not only scaled up our technical competencies but also 
enhanced our ability to work collaboraƟ vely in diverse teams 
(Tsai et al., 2017). We believe that this experience has laid a 
solid foundaƟ on for our professional development, and we are 
confi dent that the skills and insights we have gained will enable 
us to successfully accomplish future internship commitments 
and beyond (Hodge, 2010). 
Acknowledgements: We would like to acknowledge and thank 
everyone who was involved in supporƟ ng us with the progress 
of developing the PGR facing version of the OpportuniƟ es and 
Futures strategy.
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