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Cancer Research

PhD Completion 
2000

Susie Mitchell

Since completing your 
PhD what jobs have you 
had?

After my PhD I decided I was inter-
ested in a career that was linked in 
some way to clinical research. My 
first job out of the lab in 2000 was as 
an events manager for SMi London 
based in London’s Canary Wharf – a 
global event producing company 
that specialised in Business to Busi-
ness Conferences across a range of 
sectors. My role was to develop and 
deliver pharmaceutical conferences 
on leading-edge drugs and technol-
ogy.  

In 2001 – I returned to Glasgow after 
a year to take up the role of Research 
& Development Manager within the 
NHS in Glasgow. This role, based 
in the R&D Office I was responsi-
ble for the strategy, management 
and governance of clinical research 
happening on site. From negotiating 
drug trial contracts and budget man-
agement to ensuring all regulatory 
documentations were in place; it was 
an interesting and varied post. 

After an enjoyable 5 years in the 
NHS, I was looking for a new chal-
lenge and became a senior consult-
ant for around 15 months in AEAT/
Momenta Scotland – a sustainability 
consultancy. I was programme lead 
for national and regional government 
grant programmes and contributed to 
bids to secure major contracts across 
a range of areas including health, 
transport and sustainable develop-
ment.

In 2007, I become a health and 
equality policy officer in Glasgow City 
Council – which included a 1 year, 
2-day a week secondment to Scottish 
Government where I co-developed 

a policy tool to help policy mak-
ers equality-, human rights- and 
health-proof policies, programmes 
and major decisions.  This tool 
was rolled out across the NHS in 
Scotland & published by the World 
Health Organisation. My day job 
was to lead on devising health 
policy for the City – including the 
development and management of 
Scotland’s first local authority-led 
obesity policy. I was also tasked with 
mainstreaming health and equality 
considerations into all Council pol-
icies in line with relevant policy and 
legislation. Our team led on a ma-
jor health inequality impact assess-
ment of the Glasgow 2014 Com-
monwealth Games, which would 
become the basis of Glasgow’s 
legacy strategy for the Games. 

After 4 great years in the City Coun-
cil, I had the chance to apply for an 
exciting job in the Commonwealth 
Games organising committee as the 
accessibility manager. I was respon-
sible for integrating accessibility and 
inclusion into all business planning  
to help ensure an equitable, once in 
a lifetime Games experience for all 
client groups from spectators to ath-
letes. This involved an unforgettable 
12 days down at the Paralympics in 
London learning lessons from the 
London 2012 experience.  

I have a semi-professional par-
allel career as a session singer 
and songwriter – so a nice end to 
my Glasgow 2014 Games expe-
rience was to be asked to sing at 
the closing ceremony in Hampden 
Park with Dougie McClean with 
Kylie and Lulu joining us for Auld 
Lang Syne; an unforgettable (albeit 
nerve-wracking) moment in front 
of over 1 billion people around the 
world! 

What does your current 
job entail?

After several years working on the 
Games, the role I am in now came up 
– based at Glasgow Science Centre. 
I am the director of Glasgow City 
of Science and Innovation (GCOSI) 
– regional partnership (connecting 
academia, business and government) 
that aims to raise the profile of Glas-
gow and the West as a world-class 
destination for science, creativity and 
innovation; and to better leverage the 
diverse assets that we have to drive 
inclusive economic growth that bene-
fits everyone. 

We have 3 major workstreams; 1 
– telling the story of Glasgow and 
te West of Scotland’s proposition in 
science and innovation today through 
major intelligence mapping exercises 
and broadcasting this information 
through a range of communications 
activities – from international events 
to media (TV, radio, print media).

2 – developing and delivering the na-
tional innovation summit for Scotland, 
the CAN DO Innovation Summit and 
VentureFest – Scotland’s annual festi-
val of discovery and innovation. 
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And 3 – development and manage-
ment of a European Network com-
prising 20 cities that supports best 
practice sharing and collaboration 
in innovation policy and practice 
(www.iKEN.global). This was a legacy 
project from our shortlisted bid to 
become European Capital of Innova-
tion. 

What is the best part of 
your current role?

As I mentioned, some of the commu-
nications work we do involves work-
ing with broadcast media. As such 
the role has allowed me to dabble 
in the creative industries, including 
some radio presenting. I absolutely 
loved presenting and working with 
inspiring producers at the BBC. I’ve 
also taken part in Women’s Hour 
shows in London and Glasgow. Again 
great fun and most importantly - a 
superb opportunity to talk about key 
topics like the under-representation of 
women in some STEM areas or make 
more visible the range of world-lead-
ing research and innovation that is 
taking place on our doorstep to a 
broad range of listeners! 

What top 3 qualities are 
required for your job?

1 A good communicator 
that enjoys meeting people 

2 Good project manage-
ment skills 

3 A passion for science, 
innovation & creativity and 
telling our story to the world

Susie's Advice

Don’t be restricted by what you 
think the system or other people 
might expect of you – what are your 
interests and what qualities would 
make you great for a particular 
role, whatever the role or the sector.  

The job market is ever changing – 
pretty much every job I’ve done, I 
didn’t know existed when my PhD 
ended! Keep your eye on the job 
market – new roles are popping up 
all of the time. For example, Scot-
land is a hive of new activities in the 
innovation and entrepreneurship 
space right now – with new pro-
grammes comes new job roles.  

Don’t look at a job description and 
rule it out because there are 1 or 2 
things you don’t have experience of 
- a research career gives you such 
a rich bank of  transferable skills. If 
you show passion and willing – any 
job is accessible to you. Most of the 
jobs I’ve done, I had to do various 
tasks I’d never done before – from 
contracts & budget management to 
accessibility planning for a major 
sporting event! You can learn from 
others when you secure the role, or 
bring in external expertise, if there’s 
a real technical need. 

If you are going for a role that 
sounds interesting, but you want to 
know more about the day to day 
reality – just call someone doing the 
role and get the low down on what 
it involves – the challenges, the 
opportunities. I did this before my 
role with the NHS and it helped me 
to get my head around the role & 
also prep for the interview. Eternal 
thanks to that R&D Manager in 
Cardiff who was very warm and ac-

commodating to a cold caller asking 
about his career!  

Go to free events on topics of inter-
est and network. There are so many 
excellent events across Scotland in all 
sectors- from fashion to photonics. 
The greater your knowledge and the 
bigger your networks, the greater the 
opportunities.  

"Scotland is a hive 
of new activities 
in the innovation 
& entrepreneurship 
space right now"
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Since completing your 
PhD what jobs have you 
had?

I initially followed an academic career 
path, with first a period of post-doc-
toral research at the University of 
Cambridge, then I was appointed 
to a Lectureship in Plant Science at 
the University of Oxford. I taught & 
researched there for 8 years, building 
up a small research team. During 
that period I became involved in the 
public debate about genetically mod-
ified crops, & became increasingly 
interested in the policy & regulation of 
GMOs. So when the Department for 
Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
(Defra) recruited for a Head of GM 
Science & Regulation I decided to 
make a significant career change & 
move into the policy world.

I worked in policy roles in Defra for 5 
years, first with the focus on GMOs, 
using the science I was very familiar 
with, & then moving to lead the team 
supporting Defra’s Chief Scientific 
Advisor. This role involved a much 
wider brief, covering a very wide 
range of scientific areas, & including 
not only ‘science for policy, but also 
‘policy for science’. It was interest in 
this latter area that led me to move 
to Research Councils UK (RCUK), the 
body responsible for co-ordinating 
the then-separate Research Councils, 
as Head of the RCUK Strategy Unit.

From RCUK, I moved to be Head of 
Research Policy at the Higher Edu-
cation Funding Council for England 
(HEFCE). When HEFCE ceased to 
exist in April 2018 I transitioned into 
the new organisation responsible for 
research funding & policy in English 
Universities, Research England, which 
is part of UK Research & Innovation.

What does your current 
job entail?

I am currently Director of Research 
at Research England. I lead a team 
of around 30 people, and we are 
collectively responsible for research 
policy and funding in English Uni-
versities. We allocate around £2 bil-
lion of funding each year (mostly as 
block grants to universities), develop 
policy frameworks and guidance 
for research, and are responsible 
for operating the UK’s national 
research evaluation process, the 
Research Excellence Framework.

What is the best part of 
your current role?

Always difficult to identify a single 
best part. I get to work with some 
talented and dedicated people, 
both in my team and in the research 
system more broadly. And I really 
enjoy the diversity and challenge of 
the work that I am involved in.

What top 3 qualities are 
required for your job?

1 Strong analytical skills 
(quantitative & qualitative)

2 The ability to make a 
convincing argument

3 The ability to understand 
and take account of differ-
ent viewpoints

"Look out for short 
placements or 
secondments 
in policy 
organisations"

Steven’s Advice

In terms of tips, I would suggest 
seeking out opportunities to talk to 
policy makers about your research. 
And look out for chances to do short 
placements or secondments in policy 
organisations.

When I was a PhD student I wish I 
had known about the diversity of 
rewarding and interesting career 
options open to me. I thought there 
were limited choices, and I had a 
really inaccurate and misguided view 
that only an academic career could 
be fulfilling. I was so wrong!
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Since completing your 
PhD what jobs have you 
had?

•	 2008 – 2010: Analyst for phar-
maceutical contract testing labo-
ratory using my analytical exper-
tise gained during my PhD using 
them in a small business.  

•	 2010 – 2011: Post-doctoral 
Research Associate (Northumbria 
University): The aim of this role 
was to increase industry engage-
ment with research at the univer-
sity. 

What does your current 
job entail?

I work for KTN, the UK’s innovation 
agency. I help food and drink com-
panies innovate. I help them access 
the expertise and funding to make 
innovation happen. A lot of job 
involves networking with industry and 
academia and making connections. I 
also review funding applications. 

I am the co-ordinator of the BBSRC 
Diet and Health Research Indus-
try Club. The club is a partnership 
between BBSRC and a consortium of 
leading food and drink companies, 
which has awarded over £22M  to 
enable high quality research within 
UK universities and research institutes. 
In this role I am responsible for the 
DRINC Community from making sure 
that the research projects are running 
on time, to communicating with the 
industry members and organising the 
dissemination events. 

What is the best part of 
your current role?

Meeting lots of interesting people 
and having the autonomy to pursue 
areas of interest. 

What top 3 qualities are 
required for your job?

1 A good networker

2 Organised

3 Motivated

"Networks are key 
and remember that 
you never know 
when an old 
contact might 
turn up and be 
useful. So always 
be courteous" 

Serena’s Advice

I got my current role because I have 
both academic and research expe-
rience. So don’t rule out working at 
industry, where a lot of interesting 
research is being conducted. 

Networks are key and remember that 
you never know when an old contact 
might turn up/be useful. So always be 
courteous. 



APPRAISAL
OFFICER

Current Job 
Appraisal Officer 
Scottish Enterprise

PhD Studied 
Chemistry 
University of Strathclyde

PhD Completion 
2006

Andrew Ingram

Since completing your 
PhD what jobs have you 
had?

•	 Post-doctoral researcher at Strath-
clyde university 2006-2009

•	 R&D role at Biofilm 2009-2013
•	 Appraisal officer at Scottish Enter-

prise 2014-present

What does your current 
job entail?

In my current role I assess R&D 
funding opportunities for companies 
wishing to undertake R&D projects in 
Scotland. These can either be com-
panies already based here, wishing 
to start up a new business in Scotland 
or expanding existing international 
operations into Scotland. I will: 

•	 Meet with companies. This can be 
a company from any technologi-
cal sector; life science, engineer-
ing, software are most common 
but there have been a few whisky 
distilleries in there too!

•	 Get an understanding of the 
technical and commercial aspects 
of the project

•	 Advise the company on how to 
apply

•	 Review the application when it 
arrives

•	 Help secure approval for the 
project by presenting a case for 
support to senior management 
in SE

Sometimes this can be for £100,000 
grants, but can also be considerably 
higher. The largest grant I have taken 
through this process was over £7m!

What is the best part of 
your current role?

Getting to meet companies, learn-
ing about such a wide range of 
new technologies, then being able 
to help these companies get their 
projects off the ground which at the 
same time helps to grow the Scot-
tish economy. 

What top 3 qualities are 
required for your job?

1 An interest in the commer-
cialisation aspects of research

2 Being comfortable meeting 
a diverse range of people from 
different scientific and non-sci-
entific backgrounds, and being 
able to quickly understand the 
technical and commercial merits 
of a given project

3 The ability to adopt a calm 
yet empathetic approach to 
dealing with people. Often we 
get to give good news to peo-
ple (which is great), but when 
we have to reject applications 
(which sadly does happen) it 
can be quite a skill to deliver 
this news in an understanding 
manner

"Keep an open  
inquisitive mind"

Andrew’s Advice

When conducting research in the 
lab, try to consider what commercial 
applications your research may have. 
What the commercial opportunity 
may look like and how you would 
take it to the market. This is not some-
thing that I considered at the time I 
was doing my PhD, but is something I 
need to do in my current job.

We often look for candidates that 
have PhD’s, as a strong technical 
background is essential but also in-
dustrial experience is of value as well, 
so avail yourself of any opportunities 
to work with a company performing 
industrial research, either as part of 
your studies or after your PhD/post-
doc is complete.

Aside from that, keeping an open an 
inquisitive mind is always of value 
when assessing grant applications 
and learning about new R&D projects. 
Thankfully most PhD students have 
this skill in abundance anyway!
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Since completing your 
PhD what jobs have you 
had?

My career wasn’t always a bed of 
roses – I started a PhD straight from 
graduation and was bullied by a 
terrible supervisor – it took me a few 
years working in all sorts of jobs and 
ultimately as a technician to build my 
confidence again to apply for the PhD 
that I completed. This turned to my 
advantage, because by that time I had 
been taught the techniques I need-
ed, and I’d developed a work ethic! 
After this, I did 2 postdocs, working 
on ion channel molecular biology. 
During these I developed an interest 
in fluorescence and in particular, in 
functional microscopy – using micro-
scopes to look at functions, or prox-
imity, or conformations of molecules, 
for example – and I made sure I really 
knew how things worked. This led to a 
couple of Wellcome Trust Fellowships, 
developing technologies for detecting 
protein molecular proximities inside 
cells or membranes and during that 
time I also had an MRC grant. Once 
my Fellowship had ended, I moved 
from Edinburgh University medical 
school to join Heriot-Watt, establishing 
a new Research Institute from scratch 
at that time. I really enjoyed this, and 
it was a fantastic opportunity to not 
only progress my own research, but to 
help people form new collaborations, 
set up seminars, PhD programmes, 
develop other people’s careers and 
studentships, and learn a lot about 
people. I think this was pretty success-
ful and I was able to make a positive 
difference. During this time, I had EU 
funding as well as being able to set 
up the Edinburgh super-resolution 
imaging consortium (www.esric.org) 
with MRC/BBSRC and EPSRC funds, 
and being involved with some other 
large research projects. Another thing 
I really enjoyed in addition, was being 
on advisory Boards and Panels, both in 
the UK and internationally – I’d started 

to realise that there are opportuni-
ties outside my own research and in 
helping the broader scientific com-
munity. It was mostly great fun – but 
once I’d stepped down as head of 
Institute, I felt the need to do some-
thing new.

What does your current 
job entail?

I am currently the UK Research and 
Innovation Director for Talent and 
Skills (UKRI is an ‘arm’s length’ 
agency of the UK government that 
is the largest funder of research in 
the UK with a multi-billion-pound 
budget). This job is developing strat-
egies to support technicians, doctoral 
students and research fellows (ie 
people – I don’t like the term ‘Tal-
ent’), on the national scale. I work 
with some really talented people in 
UKRI and across different govern-
mental departments, visiting lots of 
places and learning all the time. At 
the time of writing this, we are in the 
middle of Covid-19 lockdown and 
this is bringing lots of new challeng-
es and amazing opportunities – I 
believe passionately that research 
and innovation is the way out of both 
the pandemic and the ensuing reces-
sion and we are all working hard to 
ensure the budgets and structures to 
enable this. It’s been a really steep 
learning curve and enormously stim-
ulating – I finally took my own advice 
that I offer to others, and looked 
outside academia for ways to apply 
my knowledge and skills. I am still 
research active and keep my univer-
sity job 20% of the time.

What is the best part of 
your current role?

I find that moving out of my ‘com-
fort zone’ (I’d been an academic for 
many years) and into something new 
is really challenging and stimulat-

ing. And I work with really clever and 
dedicated people.

What top 3 qualities are 
required for your job?

1 Listening

2 Learning

3 Patience 

Rory's Advice
 
 Take personal responsibility for your 
own career and development, don’t 
hope for things to fall in your lap. 
Really grasp the fact that the skills you 
are learning now, in whatever you are 
doing, are important and sought-after 
by other employers in different sectors 
– it’s easy to overlook that. Don’t get 
too focussed on the minutiae of your 
research project – keep your eyes up, 
do different things and keep learning 
new skills. Future careers are going to 
be varied and changing a lot – and 
the world needs experts who are able 
to work flexibly in different roles and 
sectors now, more than ever.
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Since completing your 
PhD what jobs have you 
had?

I went from my PhD into a postdoc 
position working on malaria vaccine 
research at the National Institutes of 
Health in the US. Due to a number 
of frustrations with the career path I 
was taking, I decided to divert to-
wards Public Health. I did a Masters 
in Public Health and then moved to 
be a Healthcare Scientist (principally 
a job of scientific evidence interpre-
tation and communication) at Health 
Protection Scotland. After this I got 
onto the NHS public health training 
programme which runs similarly to 
medical specialty training (hence the 
strange title).

What does your current 
job entail?

The registrar programme is a five 
year scheme to train people to be-
come consultants in public health (of 
the same seniority as medical con-
sultants in other specialties). This is a 
flexible scheme which has allowed me 
to work on a wide range of projects 
including national mental health 
policy, public health system reform, 
research, infectious disease manage-
ment and service development in a 
low-income country.  I’m soon to go 
to do some work in NHS Shetland 
and subsequently Scottish Govern-
ment, all within this role.

The work is varied but includes a 
mixture of coordination, influencing, 
management, communication, evi-
dence-interpretation & research skills.

NB: Although I have a Masters in 
Public Health, this was not neces-
sary to attain my current job.

What is the best part of 
your current role?

I get to argue about what a fair and 
healthy society looks like and how 
we can get there.

What top 3 qualities are 
required for your job?

1 Curiosity/Love of learning – 
the job is varied, covering topics 
as diverse as infectious disease, 
gender, climate change, housing 
and homelessness, social isola-
tion, socioeconomic inequality, 
mental health and wellbeing… 
You have to be able to get up to 
a reasonable level of expertise 
in a short space of time and 
make the most of the expertise 
of others.

2 Strong social justice prin-
ciples – At the core of public 
health is an understanding that 
there are unjust and avoidable 
inequalities in society. Much of 
the work undertaken is to ad-
dress these inequalities, often 
in the face of opposition from 
different agendas. A strong set 
of principles is often what drives 
work forward and motivates 
most public health professionals. 

3 Communication and diplomacy 
skills – Many of the levers of power 
to have an impact on public health 
are not within the direct control 
of public health professionals. As 
such, much of the impact comes 
from communicating with and influ-
encing those who have the levers.

"I wish I'd known that 
my PhD skills are 
transferable & there are 
so many other options 
available to use them"

Paul's Advice

It’s an unfortunate fact that academ-
ics are generally only knowledgeable 
about career options within academia. 
My top tip for pursuing a career in 
public health would simply be to go out 
and find people working in the area 
and talk to them. People are normally 
very happy to talk about the work they 
do, the ups and downs, and how to get 
into it. The public health community in 
particular is a very friendly and open 
bunch of people.


