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Getting started in International Development

April 2008.  We had the following letter from someone enquiring about getting started in international development and thought it would be helpful to publish the correspondence for people in a similar position.  The enquirer’s letter is in bold….

“I know very little about international development as a career i.e. what sort of a profile, credentials and qualifications employers expect one to have, given how competitive this field is.”

The sector is very competitive. People working in it tend to have a combination of practical experience and relevant qualifications. By practical experience I mean about 18 months experience. This would include a significant amount of time spent in a developing country and experience of the sector as a volunteer or as an intern (paid volunteer)

 “All I have really thought about is that I would like to be able to help make a difference (as cliched as that may sound) in the field of literacy and development back in India, which is where I come from. Would you be able to give me some insight into this?”

Don’t worry about the ‘cliché’. It’s a fundamental requirement. Though you may finesse your intention as you gain more experience. For example, which region or which layer of society will you focus on.  Because you have flagged up ‘literacy’ you might start by finding out the NGOs and other organisations that are involved with literacy and see what roles they have and which ones attract you. In this way you will move from the very general to the specific.

“I was wondering whether it's mandatory to hold a degree in development studies or a related field in order to be able to get a break. I am very keen on pursuing literature albeit only academically at a post-graduate level. But I am wondering if a non-relevant MA would hinder my chances of getting a job in the field of development. Could there be a way in which I could do both?”
Neither are mandatory. Though Masters are increasingly becoming the entry level qualification.  If you have money to invest in a Masters and don’t’ have a first degree in development then you might need to get a masters in development to demonstrate your commitment, interest and knowledge of  the sector 

What you need more than anything is relevant qualifications – for working with literacy a teaching qualification is probably the best qualification to have.  All kinds of professional qualifications like this can be useful – for example in engineering, logistics or accountancy.

“Also, if I were to pursue a degree in a development related field, how does one go about applying for jobs/internships? Can I also apply for the same (part-time) whilst pursuing a university degree? “

Internships can be taken during summer vacations and many students will take on voluntary roles while studying.  As a student you might also get involved in the student led international development organisation -  U8.  Our web site, careers.lon.ac.uk/development has lots more information about this.


“Do you also, in particular, recommend any degree programs at UK universities in the field of development studies? It's hard to narrow down the choices. “

The Web site www.careers.lon.ac.uk/development does have a section on ‘routes in’ and study including links to the Development Studies Assocation and a comprehensive downloadable guide at www.studydevelopment.co.uk

You will find it difficult to find out which are the ‘best’ courses though you might apply some of the tips we put together  for someone considering postgraduate study on the resources column of the same site at 
http://www.careers.lon.ac.uk/output/Page641.asp
Yours sincerely,

Jeff Riley
