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Applying for work experience at the Overseas Development Institute     

Jamie, History undergraduate, UCL www.odi.org.uk
Notes from a discussion with Jeff Riley, King’s College Careers Service

March 2008
Although Jamie is on a history course his experience of travelling through Africa for nine months before he started university planted the notion of working in development. This discussion covers how he was able to secure some work experience as an undergraduate and what it brought to his career thinking.

Africa “My gap year experience in Africa taught me a lot about life in the developing world. It took nine months but I still got to see less than half the continent. I did see many fascinating countries though and had some amazing experiences – including nearly drowning when a fishing boat capsized off the coast of Ghana. Since I returned and started my history degree I have wanted to explore the possibility of getting a career in international development.  I knew it was competitive so in between my second and third year I decided to try and get some work experience.
Finding relevant organisations – “In my case I just did an internet search and turned up about 15 organisations that I thought I could apply to.  Although only two of them responded I felt I put in the best applications I could.  I researched the organisations pretty well. For example I had a good idea of how they were structured and who did what in the organisations. Consequently my applications were addressed to named individuals, which I think made a difference.  I made sure that my letter addressed the kinds of skills and issues the organisations covered and of course I mentioned the fact that I had got experience of travelling in Africa.”  

The Interview.  “All this research stood me in good stead during the ‘informal interview’. In discussion I demonstrated that I had read some of their research papers, and that I knew what role they played in the sector as a whole.  I think I had some luck as well because they were curious about my website development skills: I’d included a web address that had my Africa photos on – they ended up using some of them in their annual report.
“I knew that, as an undergraduate, I wasn’t in a position to pitch for paid research internships which are aimed at postgraduates, so I made it clear that I was very flexible and looking to get some broad based work experience.  In the end I did do a lot of administrative work associated with the series of talks and events the ODI put on. This included sending out emails, meeting and looking after speakers, cataloguing material and writing up reports on the events.”
Benefits – “Well, I got to distinguish clearly between ‘research’ and ‘policy’ and where these two arenas diverge and meet. I met researchers acting as consultants on policy initiatives and therefore realised that there is considerable overlap. In any case, at Masters level the choice doesn’t have to be made between them because an MA in this sector is a base line qualification. Having ODI on my CV will help me get my next work experience because it is so well known, though it underlined for me how tough a sector it is to get into: even the secretary had an MA in development studies. I can talk more confidently about the issues and use the vocabulary of the sector – PPG, or ‘pro-poor growth’, is no longer an academic acronym for me. I also got to meet some significant players.  I was able to meet Douglas Alexander and Clare Short – she, in particular, had helped shape the Millennium Development Goals and possessed an impressive intellect.  I also got to network with experienced people in the sector and they were able to give me some good advice. For example, how much more beneficial it is to have some in-depth country experience rather than just covering as much ground as possible.  I also picked up on the fact that when choosing my Masters I should consider where the demand is – and right now it feels like environmental development and having expertise on the relationship between development and global warming are important areas to consider.”
