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How Experiential Learning 
can help in career planning 

Experiential Learning includes 4 key learning activities, developed by 

psychologist David Kolb in 1984, these are Concrete Experience – having the 

experience, Reflective Observation – reflecting on the experience, Abstract 

Conceptualisation – learning from the experience and Active 

Experimentation – testing out what you have learned. Kolb posits that learning 

is a “continuous process, grounded in experience” where “elements of thought 

are formed and reformed”1.  

 

We know that changing careers, and specifically, considering roles outside of 

academia can be daunting. It’s challenging to researchers, who have spent time 

and effort creating an identity as an academic researcher. 

 

“It took some time to redefine my identity after leaving research. 

Being a researcher is very much like being an artist — it 

becomes part of who you are, part of your personality and how 

you see yourself. So, it’s more than just a job, and letting go of 

that took a while.”  

Melle Kromhout, former postdoc 

 

1https://www.researchgate.net/publication/235701029_Experiential_Learning_Experience_As_The_Source_Of_Learning_A
nd_Development accessed 25/03/26 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/235701029_Experiential_Learning_Experience_As_The_Source_Of_Learning_And_Development
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/235701029_Experiential_Learning_Experience_As_The_Source_Of_Learning_And_Development
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Seeing yourself in a new career takes time, and this is where experiential 

learning can be helpful; making the change is an iterative process of exploration, 

learning, reverting back to the comfort of your current identity and then perhaps 

more exploring (or “forming” and “reforming” as Kolb describes). Ibarra, in her 

book ‘Working Identity: Unconventional Strategies for Reinventing your Career ’  

(2004), suggests career changers use micro-experiments to test out career ideas 

which can help to make sense of new career directions and to assess whether 

your thinking is correct, further reinforcing the use of experiential learning. 

 

This resource intends to support you with finding ways of testing your career 

ideas – whether that’s a small test, or a larger one (and a chance to develop skills 

along the way!). The ideas we share below intend to help gather and reflect on 

information, which in turn will help you to learn something about you and your 

potential future direction. 

 

As a researcher, you may well wonder how you can find the time to run these 

tests (we share more information below on the university’s commitment to 

professional development through the Concordat). You don’t need to do all of 

these or even more than one to help you move forward. Some of them you may 

be doing already. They are shared in order of the likely time and commitment 

required, from least to most: 

• Talking to people, informational interviewing and mentoring 

• Side projects 

• Work shadowing 

• Part-time projects, freelancing and volunteering 

• Internships (or longer, continuous work experience) 

• Secondments 
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Talking to people, informational 
interviewing and mentoring 

Ibarra encourages people to “tell and retell their [career] stories” to different 

people. This is partly, to normalise (in your own mind) the idea that you’re open 

to change. By talking it out, you’re also socialising your idea(s). 

 

Reflect on: 

• What you observe about people’s reactions when you share your career 

ideas with them. 

• Their feedback and see how it adds to, confirms, or alters your ideas. 

 

As a researcher, doing this within a tightly knit research group, or department 

can feel intimidating – you might not want to give away the fact you’re thinking 

of leaving academia, so start with people in other networks, friends and family 

first.  

 

Often the least considered and yet most successful way to test out career ideas 

almost feels too simple – finding people to talk to about this career. 

 

“Reach out to people and attend the networking events and 

panel discussions and things. I think it can seem like a real black 

box and actually just understanding what the role is that you're 

applying for, whether that's right for you is really helpful.”  

Georgina Bowyer, Astra Zeneca 
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Informational interviewing 

Information interviewing, or curious careers conversations, are about finding 

someone you’d like to talk to about their current work. It’s a way to get the 

answers to questions that you have but can’t always find online, such as:  

• What does a typical day look like? 

• What does your working pattern look like? Is there flexibility? 

• Do you still feel like a researcher? 

• What surprised you most about moving into x? 

• What skills/attributes does someone in your field need to be successful? 

• What would you do next, if you were in my situation? 

Be sure to take notes so you can reflect afterwards. 
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“Even if people didn't have opportunities for work, which was 

more the case than not, especially over the pandemic, they were 

willing to point me in a different direction or say here's what I 

did, or here's a course you could take.”  

Olivia Belton, Data Ethics Specialist, LEGO Group 

 

LinkedIn is an excellent resource for finding people to talk with. See this 

resource about how to find postdoc and PhD alumni using LinkedIn and read 

our blog for further question inspiration. 

 

One off conversations have helped many career changers really start to visualise 

a potential future for themselves in certain areas. Remember to keep in touch 

with the people you spoke to about your progress and how their time helped 

you. 

 

Reflect on: 

• Your own response to their answers; what feelings did you notice? 

Excitement, concern, fear? 

• How similar was their experience to yours? What’s different? Is there 

something you still need answers to? 

• Their suggestions; what steps could you take next? 

 

Mentoring 

Mentoring is a one-to-one relationship which involves a ‘mentor’ who has more 

experience in an area/subject/career than the ‘mentee’ has. Mentors can be 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xmUIiaNOIQw
https://unicamcareers.edublogs.org/2023/02/22/informational-interviews-get-your-career-questions-answered/
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specific and situational (i.e. for a certain task/problem), or they may be longer 

term. People seek mentors for different reasons, e.g. to get promotion, to 

become a better leader, to grow their business etc. Mentoring for career 

exploration is very common.  

 

The Postdoc Academy has a mentoring programme which matches postdocs to 

mentors both in and outside of academia across a variety of industries. 

 

“I found it very valuable to be paired with an experienced person 

who could listen to me and provide well guided feedback on my 

thought process relating both career and life choices.”  

Participant, Postdoc Academy’s Mentoring Programme 

 

Finding your own mentor can be more time consuming but it is possible. Look 

out for someone whose career you admire or would like to emulate (broadly 

speaking) – again LinkedIn is good for this. You might reach out for a one-off 

conversation (see above – information interviewing) and then approach them 

about a potential mentoring relationship. Here you would need to: 

 

• Propose the frequency of meetings 

• Describe what your hope is for the relationship 

• How long you’d expect it would last for. 

Taylor Francis/Vitae created this podcast on academic mentoring which explains 

the benefits of mentoring and how to set the relationship up. It refers to 

mentoring in an academic environment, but the ideas are transferable to other 

https://www.postdocacademy.cam.ac.uk/mentoring
https://authorservices.taylorandfrancis.com/blog/mentoring-support/academic-mentoring-for-researchers/
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mentoring relationships. Keep an eye out for industry specific mentoring 

schemes (though they are rare), for example, this one run by the Royal Society of 

Chemistry. 

 

Reflect on: 

• What surprised you during mentoring conversations? 

• What new perspectives do you now have of your own career journey? 

Side Projects 

A side project doesn’t need to be a huge research project; it’s a name for any 

activity which you do – or carve out – within or alongside your current role. It can 

give you a chance to try out new skills or experience a new way of working. 

You’re probably already doing some of them: 

• Teaching – is a key activity of any budding academic, so calling it a side 

project may feel odd. The reason it’s here is because people have varying 

levels of experience with teaching, all of which afford a glimpse into you 

using new and different skills than research. 

 

• Committee or ‘rep’ work – universities use committees and student/staff 

representatives to channel information and voices, often around a 

particular topic/theme. Some of this might be central to university 

delivery, e.g. education, health and safety and others may be about 

improving or setting something up, e.g. Equality, Diversity and Inclusion, 

Research Culture, Events etc. 

 

https://www.rsc.org/funding-and-support/mentoring
https://www.rsc.org/funding-and-support/mentoring
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• Being a mentor – often informally done, especially in STEM disciplines, 

where junior group members require training or monitoring. Equally it can 

be done formally through supervision. 

 

• Collaborations - when your research is run with other 

departments/individuals/groups/companies, it’s not likely to feel like a 

side project – it's how the research gets done! However, running 

something with a key partner affords you the opportunity to practise key 

transferrable skills such as project management, communication skills, 

adaptability, negotiation and more. 

 

• Public and policy engagement - some research projects need to be 

connected to the public and policy whereas some researchers need to 

actively find ways to do this type of work in their discipline. Explaining 

your research to a non-expert audience can be a really insightful 

experience. 

 

• Outreach - read Matt’s story of volunteering to do outreach work helped 

him move his career thinking forward: 

 

“As a postdoc, I discovered a love for outreach and science 

communication. I hosted school groups that came to visit the 

radio telescopes, and enormously enjoyed talking to the 

students and answering all their questions. I also started 

teaching courses at PACE on various aspects of astronomy.  
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After a couple of years, I was struck by the realisation that I 

enjoyed these science communication ’side projects' a lot more 

than my actual research! Around the time that my postdoc 

contract was coming to an end, an opportunity came up to move 

into doing outreach and science communication full-time, and 

the experience and skills I’d built up over the years certainly 

helped with that move. I’ve now been doing full-time outreach 

for almost ten years, and I’ve never looked back!”  

Dr Matt Bothwell, Public Astronomer, Institute of Astronomy, University of 

Cambridge 

 

Being in Cambridge offers many opportunities for researchers to be involved in 

other projects and activities. Check out our guide on Activities in Cambridge to 

Boost your Career (Raven Log in required). 

 

Reflect on: 

• The experiences you’re engaged with; which of them brings you the most 

satisfaction?  

• Can you identify why that is? Is it the skills you’re using? The people you’re 

with? Or the tasks you’re working on? 

• Is there something you could be engaged in which you’re not? How might 

you plan for that, alongside your research? 

https://cam.joinhandshake.co.uk/edu/articles/87
https://cam.joinhandshake.co.uk/edu/articles/87
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Work Shadowing 

Work shadowing means that you follow or ‘shadow’ someone doing a particular 

job. It gives you the chance to observe a professional outside of academia, to ask 

questions, and reflect on whether the role or sector aligns with your career 

interests. Typical activities may include introductions, observing meetings and 

tasks, time for reflection, or an informational interview. Note that work 

shadowing is an observational, unpaid activity and not part of a recruitment 

process. 

 

“I did not realise that careers outside academia look so similar 

and are also very rewarding, prestigious, etc.”  

Work Shadowing Scheme Participant, 2025 

 

The University of Cambridge Careers Service was awarded funding to run a pilot 

work shadowing scheme for postdocs during 2025 and 2026. Here we share 

valuable lessons with you about how to approach and source work shadowing.  

 

There are very few formal, work shadowing schemes available to apply to, and 

so the onus is on you to approach people and organisations to request that they 

accept you as a work shadowee. 

 

To do this, firstly, consider your existing contacts; who might be open to 

discussing work shadowing with you. This could include: 

 

• Former postdocs from your department or group 

https://www.careers.cam.ac.uk/careers-support-postdocs/work-shadowing-postdocs-explore-careers-beyond-academia
https://www.careers.cam.ac.uk/careers-support-postdocs/work-shadowing-postdocs-explore-careers-beyond-academia
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• Collaborators from outside academia – as part of your research, or public 

engagement work, have you connected with companies in industry, 

charities, museums, policy makers or others? 

• Contacts of friends or family who could make an introduction for you. 

 

If you don’t have contacts in the areas you’re interested in, then it might be time 

to add people to your network. Follow the strategies signposted in the Talking 

to people, informational interviewing and mentoring section to find people 

whose work you are interested in. There are several ways you could approach 

new contacts:  

• Have an initial informational interview with the person and sense how the 

conversation goes – if you feel there is rapport and interest, then you 

could share the idea of work shadowing with them.  

• You could approach them directly with a request to shadow them in their 

work. 

Keep the following in mind when you reach out to people asking for an 

opportunity to work shadow them: 

• You don’t need to be convinced already that their job is the one you 

want. However, it would be a good idea to have a sufficient 

understanding of their area to be able to show you have things you’d like 

to learn, e.g., “I know that you provide science communication services to 

clients in biotech and pharma, but I’m intrigued to know what type of 

companies these are and how you would set out the support you could 

give them?” 
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• Show that you are keen to learn more about their company or 

organisation but again give them a reason as to why you’re approaching 

them – perhaps they have an interesting vision or strategy, or you’ve met 

a representative from their company at a conference. 

 

• Try and find someone who has trodden a similar path to you – PhD 

etc. It can help to approach more senior people in organisations as they 

often have greater decision-making powers; look for alumni from your 

institution. If the person you’re writing to doesn’t have experience in 

academic research, then be prepared to explain what a postdoctoral 

researcher or a PhD student is. In the UK 2% of 25–64-year-olds have a 

PhD so it may simply be that they’ve had little exposure to knowing what a 

PhD or postdoc researcher actually does. 

 

• Tell them a little about your research in lay-person’s terms and name 

a couple of skills which you’ve developed from this work. If you can, 

explain why you’re interested in their area of work – and if you can 

connect it to your research or the skills you’ve taken from it, that’s helpful. 

 

• Keep your ask flexible; when you’re approaching people about work 

shadowing, remember that they will be busy. If you ask for a 2-week work 

shadowing experience, it’s very unlikely this will be possible however if 

you ask for something last between half a day to a few days, you let them 

decide what would be appropriate. 

 

• Keep the communication short and snappy! Again, remember, you’re 

writing to busy people to ask a favour – make it concise and easy to read. 

Cambridge HR has guidance on setting up work shadowing. 

https://www.ppd.admin.cam.ac.uk/professional-development/job-shadowing/set-job-shadowing-placement
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Reflect on: 

• How comfortable did you feel in a new environment? 

• Could you see yourself doing the role/tasks you observed? 

• What transferrable skills do you already have from your research 

experience that you can take with you? 

• Is there anything further you need to develop if you are drawn to this 

career area? 

Part-time projects, freelancing and 

volunteering 

There are many roles that we take on outside our formal, paid work. In addition 

to life roles (parenting, caring etc), these may be voluntary roles in support of 

various causes or hobbies and interests. These types of roles, which we likely 

don’t do in support of our career success, can provide chances to try out new 

skills, or allow them to come to the foreground in a way they can’t in the day job. 

Reflecting on these roles and your accomplishments can give you a sense of the 

kind of skills you enjoy using or teams and environments you like to be in. This 

may lead to some helpful thinking about career direction.  

 

Equally, there are roles which researchers take on outside of their day job, such 

as being a reviewer for a journal in your discipline or freelance consultancy. 

 

Being in Cambridge offers many opportunities for researchers to be involved in 

other projects and activities. Check out our guide on Activities in Cambridge to 

Boost your Career (Log in required). 

https://cam.joinhandshake.co.uk/edu/articles/87
https://cam.joinhandshake.co.uk/edu/articles/87
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“I think getting some experience in project work, exhibitions 

working with communities can really help and that's something 

that if I'm looking at someone's CV, it's always really heartening 

to see that they have had that experience of working in a 

museum because it means that they've got that interest in 

collections, but also that experience, and exposure of doing 

[this] type of work.”  

Jo Vine, Fitzwilliam Museum 

 

Reflect on: 

• Which skills have you enjoyed using? 

• What’s different between the day job vs these experiences? What would 

you keep from each setting? 
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Internships (or other work experience) 

Internships are short periods of work experience, where you get to contribute to 

work and projects. Some PhD programmes have internships built into their 

funding mechanisms and it can be easier as a student to intermit in order to 

complete an internship in a sector you’re interested in.  

 

However, internships are harder to come across and generally more time 

intensive, especially for postdocs. Much like work shadowing opportunities, 

internships or longer work experience may need to be created by speculatively 

approaching employers. 
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“During my British Ecological Society Policy fellowship with the 

Office for Environmental Protection, I worked on analysing the 

biodiversity impact of England’s protected landscapes, applying 

my modelling skills in a policy context. I learned that my 

technical knowledge is well suited to these roles, and that my 

postdoctoral experience has equipped me with valuable 

transferable skills, such as project management, leading 

meetings, and working with a range of stakeholders and 

collaborators. Overall, it has given me clarity and helped narrow 

my career focus to similar roles. Although I’m not 100% sure 

whether my next role will be in the civil service it’s one of the 

areas I am still considering.”  

Alison Eyres, Postdoc, Zoology 

 

Job simulations are an interesting alternative to internships. They offer an 

opportunity to try out a short task typically involved in the role/sector you’re 

interested in. You can find out more about these via IntersectJobSims and 

Forage. 

 

Reflect on: 

• Having experienced a different environment for a period of time, could 

you see yourself in that role/organisation over the longer term? 

• Has it ruled anything out for you? 

• Your experience and what you’ve learned in a 1-1 careers consultation. 

https://intersectjobsims.com/
https://www.theforage.com/
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Secondments 

According to the University of Cambridge’s policy, “A 'secondment' is the 

temporary move or ‘loan' of an employee either to another Institution in the 

University (internal secondment) or externally to a different organisation 

(external secondment). In each case the employee will have the opportunity to 

return to their substantive position on completion of the secondment unless 

otherwise discussed. The term secondment can also be used if an individual 

moves within their own Institution, covering an alternative position and reverting 

to their original position on completion.”  

 

Secondments work well in medium – large organisations to allow individuals to 

cover work for a temporary period and allow the secondee to try out their skills 

in a different environment, assess their suitability for a more permanent move 

to another area, understand where there may be a skills gap.  

 

Because of funding and contract issues, secondments can be harder to achieve 

for those on fixed term contracts funded by grants, however, mechanisms are in 

place for University employees to undertake secondments both within and 

external to the university; decisions about whether an individual is able to 

undertake a secondment are subject to an assessment of the suitability and 

duration, you will need to consider discussing this with your line manager in 

advance of making an application. 

 

 

https://www.hr.admin.cam.ac.uk/policies-procedures-z/secondment-policy#eligibility


 

 

20 Experiential Learning for Career Planning: A Guide for Researchers 

Finding time  

Researchers are busy people. Making time for your own work may seem hard 

enough. To support you in engaging with the activities suggested in this guide, 

think realistically about what time you have available by looking over the short 

and medium term, pinpointing periods where it might be easier for you to do 

some of these activities.  

 

Try and focus on doing ‘little and often’ in order to make preparations to get 

these activities lined up. You don’t need to do all of these to support your career 

exploration and development – chose ones which work for you. 

 

Remember that, for postdocs, the Researcher Development Concordat, allows 

for 10 days of professional development time including career exploration. 

 

Further resources 

• Activities in Cambridge to Boost Your Career (Raven LogIn required) 

• Prosper: Online postdoc career development resources 

• Cambridge Careers Service: Networking and using LinkedIn 

• Information Interviewing: Get Your Questions Answered (Blog) 

 

https://www.postdocacademy.cam.ac.uk/researcher-development-concordat
https://cam.joinhandshake.co.uk/edu/articles/87
https://prosper.liverpool.ac.uk/postdocs/
https://www.careers.cam.ac.uk/networking
https://unicamcareers.edublogs.org/2023/02/22/informational-interviews-get-your-career-questions-answered/

