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REFLECTIONS 

 

O ver a year ago I wrote an arti-
cle about studying for a PhD at 

the University of Cambridge, which 
was published in the first edition of 
Insider Imprint in May 2018. Howev-
er, since then I have ‘quit’ my PhD, 
written up my results for a Masters 
and I am now a Trainee Patent 
Attorney at Appleyard Lees in Cam-
bridge. In the following article I de-
scribe my adventures over the last 
year, including my realisation that 
‘quitting’ when things really are not 
right, does not make you a failure.  

My lifelong love of science led to me 
pursuing a degree in molecular biol-
ogy at the University of Liverpool 
and I was fascinated by all aspects of 
my degree. It was sitting in a virolo-
gy lecture and learning about bacte-
riophages that inspired me to em-
bark upon a PhD. In September 2016 
I started my PhD and my first year 
passed with what I assumed were 
the “normal” feelings for a green 
PhD student, finding their feet in a 
new lab, in a new city over 150 miles 
away from home. From feeling like 

an imposter and dreading repeating 
the same experiment again that 
week, to longing for some struc-
tured learning, my first year passed 
in a flurry of anxiety and lack of ful-
filment. These feelings came as a 
shock to someone who had always 
succeeded in everything so far, and 
they did not go away over time.  

In January 2017, I started to attend 
careers talks and workshops to ex-
plore possible career options as I 
had decided that post-PhD I did not 
want to continue in academia. One 
talk was given by a Patent Attorney 
and I was immediately captivated by 
what sounded like the perfect career 
for me in. It would allow me to com-
bine my technical background in 
molecular biology with my other 
interests in science communication, 
writing and marketing. I decided 
then that this would be the perfect 
career for after my PhD, as I was 
under the impression that to be-
come a trainee you required a PhD. 
Although not all firms demand a 
PhD, I also thought that no one 
would employ a Cambridge ‘drop-
out’. I decided that I would continue 
with my PhD and just fill my spare 
time with extra-curricular activities 
(such as writing blogs, editing arti-
cles and science communication) 
which would allow me to develop 
the other skills a Patent Attorney 
requires so that after my PhD I could 
apply for trainee positions. I rapidly 
approached the end of my first year 
with no real improvement to my 
mood and I realised something had 
to change.  

My PhD came with the opportunity 
to take three months away from the 

lab and to complete a work experi-
ence placement in a career outside 
of academia. I embraced this oppor-
tunity and managed to obtain a 
three month placement with an In-
tellectual Property (IP) firm in Cam-
bridge. Many PhD programmes 
come with this option to take a 
three month break to explore ca-
reers outside of academia. A well 
researched three months away from 
the lab can help students take a step 
back and do something different. It 
is worth taking the time to fully re-
search potential placements and 
write targeted CVs and cover letters 
in the same way as you would for a 
job. This can seem like quite a 
daunting, near impossible task when 
you’re trying to juggle a research 
project, but it is very useful. 

 

 

 

 

I started my placement in January 
2018 and I thought taking some time 
away from research would help to re
-inspire me and provide that motiva-
tional push for the remaining two 
years. However, my three months 
away had the opposite effect in that 
I enjoyed it so much that all I want-
ed to do was become a trainee Pa-
tent Attorney. During the placement 
I learnt a lot about the career and I 
got to experience the role first hand 
as I was given real cases to work on 
from day 1. It confirmed that this 
was the perfect career for me and 
despite feeling very nervous about 
being viewed a ‘Cambridge drop-
out’, I decided to apply for trainee 

From PhD to Masters to trainee 
Patent Attorney! 
My adventures over the last year, discovering my new    
career path   
Megan Booth, Liverpool Graduate, BSc Molecular Biology and Biotechnology 

“Quitting when things 

are not right does not 

make you a failure”  
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positions. I was also lucky that I had 
managed to generate enough data 
for a masters and so it was agreed 
that I could write up and get some-
thing out of my time at the universi-
ty.  

I applied to three firms, but the job 
at Appleyard Lees was the one I 
wanted most. I had read a lot about 
them on their website and reading 
so many positive interviews with 
current trainees online made me 
want to work for Appleyard Lees 
even more. Everyone I met at both 
stages of the interview process was 
incredibly friendly and I felt that the 
office had a very welcoming, sup-
portive atmosphere. I was delighted 
to be offered the job and I started 
with Appleyard Lees in May 2018.  

My first eight months have been 
incredible. Every day presents new 
challenges and the opportunity to 
learn something new and solve 
problems in interesting ways. 
Whether this is new scientific or 
technical knowledge, a new skill or a 
new rule or article, I find that every 
day my brain is in constant use from 
9am until I turn off my computer 
around 5pm. I absolutely love being 
a Trainee Patent Attorney and I love 
all aspects of the job. There is a lot 
of reading to do, exams to pass and 
it is a steep learning curve as with 
most scientists making the transi-
tion, I have never studied law be-
fore. I have also had to juggle 
writing up a masters thesis with 
working full-time, which I am 
pleased to say has now come to an 
end as I submitted my thesis in Janu-
ary 2019! 

I always preferred reading and 
writing to carrying out lab work and 
this job allows me to still use my 
science and keep in touch with new 
developments, but in a much broad-
er area than studying one specific 
protein or gene in one specific bac-
teria or cell! It is very varied and I 
work on a variety of cases, which is 
one of the many things I love about 
the career. As well as learning new 
science and law, there is also a lot of 

application and problem solving to 
do, such as thinking of ways you can 
overcome an examiner's objection 
to get a case through to grant. Pa-
tent law is incredibly rewarding and 
ticks all of my boxes. There are frus-
trating days, but there will be in any 
career and the imposter syndrome 
still finds a way of creeping in.  

PhDs are not all bad and I think it is 
normal to be frustrated during the 
process, providing it does not be-
come unhealthy. A lot of people do 
really love doing their PhD, becom-
ing experts in a niche area of re-
search, making new discoveries and 
having responsibility over planning 
their own time and experiment 
plans. However, it is important to 
recognise when negative thoughts 
and feelings are unhealthy and 
where to seek help for these. In my 
case, it was an obvious decision to 
make as I didn’t enjoy the main bulk 
of the work. The way I thought 
about it was if I was doing a job that 
I hated, rather than a qualification, I 
would actively seek out alternative 
employment, so why should my PhD 
be any different? There is a huge 
stigma surrounding ‘dropping out’ of 
a qualification and for so long I con-
tinued on a path because I was wor-
ried about what other people might 
think.  

If something isn’t working out, don’t 
be afraid to challenge the ‘norm’. 
Never just put up with a situation for 
fear of the unknown or what others 
might think. I made the best deci-
sion for me and I do not regret it. I 
now work for an incredibly friendly 
and supportive law firm, doing 
something that I love.  

If any readers would like more infor-
mation about being a trainee or has 
any questions about the career or 
my journey, please do not hesitate 
to contact me –  

meg.booth@appleyardlees.com  

https://www.appleyardlees.com/
people/meg-booth/  
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