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REFLECTIONS 

A er our second year at uni-
versity, we undertook a year 

in industry as part of our under-
graduate degree within the 
School of Life Sciences.* We both 
went to the pharmaceu cal com-
pany AstraZeneca, well known 
for drug development in the 
fields of oncology and cardiovas-
cular disease. During our 12 
months, we worked on individual 
projects, and had to produce a 
scien fic report at the end of our 

me there, contribu ng to our 
final degree marks.  

First, there are many differences 
between being a university stu-
dent and undertaking a year in 
industry. You are, for all intents 
and purposes, a full- me em-
ployee of a mul billion dollar 
pharmaceu cal company playing 
your part in helping develop 
treatments for those in need. 
There is a great sense of moral 
achievement that comes with 
knowing your 8 hour days, spent 
swea ng over a lab bench have 
more purpose than scoring you 

points towards your degree. It 
also comes with the professional 
responsibility, a ending work, 
every single day. Unlike the flexi-
bility of student life there is no 
waking up with a hangover and 
deciding that you’ll catch up an-
other day. As a temporary em-
ployee, you’re not privileged 
enough to benefit from sick pay. 
But this is a small sacrifice com-
pared with the immense 
amounts of posi ves that can be 
gained from working at a compa-
ny such as AZ.  

This year in industry is an excel-
lent opportunity to develop your-
self as a young scien st, to apply 
knowledge you have obtained 
throughout your university ca-
reer to the ‘real world’ and see 
how science works outside of 
your scheduled lab sessions. You 
get the chance to learn tech-
niques and use equipment that 
would otherwise not be available 
to you as an undergraduate stu-
dent and become self-declared 
‘experts’ in your own li le field 

of science. Comple ng a year in 
industry will also prepare you for 
future employment by giving you 
more interview and applica on 
experience. You will write count-
less cover le ers, fill out numer-
ous applica on forms and re-
write your CV at least 7 mes but 
all that prac ce will make sure 
you’re ready for applying for per-
manent jobs at the end of your 
degree. For some, it will also be 
the first official interview you’ve 
ever had, and it’s great to get 
some experience as this will put 
you more at ease in the future, 
once you understand more about 
the process.  

Probably one of the most im-
portant skills you develop is the 
ability to be responsible for your 
own scien fic project. This is not 
something you will have neces-
sarily experienced throughout 
your first two years at university, 
as you are somewhat reliant on 
demonstrators and lecturers to 
aid you when things go awry. 
During a year in industry howev-
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er, you are encouraged to think 
for yourself, to stand on your 
own two feet and to come up 
with your own theories and solu-

ons in order to influence the 
scien fic direc on that your pro-
ject will take. This ability was ex-
tremely beneficial when it came 
to undertaking our final year 
honours project, where the same 
thing was expected of us, as we 
were about to become a gradu-
ate scien st. However, you will 
not be completely le  to your 
own devices, you are assigned a 
supervisor who is always on hand 
to guide and mentor you 
throughout the year. 

You are not only there to im-
prove your scien fic technique 
but also to develop the skills 
needed for working life in gen-
eral, making you more employa-
ble in the future. This involves 
transforming you from someone 
who falls asleep during mee ngs 
to someone who is able to ac-

vely par cipate in and contrib-
ute to the discussion. You will 

learn how to schedule mee ngs 
across mul ple me zones, tele-
conferencing with your counter-
parts across the globe, and 
teaching you to speak confident-
ly with collaborators from other 
companies, making you feel like 
a valued member of the depart-
ment. Here, the key skill learnt is 
communica on. You are encour-
aged to learn how to explain sci-
ence to a wider audience, wheth-
er that be to your team during 
departmental mee ngs or by 
publishing scien fic posters at 
na onal conferences (again, a 
useful skill for our final year!). 

We had the opportunity to rep-
resent AZ at a conference, where 
we experienced what scien sts 
like to call ‘networking’. This 
mostly involves ea ng (free) ol-
ives and drinking (free) wine at 
the end of a long day of inter-
es ng presenta ons, and occa-
sionally exchanging LinkedIn de-
tails. This is a valuable me to 
make contacts with scien sts in 
and around your field as you are 

just beginning your scien fic ca-
reer, and a well-connected 
LinkedIn profile will look good to 
any future employer.  

The year in industry may seem 
like it's all about work, but trust 
us it isn’t! The social life isn’t ex-
actly like being at university, but 
there are plenty of opportuni es 
to meet fellow young people. AZ 
employs not only undergradu-
ates, but also graduates and ap-
pren ces within all departments 
including finance, IT, biosciences 
and pharmaceu cal develop-
ment. A student-led social group, 
similar to a university society, 
known as AZinspire, organises 
events to enable the young peo-
ple from different business areas 
to get to know each other. Some 
events were science-related, in-
cluding a whole-day symposium 
of speakers and debates, where 
our Cambridge counterparts 
came to visit the Macclesfield 
site. However, some events were 
purely social, including meals 
out, a sports day and charity 
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fundraising events. Like your first 
year at university, everyone is in 
the same boat, and you’ll easily 
make friends from across the 
company and across the globe. 

The benefits of undertaking a 
year in industry may seem obvi-
ous, but we’ll be the first to ad-
mit that this doesn’t always feel 
like the case. There will be mes 
when you wonder whether you 
made the right decision, espe-
cially when you see your univer-
sity cohort gradua ng without 
you and moving on to new chal-
lenges. Science isn’t easy, your 
lab work will not always go to 
plan and it can be hard to mo -
vate yourself during these mes. 
Weekends will always pass too 
quickly, and you’ll drink copious 
amounts of overpriced coffee to 
get you through Monday morn-
ings. But it is so worth it. The 
chance to experience life as an 
industrial scien st but with the 
commitment of only one year 
helps you decide what it is you’d 
like to do with your future ca-
reer. You are surrounded by peo-
ple who at some point have all 
been in the same posi on as you, 
and are more than willing to im-
part their wisdom and advice. 
We were also encouraged to visit 
other departments, to broaden 
our knowledge of the types of 
roles available within the compa-
ny, both scien fic and non-
scien fic.  

Overall, we loved it. There were 
ups and downs, but the experi-

ence helped to shape us as scien-
sts, decide on the career path 

we wanted to take, and we made 
friends for life. Admi edly, nei-
ther of us at present are intend-
ing to go down the industrial 
route. Having just completed our 
final year here at Liverpool, I 
(Kiani) am going on to do an 
MRes at the Ins tute of Integra-

ve Biology studying Alzheimer’s 
disease, and I (Becca) am moving 
to Loughborough to study an 
MSc in analy cal chemistry. Our 
experience at AZ helped us to 
make these decisions and so did 
the people we met. We would 
whole-heartedly recommend 
doing a year in industry to any-
one and would happily do it 
again ourselves if we could.  

 

*The School of Life Sciences has 
replaced the year in industry 
with the four year MBiolSci 
course, which offers an industry 
op on in the final year. For more 
informa on visit the school web-
site. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


