Over the summer, | spent four weeks at Royal Holloway as part of the Doctoral School
Researcher Development Award, working with Dr. Pengzhan Qian in the Economics
Department. The project was still in its early stages, so my role focused mainly on collecting
and organising qualitative data. It was hands-on from day one, and | came away with a much
clearer idea of what academic research looks like in practice.

Most of my time was spent conducting and transcribing 35 participant interviews. This was a
lot more involved than | first expected, from drafting questions and arranging times, to
building rapport with participants, forming connections, and making sure the conversations
stayed on track. | quickly learned that good interviewing isn’t just about asking the right
questions; it's about listening properly, adapting on the spot, and putting people at ease so
they share more openly.

Once the interviews were completed, | moved into transcription and organisation. This was a
detailed, sometimes painstaking process because of the language barrier, but it taught me a
lot about data management and the importance of keeping everything clear, consistent, and
well-labelled. It was particularly interesting and valuable to gain insight into the lived
experiences of Sub-Saharan women balancing the demands of work, motherhood, and
study a perspective that gave the research a strong human dimension.

The placement sharpened my qualitative research skills not just in transcription, but in
handling sensitive information ethically and securely. | also built a stronger set of soft skills,
especially communication, adaptability, and patience. Managing interviews with people from
different backgrounds meant knowing how to phrase questions, when to probe further, and
when to give space for someone to speak uninterrupted.

| also gained a better understanding of how research evolves in its early stages. | had
always imagined the process as linear. For example design, collect data, draw conclusions,
but in reality, it's far more iterative. Findings from just a handful of interviews could change
the project’s focus, and flexibility proved to be as important as planning.

In terms of my future career, this placement confirmed that | enjoy roles that combine
research, analysis, and engagement with people. While I'm not certain | want to stay in
academia long-term, the skills I've developed here are widely transferable whether in policy,
consultancy, ESG work, or market research. The ability to gather information, make sense of
it, and communicate it clearly is useful in almost any sector.

Overall, it was a rewarding four weeks. | left with a stronger set of research skills, more
confidence in managing my own work, and a better understanding of how to approach
qualitative projects. These are lessons | intend to carry into whatever path | take next.



