
Career Essentials: 
Find and Fund a PhD



Career Essentials 
programme 2020 - 2021

• 12 title lunchtime talks.

• Small Group Work sessions (CV).

• 3 title workshops covering LinkedIn, Mock Assessment 

Centres and MBTI Personality Profiling.

• 6 module e-learning course.
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Slides and recordings

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/careers/resources/slides/career-essentials

Search ‘UCL Career Essentials’
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What we will cover today

• What is a PhD and why would I want one?

• Types of doctoral degree

• Who funds doctoral degrees?

• Opportunities for International Students

• How do I find a PhD?

• General Issues to Consider

• How have/will PhDs be affected by the current situation?
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What is a 
PhD? 
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What is a PhD?

• A novel, in-depth study of a specific field

• Results in written report as Thesis or Dissertation (length 

varies; in science average 40,000-50,000 words,                                   

in humanities/social science about 80,000 words)

• Oral examination, with 2+ experts (‘Viva’) follows submission 

• Work closely with one, or more, experienced researchers 

(PhD supervisors)

• Most in Universities and other HEI’s (trend towards doctoral 

training centres)

• Non/less-academic: e.g. industry, government labs, Hospital 

labs, Research Institutions, cultural heritage institutions 

collaborations with academia
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PhDs
• Either after first degree or masters

• Often require 2:1 or equivalent

• In UK, traditionally 3 years, trend to 4.

• Some PhDs – taught element

• Many institutions, first year as MPhil then transfer to PhD

• Doctorates with substantial taught core available in some 

vocations e.g. Engineering (EngD) and Business (DBA)

• Part time PhDs possible – 5 or 6 years

• US PhDs 4-6 years with taught elements and often 

teaching requirement
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Why would I want one? Possible benefits
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Why would I want one? Possible benefits

• Allows you to focus on a niche area of interest for many 

years

• Allows entry to some professions:

• Academic Career, Research Psychology

• Other research careers - can be an advantage and / or 

allows entry to senior research positions e.g. Commercial R&D, 

medical communication, policy or cultural work, curator, advisor 

roles within think tanks etc.

• Other possible benefits - Greater credibility, deeper 

knowledge, developed skills, more experience, wider contacts, 

international flexibility, confers the title “Dr”



The transition 

points in typical 

academic 

scientific 

careers 

following a PhD

https://royalsociety.org/ - ‘The Scientific Century’ (2010)



UK PhDs 3.5 years after graduation
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HEPI report, Hancock, 2020

https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2020/02/17/the-employment-of-phd-graduates-in-the-uk-what-do-we-know/


Posted by Dr Sarah Blackford, 2018













Q: Do PhDs get paid more than 
other graduates?



Q: Do PhDs get paid more than 
other graduates?

• Yes. Sort of. Ish.

• 13.5% of employers willing to pay a premium for 
PhDs – in 2011 this was £2,000 (AGR, 2011 and 
2013) 

• 3% pay premium compared to other grads (Casey, 
2009)

• US ~7-33% more lifetime earnings than Masters 
grads (2014)
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Why do a PhD?

Good reasons to do  a 
PhD

• To achieve something 
significant

• To discover or learn 
something new

• To improve yourself 
and your life

• It fits you

Bad reasons to do a PhD

• Keeping your visa

• Peer pressure

• Horrible job

• Fulfilling the ambitions of others

• Rebelling

• Misplaced genius complex

• Insecurity

• You've done this kind of thing 

before

https://www.findaphd.com/advice/finding/why-do-phd.aspx 



Advice from UCL PhD Graduates
Postdoctoral Researchers

• Find a research area that you really enjoy and choose wisely when 

picking a supervisor and PhD program.

• It requires a lot of work and dedication. It is important to think about 

whether you really want to pursue it. 

• For some careers, a PhD may not be required, but it will always 

provide you with better ways of thinking and viewing problems. 

Associate Editor, a Science Newsmagazine

• Do it because you really love the subject, not because you just 

want to get ahead. 

Senior Scientific Officer, a biotech

• Choose a subject carefully with a job and career path in mind.21
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Types of PhD



Professional Doctorates

• Main areas: engineering, education, clinical psychology, 

nursing, business admin, medicine

• Completion of original piece of research (professional context) -

Thesis. 

• Confers title ‘Dr’

• More appropriate for those pursuing professional rather than 

academic careers. 

• Include a large taught or directed study element,- formally assessed 

• Taught element – relates to professional practice

• Entry criteria depend on subject;

• EngD – graduate level + 2:1

• Others: masters level + substantial professional experience23
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Academic Doctorates



Doctoral training Partnerships 
(DTPs) or Centres for Doctoral 
Training (CDTs)
• 1st year: formal teaching and lab rotations

• BBSRC program includes 3 month work placement in 
external organisation – to focus on transferrable skills
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Postgraduate Research Degrees in the US
• Academic / Research Master’s Degree

• 2 years

• Complete a thesis

• Can lead to doctoral study

• Doctoral Degree

• 4 – 6 years (subject & funding dependent)

• 2 years course work – oral & written qualifying exams

• Doctoral Candidacy – 2/3 years                                  

dissertation research

• At end, dissertation & oral exam ‘Defence’

Key Difference to UK: all degrees include research & taught components

www.fulbright.org.uk
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Who pays for 
all of this?



PhD funding sources in the UK 
• UK Research and Innovation   (www.ukri.org)

7 research councils - BBSRC, MRC, NERC, EPSRC, STFC, 

ESRC, AHRC

• UK-based Research Charities, e.g. medical: www.amrc.org.uk 

• NIHR – National Institute of Health Research

• Trans-national agencies & charities e.g. EU, WHO, Gates 
Foundation 

• Overseas Funding Bodies

• Universities – Scholarships & awards

• Supervisor’s or host departments research budget

• Self funders (e.g. part time work / PhD, e.g. some Research 
Assistant roles)
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Research Charities that fund PhDs 
Some Examples

• The Wellcome Trust

• Cancer Research UK

• The British Academy

• The British Federation of Women 

Graduates

• The Institution of Civil Engineers

• Institution of Engineering & 

Technology

• Institution of Mechanical 

Engineers

• Royal Geographical 

Society

• Carnegie Trust for the 

Universities of Scotland

• Leverhulme Trust

• Action Medical 

Research

http://www.wellcome.ac.uk/funding/index.htm
http://science.cancerresearchuk.org/
http://www.britac.ac.uk/funding/index.cfm
http://bfwg.org.uk/
http://www.ice.org.uk/
http://www.theiet.org/about/
http://www.imeche.org/
http://www.rgs.org/
http://www.carnegie-trust.org/
http://www.leverhulme.ac.uk/
http://www.action.org.uk/our_research/apply_research_grant


Where to look for funding

• HE Institutional & Departmental Research 

Scholarships 

(e.g. www.ucl.ac.uk/prospective-students/scholarships/) 

• www.postgraduatesearch.com/funding 

•   www.gov.uk/funding-for-postgraduate-study (includes 

new postgraduate doctoral loan scheme)

• www.prospects.ac.uk/postgraduate-study/phd-study 

• The Grants Register (book, published annually) 

• www.postgraduate-funding.com/gateway

• www.researchprofessional.com30



Funding for international/EU 
students

• www.ukri.org/news/ukri-funded-postgraduate-programmes-to-
open-to-international-students

• International PhD Students to now be Eligible for Research 
Council Studentships in 2021/22 

• They will get stipend to support living costs and fees at research 
organisations UK rate (won’t cover international fees set by Unis.)

• In 2021/22 EU students will be classed as internationals (some 
exceptions)

• The proportion of international PhD students granted funding will 
be capped at 30% of the total for each programme. 

31

http://www.ukri.org/news/ukri-funded-postgraduate-programmes-to-open-to-international-students
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International students funding 
opportunities

KEY ADVICE: Check your home country funding bodies & charities

www.findaphd.com

‘Funding’ page

• British Council Fellowships 

Programme

• Commonwealth Scholarships Plan

• British Marshall Scholarships – US 

citizens

• Fulbright Scholarships

• JASON – Australian nationals

• Overseas Research Scholarships

• CORDIS – EU
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Scholarships at UCL
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Example Scholarships at UCL

• www.ucl.ac.uk/prospective-students/scholarships

• UCL Overseas Research Scholarships (~35) – reduce tuition fee level to 

equivalent of UK/EU student, can cover all fees if necessary (not living 

costs)

• UCL Graduate Research Scholarships (up to 20 per year) – cover fees 

equivalent to UK/EU rate plus stipend

(Last year): “You must apply for admission and submit the additional 

information to your department no later than 10 Jan 2020. Please be aware 

that some academic departments set their own deadlines which may be 

earlier than this date, so make sure you check with them directly.”

• Country/region specific e.g. CSC-UCL Joint Research Scholarship (d/l

last year was 17th Jan 2020) 
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International Scholarships at Research 
Intensive Institutions: some examples

Imperial College 

President’s PhD 

Scholarships

For 2020/21:

~50 places

• Open to UG’s & Masters

• 3.5 yrs, fees & £21k 

stipend

• No Nationality 

Restrictions

Cambridge 

International 

Scholarships Scheme
• Total of 250 scholarships –

(combined with those for 

UK/EU students)

• Covers fees and 

maintenance

• 3 yrs PhDs

• Must be registered for 

PhD or ‘probationary’

• Deadline December

Funding and 

Scholarships Page
• Searchable database –

University-wide 

scholarships

• Lists funding by global 

Regions

• College – specific 

scholarships



36

Some Non UK Resources
• Fulbright Commission – www.fulbright.co.uk - courses, 

funding, tests, deadlines, applications, rankings etc. Open 
Days & Careers Service

• www.gradschools.com – globally advertised opportunities

• www.studyusa.com – general info on study and life in 
USA

• www.prospects.ac.uk – postgraduate study – study 
abroad

• www.eurograduate.com – includes database of courses 
and research 

• Research specific publications e.g. Science Magazine

• www.findaphd.com – International PhD Programs 
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How do I find 
a PhD?
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Advertised opportunities

• Findaphd.com -(includes professional doctorates)

• www.nature.com/naturejobs – search ‘studentships’ – UK 

& International

• www.postgraduatestudentships.co.uk/ - includes funders

• www.prospects.ac.uk (Postgrad. Section - type ‘PhD’ into 

keyword search)

• Institution websites: https://www.ucl.ac.uk/prospective-

students/graduate/research-degrees/studentships

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/prospective-students/graduate/research-degrees/studentships
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Proactive Applications for Research 
Studentships

1. Check Entry Requirements

2. Do your Homework
Subject index, research groups, departments

3. Enquire before you Apply
•Specific academic or graduate tutor

•Self funded or need funding

•Download UCL guidance document – how to write 

proposal and contact academics

4. Submit formal Application
• If unfunded program, applications 

for funding usually submitted after acceptance 

to program



When do I apply?

• Adverts for individual PhD projects can appear at 

anytime of year – depending on when supervisors are 

awarded funding

• PhD and funding application deadlines, and PhD start 

dates can fall throughout the year

• BUT…many PhDs follow the academic calendar, 

starting in the Autumn

• Some key program and funding deadlines fall early 

in the previous academic year…..
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Example deadlines

Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May

PhD

Programmes

Apps Open Oct

BBSRC DTP 

Studentships –

Manchester

ICR PhD 

Studentships

MRC DTP 

Imperial 

College

Institut Pasteur 

International 

Doctoral prog. 

(16th Nov 2020)

Cambridge 

BBSRC DTP Programme

(Last year:

interviews Jan 2020)

ICH Child Health 

PhD Studentships 

(Last year: 29th Nov 2019)

MRC ‘Discovery North’ 

DTP

(last year Jan)

Liverpool, Newcastle, Durham BBSRC DTPs

(Last year: 17th Jan 2020)

Funding

Cambs. International 

Scholarship Scheme.

3rd Dec 2020 or 7th

Jan 2021

UCL:

Graduate Research Scholarships

Overseas Research Scholarships

(Last year: 10 Jan 2020)

Imperial College 

Presidents PhD Scholarships

6th Nov 2020

8th Jan 2021

19th March 2021

The Crick PhD Programme

(12th Nov 2020)

LSE PhD Studentships

(Dec/Jan for certain funding considerations)

UCL Dep of Political Science

(Last year: Dec 2019 IF applying for funding)
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Example PhD 
opportunities 
job.ac.uk



Proactive PhD sourcing
www.ucl.ac.uk/prospective-students/graduate/research-degrees/application-guidelines/all-applicants
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http://gtr.rcuk.ac.uk/

www.ref.ac.uk Follow the quality
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Follow the Money http://gtr.ukri.org 



46

Finding the right PhD: Questions to ask

• What topic would I like to 
research?

• What is the research reputation of 
the group / department (REF -
www.ref.ac.uk/; research funding)?

• How good are the facilities?

• Will I get formal training? –
techniques, seminars

• What useful research skills will I 
develop?

• Are departmental systems in place if 
I need help?

Research Manager 

(Supervisor)

•Approachable ?

•Available ?

•Amenable ?



How will PhD recruitment and study be affected by 
current events?
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How will PhD recruitment and study be affected by 
current events?

• ….difficult to say exactly now…but some things to consider….

• 100% UCL PhD recruiters surveyed report recruiting as normal for 2020 
and 2021 intake (although with a “seeing how it goes” message from some)

• Many reporting changes to PhD training and projects – moving 
online/towards data analysis projects etc.

• (Pre-COVID-19) Government ambition of increasing expenditure on 
research and development to 2.4 per cent of GDP by 2027, it is estimated 
that a further 25,000 PhD students will need to be recruited.

• Post-COVID-19, funding is likely to be affected somewhat – starting with 
research charities like Cancer Research UK:  “With great regret, we’ve also 
had to take immediate action to reduce our spending on research funding.”: 
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/research-services/news/2020/jun/covid-19-impact-
research-funding

• Competition may increase: during the last recession the UK saw a large 
increase in postgraduate study applications
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https://www.timeshighereducation.com/news/funding-phds-four-years-being-considered-uk-council
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/research-services/news/2020/jun/covid-19-impact-research-funding


Useful resources

• www.ucl.ac.uk/careers/options/explore/further_study 

• thesiswhisperer.com

• www.findaphd.com/advice/

• www.jobs.ac.uk/careers-advice/studentships

• www.vitae.ac.uk

• #phdchat
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Online UCL Careers 1 to 1 Support

• Applications advice (20 minutes)

• Short guidance (20 minutes)

• Practice Interview (60 minutes, on condition of real 

employer interview)
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Questions?


