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The closing date for applications is 16 October 2025 at 5pm. The closing date will be strictly adhered to.

All applications must be submitted via the SGSSS online application system, SGSSS Apply.

SGSSS plans to communicate the outcome of the competition to successful and unsuccessful applicants on 05
December 2025. As such, successful applicants will be able to start recruiting students during the first quarter

of 2025.
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1. Overview

1.1 Background

The Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) is committed to supporting knowledge exchange and
collaboration, to ensure that research has a positive impact on society and the economy. The ESRC’s
expectation is that 15% of the studentships led by Doctoral Training Partnerships (DTPs) are collaborative
studentships run in partnership with a non-academic partner organisation.

The SGSSS is the UK's largest facilitator of funding, training and support for doctoral students in social science.
By combining the expertise of 16 universities across Scotland, the school facilitates world-class PhD research.
The school is funded jointly by the ESRC and the Scottish Funding Council.

We are now inviting applications for the SGSSS Open Collaborative Studentship Competition that will see
students start their projects in October 2026. The SGSSS defines “collaborative” broadly, so that this term
encompasses collaboration with private sector companies, public sector bodies or third sector organisations.

The competition has five key stages:

Supervisors submit an application to a non-academic partner organisation.

An expert review panel convened by SGSSS reviews the applications.

Successful applicants are invited to start recruiting a student.

The supervisor informs the SGSSS of their preferred candidate, further to eligibility checks within
their own University.

5. SGSSS approve the preferred candidate and specify the necessary training required, subject to their
eligibility checks, thus determining the final award length offered.

a. Please note: As of 2024 intake, all ESRC funded students will be expected to submit their
PhD within the funded period —that is, the ESRC will no longer recognise the thesis-pending
or ‘writing-up’ year. To support student wellbeing and to ensure that our universities are
not penalised for non-completion (the ESRC reserves the right to withhold awards from
institutions which do not comply), it is vitally important that plans are feasible within the
funded component of the PhD). This will be scrutinised by assessors. The research of the
PhD must be done in 3 years. ESRC provide an additional 0.5 years (in the standard 3.5 year
award) but this is not for PhD research it comprises research in practice (+ training) and new
skills that ESRC wish PhD students to be exposed to.

PN PRE

1.2 Institutional eligibility and challenge led pathways

Of the 16 institutions in Scotland that are partners of SGSSS, 14 are eligible to receive ESRC funding across
21 Units of Assessment (UoA). Each UoA is analogous to a subject area / discipline. Not all 14 institutions
are eligible to hold studentships in all UoAs. A comprehensive list of the eligible institutions and UoAs can
be found on the SGSSS website here. The two institutions who are not eligible to for funding (Queen’s
Margaret University and Robert Gordon University) are eligible for any training programming offered by
SGSSS.

Each university will hold and update a register of eligibility.

To be eligible to be first supervisor in any SGSSS competition, supervisors will
e Meet any institutional requirements of first supervisors that are not covered below. Contact your
HEI Admin lead for this information
e Have undergone supervisor training within your institution within the last 5 years
e Hold aresearch and teaching or research only contract expected to last for the duration of the
proposed PhD project
e Workin a department/school/subject area that is administratively aligned to an eligible Unit of
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Assessment (UoA) for your Higher Education Institution
e Be aresearch active Social Scientist with output (papers and/or research funding) that is aligned to
your unit of assessment

In order to audit supervisor eligibility, as part of the application process, we ask all first supervisors to provide
details of a paper or funded research project that adopts a social science perspective. For more on these

guestions, please visit this page.

Liaison with the relevant SGSSS PGR Lead at your institution is strongly encouraged. Details of previously
funded projects can be found in Appendix 1.

As of the 2024 intake, all ESRC funded students will be expected to submit their PhD within the funded period
for research (3 years or part-time equivalent) — that is, the ESRC will no longer recognise the thesis-pending
or ‘writing-up’ year. To support student wellbeing and to ensure that our universities are not penalised for
non-completion (the ESRC reserves the right to withhold awards from institutions which do not comply), it
is vitally important that plans are feasible within the funded component of the PhD). This will be scrutinised
by assessors. The research of the PhD must be done in 3 years. ESRC provide an additional 0.5 years but this
is not for PhD research it comprises research in practice (+ training) and new skills that ESRC wish PhD
students to be exposed to.

From 2024 our studentships will be organised around a set of key societal challenges (challenge-led
pathways). These challenges were developed so that they represent the kinds of social science research that
our students do and to reflect the themes of the Scottish Government’s National Performance Framework
and the UN Sustainable Development Goals. We will ask you to identify in your application form which
challenge-led pathway you feel the project best fits with. Fit to Challenge pathway is not used in our
evaluation, rather, we use this information in the cohort building within Challenge Pathway student body.

What does it mean to be part of a challenge-led pathway?

We want our pathways to give students the opportunity to develop capacity for interdisciplinary connections
within the social sciences and beyond. In practical terms, we want our students to be able to communicate
key disciplinary concepts and methods emerging from their own disciplines and specific research proposals
to other researchers and to those outside academia. We also want students to learn from one another about
new methods and theories and knowledge exchange networks. Each challenge pathway will be made up of
students at different stages of their research and from different disciplines but with a broad interest in
elements of a particular challenge. Training will be organised to encourage peer-to-peer learning and to
bring in expertise from non- academic partners. Students from any discipline can apply to any challenge
pathway.

What are the challenge-led pathways?

We have 6 challenge-led pathways. Below we set out a brief description of what they cover and give some
examples of the kinds of research that our students are already doing. All social science methods are
welcome for each challenge pathway and each challenge can be explored from perspectives across the social
sciences — for example, the issues might be explored from a sociological, psychological, management, socio-
legal, political, historical, linguistic, human geography, social anthropological, policy or economic stance — or
in combination with another discipline outside the social sciences. Students on the pathway will come
together virtually and face-to-face to share peer-learning on theoretical, conceptual and methodological
issues with a focus on communication of ideas beyond the discipline. The prioritisation of learning would
come from students’ own development needs and those created collectively through early cohort
development.

Challenge-Pathways
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1. Communication, Al and New Technologies
This challenge pathway is interested in processes, challenges and solutions associated with how we
communicate with each other and how new technologies (including but not limited to Al) are reshaping our
world and our interactions with it. We will take a broad approach to the terms above and the pathway may
include research looking at, for example: patterns and mechanisms of language, communication and
interaction in changing worlds, employment, and industrial implications of smart technologies; lived
experiences of health-care technologies; addressing pedagogical and communicative challenges of Al.

2. Environment, Migration and Demographic Change
This challenge pathway is concerned with global and local processes relating to environment, migration and
demographic change including problems and solutions pertaining to the green economy and biodiversity.
The scope for the challenge-led pathway is correspondingly broad and might cover research including, for
example: anthropological study of community experiences, differences in the psychology and behaviour of
relevant groups, the challenges of longitudinal analysis of demographic data, the concept of the circular
economy, sociological theories of othering, the politics and economics of just transitions.

3. Governance and Institutions
This challenge pathway is interested in how institutions form, operate and impact on lives globally,
nationally, and locally. Institutions are meant in the broadest sense to include international bodies,
corporations and religions, governments, arms-length institutions of the state, civil society organisations,
formal and informal movements. These might be studied separately or in comparison.

4. Health, Wellbeing and Communities
This challenge pathway brings together interests in research about distributions of health and wellbeing
across the lifespan; how mental and physical health and wellbeing are understood, experienced, challenged
and strengthened at multi-scalar levels. The pathway is also concerned with the social, political and
economic functioning of communities.

5. Securities: Justice, Economies and Conflict
This challenge pathway is concerned with the societal challenges thrown up by processes relating to justice,
economies and conflict at global, national and local levels; on inter- and intra-state problems and
resolutions. The scope for the challenge-led pathway is correspondingly broad and might cover research
including, for example: comparative studies of justice systems in relation to specific areas of legislation;
histories of conflict resolution in particular geographies; studies of macro-economic shocks.

6. Social Inequalities
This challenge pathway brings together interests in a range of social inequality problems separately or
intersecting) at global and national and local levels and in actions to resolve these. The scope for the
pathway is broad and could cover, for example, research on the following kinds of topic: understanding
changing patterns of inequality using big data; the lived experience of particular populations; evaluations of
the contribution of specific solutions; critical analyses of social frameworks to better understand inequality
problems.

How do | choose a challenge pathway?

We recognise that many applications will align with more than one challenge pathway. In discussion with
your collaborative partner, you should decide which pathway fits best with the project. You will not be
disadvantaged by your choice of pathway. There is no quota system in place for each pathway so you don’t
need to be concerned about the likely ‘popularity’ of any given challenge. Our intention is that the challenge
pathways will be as broad and inclusive as possible, so you don’t need to be concerned that your application
will be judged a poor fit — what we want to hear is what you think the contribution of this PhD will be to the
challenge area. Students will be able to switch pathways in year 1 of their studentship if they feel it is the
wrong fit, and they can also attend events held by other pathways if these are of particular interest and
there is space.
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What happens if | cannot choose any challenge pathway?

Because the challenge pathways were developed partly through a bottom-up process, looking at the
research of our existing students, we are confident that the vast majority of likely proposals will fit at least
one pathway. If, however, after reflection, you are unable to find a pathway description that fits your
proposed work then you can signal this to us — you will not be penalised for this in the review process —the
marking framework does not assess challenge fit. In your student’s at-award Development Needs Analysis
you will be able to discuss with us which pathway might offer the most fruitful learning conversations for you
and your student.

Please note, supervisors can only submit one application per supervisor-led competition — that is, a
supervisor may apply once to the Open Collaborative, the Skills Development Scotland Collaborative, and
the Steers Competition. Please note, the single application requirement applies to any position within a
supervisory team —that is, an applicant cannot apply to a competition as first supervisor on one application
and second (or subsequent supervisor) on another application to the same competition. Any application
submitted to a supervisor-led competition must not be repurposed as a student-led application, with any
applications to the Student-led Open Competition which are assessed to be resubmissions of a supervisor-
led application being withdrawn from the competition.

You can find more information on collaborative studentships on the SGSSS website here. In addition, the ESRC
has some general additional information on how they support collaboration on their website here.

1.3 Funding Arrangements

Studentship Costs

To support the conversations that supervisors have with non-academic partners regarding the costs of a
studentship, please see below for further information about the approximate full costs. Please note however,
partner organisations are agreeing to pay a percentage of costs rather than a fixed amount and therefore the
below is for illustrative purposes only.

A collaborative studentship should be advertised as both a +3.5 (3.5 years for PhD, including training
opportunities such as a placement) and a 1+3.5 (Master’s year plus 3.5 years for PhD including training
opportunities such as a placement) award, and as both a part-time and full-time opportunity. The length will
be finalised at the DNA meeting.

Estimates for 1+3.5 award (full-time basis):

Full award 2025/26* | 2026/27* | 2027/28* | 2028/29* | 2029/30* | TOTAL*
Stipend £20,780 | £21,383 | £22,003 | £22,641 | £11,649 | £38456
Fees £5,006 £5,111 £5,213 £5,317 £2,712 £23,359
OFW £450 £450 £450 £450 £225 £2,025
RTSG £940 £940 £940 £940 £470 £4,230
Cohort Development £3,330 f0 f0 £0 £0 £3,330
Totals £30,506 | £27.884 | £28606 | £29,348 | £15056 | £131,400

*Assumed figures at a 2.9% increase for stipends and 2.1% for fees, year on year. Please note, the percentage increases
are decided by UKRI annually who consider UK inflation rates (taking into account the UK Government’s annual GDP
deflator index) and market conditions. Due to the current economic situation in the UK, we suspect that the annual
percentage increases are likely to vary from those assumed above.

Estimates for 3.5 award (full-time basis):
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Full award 2025/26* | 2026/27* | 2027/28* | 2028/29* | TOTAL*
Stipend £20,780 £21,383 | £22,003 | £11,320 | £75,486
Fees £5,006 £5,111 £5,213 £2,659 | £17,989
OFW £450 £450 £450 £225 £1,575
RTSG £940 £940 £940 £470 £3,230
Cohort Development £3,330 £0 £0 £0 £3,330
Totals £30,506 £27,884 | £28,606 | £14674 | £101,670

*Assumed figures at a 2.9% increase for stipends and 2.1% for fees, year on year. Please note, the percentage increases
are decided by UKRI annually who consider UK inflation rates (taking into account the UK Government’s annual GDP
deflator index) and market conditions. Due to the current economic situation in the UK, we suspect that the annual
percentage increases are likely to vary from those assumed above.

SGSSS Funding

SGSSS-DTP funding is as per the standard ESRC studentship package: fees, maintenance stipend, Research
Training Support Grant (RTSG), cohort development and overseas travel allowance. Additional funding
requirements, including further travel, subsistence, and accommodation in connection with visits to the
collaborating partner, will not be funded by the SGSSS-DTP.

The SGSSS funding model means that all studentships awarded will be co-funded by the host institution,
usually to the value of one third. The exception to the one third HEI contribution is where the award is for a
collaborative studentship where there is an expectation of a financial contribution from the non-academic
partner. For these awards, the contribution from the host institution is reduced as follows:

e 10% contribution from the non-academic partner: 25% contribution from host HEl and 65% from
SGSSS

e 25% contribution from the non-academic partner: 25% contribution from host HEl and 50% from
SGSSS

e 33% contribution from the non-academic partner: 17% contribution from host HEl and 50% from
SGSSS

e 50% contribution from the non-academic partner: 0% contribution from host HEl and 50% from
SGSSS

Please see here for full guidance on the different types of SGSSS funding arrangements available for each
studentship competition/studentship type.

Cross-Institutional Supervision

We support cross-institutional supervision where the arrangements are in the best interests of students. In
these cases, the lead institution will be regarded as the host institution. The expectation is that the host
institution will be responsible for covering the HEI contribution of the relevant funding split. The second
institution will not be responsible for any proportion of the contribution. Further, the fees due will be
transferred to the host institution with no expectation of a proportion of the fees going to the second
institution.
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Exceptions will be made where the cross-institutional supervision partnership is with one of our two
institutions! that currently do not hold studentships. For these studentships, 33.0% of fee income will go to
the second institution as part of the SGSSS reconciliation process (with the remaining 67.0% going to the host
institution).

Collaborative Partner Contributions

There is an expectation that collaborative studentships include an element of monetary co-funding. This is to
ensure that the collaborative partner is engaged with the studentship and that the project will be sustainable.

We understand that organisations will contribute in different ways to the studentships, and that a flat fee
might make the projects inaccessible for some partners. Please see below for a guide to help supervisors
identify the recommended contribution for a non-academic partner organisation.

In addition, since 2017, the ESRC requires co-funded studentships to include proportional costs for cohort-
development building in the first year only, which amounts in total to £4,000. For example, the minimum
partner financial contribution is 10% of the studentship package, which is approx. £2,024 per annum for a
standard studentship (3.52). In addition, the partner would need to contribute £400 (10% of £4,000) for cohort-
building, as a one off.

Private Sector

Comparysie STV comiaion "SRG AoProc o con
Micro < 10 employees < £630K 10% £9,529 £12,309
Small < 50 employees < £10M 25% £23,821 £30,772

Medium < 250 employees < £50M 33% £31,444 £40,619
Large > 250 employees > £50M 50% £47,643 £61,544

Public Sector

If the collaborative partner is the Scottish Government or a Scottish Public Body then we expect co-funding to
be at the rate of one-third of the full studentship and cohort-development costs.

Approx. total cost
of 1+3.5

Contribution Approx. total cost of +3.5

33% £31,444 £40,619

Charity/Third Sector

Approx. total cost
of 1+3.5

Contribution Approx. total cost of +3.5

10% £9,529 £12,309

In-kind Contributions

We do consider applications with an in-kind contribution from the collaborative partner. In these cases, we
would require information about the cash value equivalent of in-kind support. As such, the supervisor will

1 For DTP 1: Abertay University, University of Highlands & Islands, Robert Gordon University, University of the West of Scotland; for
DTP 2: Queen Margaret University and Robert Gordon University.
23,5 is funding for 3 years plus 6 months for additional training including a placement within or out with academia.
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need to make it clear in the application what type of in-kind support is being provided and how this can be
quantified. Where a collaborative partner proposes to provide an in-kind contribution rather than a financial
contribution, the HEIl is therefore responsible for one third of the studentship costs as per the standard co-
funding arrangement:

SGSSS: 67.0%; HEI: 33.0%; Collaborative Partner: 0.0%

Important: You may need to check and / or seek approval from your home institutions SGSSS Dean of
Graduate Studies prior to discussing this type of contribution with your prospective collaborative partner.
See below for more on HEI Funding Confirmation.

HEI Funding Confirmation

All applicants should seek funding confirmation (email or letter) from the home institution’s SGSSS Dean of
Graduate Studies, confirming that the institution will meet the required financial contribution, be it an in-
kind studentship or co-funded by the collaborative partner (as per the various co-funding agreement
possibilities detailed above). This confirmation will need to be uploaded as part of the application submission
via SGSSS Apply.

Administration of Collaborative Partner Contributions

It is the responsibility of the HEI to agree the funding arrangements with the collaborative partner and to
arrange for the funding to be paid to the HEI directly — SGSSS will only ever pay a HEI the SGSSS percentage
of cost(s) for a studentship.
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1.4 Collaborative Partner Letter of Agreement/Collaborative Agreement

As part of an application, we will require a letter from the collaborative partner called a Collaborative Partner
Letter of Agreement. This acts as a precursor to the formal Collaborative Agreement® which is required if you
are awarded a studentship. The Collaborative Partner Letter of Agreement should describe how the partner
will support the project and should include details of the following:

How the research project aligns to the priorities of the partner organisation and of the nature of the
collaboration already underway (for example, the role of the partner in identifying the research need
and in developing the application).

How the collaborative partner will support the supervision/development of the student and their
project.

The agreed co-funding arrangement.

Any agreed additional funding, i.e., this may include details of how the travel, subsistence and
accommodation costs incurred by the student associated with visits to the non-academic
organisation will be covered.

Any arrangements for special materials and facilities which will be made available to the student.
Any appropriate arrangements relating to Intellectual Property Rights (IPR). Please see section 4 of
the Collaborative Agreement template above and indicate your willingness to adhere to the terms. If
not, please provide a detailed justification for any proposed changes.

The details of any previous involvement in social science research by the collaborating organisation.
This should include any collaboration that has previously taken place (e.g., former studentship
applications) between the two parties.

If you are awarded a studentship, SGSSS will send you the Collaborative Agreement template which will need
to be completed and signed off by the lead institution and your collaborative partner by 13 March 2026.
Once a student has been appointed, they will also be required to also sign the agreement and submit the
updated agreement by no later than 28 August 2026.

3 SGSSS has a standard Collaborative Agreement template which all successful supervisors and collaborative partners will need to
complete.
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2.

Application Process

2.1  Supervisor Applications

Applications should be submitted by prospective first/lead supervisors meet the criteria listed in pg 3 (see section 1.2 for more). SGSSS supports applications
from academics at any stage in their careers, i.e., from early career researchers to more experienced supervisors. What we do ask however, is if an academic
is applying as the first/lead supervisor, that they have one or more members on the supervisory team that are experienced in supervising PhD students to
completion, i.e., a supervisor with at least two PhD completions. External Partners may be listed as third supervisors.

From 2024, all PhD supervisors in receipt of ESRC funding will be expected to participate in a SGSSS-led Development Needs Analysis (DNA). This DNA process
is designed to help SGSSS identify training, support and networks that will support our successful supervisors and students. As part of the application, you will
be asked to identify any training needs that you feel you have to support the project. We will also ask you whether you have ideas at this stage about the
placement that your student could undertake, although there is no expectation that projects will come with a placement pre-agreed as this will ultimately be
a choice for the student.* If successful, we will invite the supervisory team and student to a meeting with SGSSS before the research begins to discuss the
project and learn more about how the DTP can support you.

The application form is available here for download and completion. Please note, after an award has been made, the home institution will need to sign a
Collaborative Agreement with the non-academic partner organisation, returning a copy of the completed partnership agreement to SGSSS (no later than 13
March 2026). SGSSS now has a standard Collaborative Agreement template which all successful supervisors and collaborative partners will be required to use.
This will be shared with successful supervisors when awards are made.

2.1 Ethics Guidance

The SGSSS Open Collaborative Competition 2025/26 application form states that the case for support MUST include:

Ethical issues associated with this proposal (including those that may impact on formal ethics committee approval and those requiring ongoing
consideration in the field/during analysis) and proposed actions to mitigate these.

We recognise that the 2,250 word limit constrains the level of detail available to applicants but we expect to see consideration of ethical issues commensurate
with the type of study being proposed. Where possible, applicants should indicate both the principles and practicalities of relevant ethical considerations and
demonstrate how they are integral to all stages of the research. All research projects need to be considered in terms of ethics and integrity, even if they do
not involve human participants.

Pointing to relevant experience of the supervisors and other sources of support will provide further reassurance that consideration has been given to the

4 As above, from 2024 it will be expected that ESRC funded students be given .5 as part of their award (standard length: 3.5). Within the .5 period (6 months), students will undertake a
placement as part of their PhD (3 months) and take part in new aspects of training that were not covered in previous guidelines (such as emerging methods, generic research management
skills and research in practice training) (3 months). The placement will be the equivalent of 3 months full-time, and could be a research post out with academia, a research post with a
different University or research centre within academia, or a non-research post within academia (ie. with a professional services team).
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training needs of the research student, their personal safety and wellbeing, where relevant, and how emergent issues will be managed. Note that studies
involving children or vulnerable populations, social media or involving overseas fieldwork may need particularly careful consideration. Proposals for the Open
Collaborative Studentship Competition and others involving elements of co-production may also require special consideration in terms of partners’ roles and
intellectual property. For guidance on how intellectual property rights should be handled, please see section 4 of the SGSSS Collaborative Agreement template
here, noting the relevant sections.

In addition to guidance from your professional discipline-based association (e.g. BERA, BPS, BSA) and your home institution, many useful resources are
provided by ESRC here. As their guidance notes, ethical considerations are “less about compliance and ‘getting through’ the ethics process, and more about
mature, constructive and collaborative ethical deliberation, mutual learning and shared action aimed at maximising benefit and minimising harm.” Some
proposals may also benefit from EPSRC resources on responsible innovation available here.

Below, we include some examples taken from research proposals where we considered the approach to ethics to be inadequate. In all cases, more
information was required to assure the reviewers that supervisors had a good understanding of the ethical implications of the study and of the student’s
likely training needs. The amount of detail required will depend to some extent on the type of project proposed, but reviewers will want to be confident that
supervisors will promote good practice in the areas of ethics and integrity.

“All data are fully anonymised and will be kept securely.”

“Data collection will conform with strict protocols.”

“The work does not involve human participants or ethical data and therefore does not require ethical review.”
“There are no substantial ethical issues associated with this project.”

“The supervisory team will ensure that the data are ethically obtained.”

“We will apply for NHS ethical approval.”

“Ethical approval will be sought from the faculty of X’s ethics committee. We will follow the guidelines established by the British
Association of X.”

“The student will be trained to deal with ethical considerations through the department and other training.”
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2.2 Competition Timeline

Please see below a timeline with the key dates for the 2025/26 competition. Please note, before a
student is appointed, the home institution will need to complete eligibility checks to establish if the
nominated student is eligible for the award, and in what capacity, i.e., home or international student. In
addition, the Collaborative Agreement must be completed, and a copy shared with SGSSS by 28 August
2026.

SGSSS Supervisor-led Open Collaborative

Batesianchiimes Studentship Competition Timeline 2025/26

Competition Launch

19 August Launch of Competition. Applicants can access SGSSS Apply to register and/or
(Tuesday) submit applications

All interested applicants are welcomed to attend our webinar for this
competition and our Steers Competition on this day. Recording will be available
after the session.

Zoom link: ed-ac-uk.zoom.us/j/84882632285

Passcode: L700wxSv

5 September, 2-3
pm (Friday)

16 October, 5 pm

(Thursday) Deadline for applications via SGSSS Apply

Outcome of Competition

05 December, by | SGSSS to communicate the outcome of the Competition to all applicants
5pm (Friday) (successful and unsuccessful), confirming awards

2.2  Studentship Recruitment

Student Eligibility
In October 2020, the eligibility criteria for ESRC funding changed for studentships commencing from 2021
onwards.

As per guidance published by UKRI, a minimum of 70% of all studentships awarded by SGSSS will be made
to home students, while a maximum of 30% of all studentships awarded can be made to international
students. Please note, it is not a requirement for 30% of studentships to be awarded to international
students, as the quality of applications should always remain the primary assessment criterion during the
competition.

Residential Criteria

To be classed as a home student, applicants must meet the following criteria:

e Be a UK national (meeting residency requirements), or

¢ Have settled status, or

e Have pre-settled status (meeting residency requirements), or
e Have indefinite leave to remain or enter.

If a student does not meet the above criteria they are to be assessed as an international student.
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The ESRC is committed to equality and diversity of opportunity. For widening access purposes, all
collaborative studentship opportunities should be offered as a +3.5 or 1+3.5 award and for full-time or
part-time study. The 1+3.5 award should be designed to support students that do not have a Master’s
degree prior to appointment, i.e. Master’s year plus 3 years for the PhD.

Supervisors should clearly identify how they plan to advertise and recruit a student as part of their initial
application. If successfully awarded a studentship, supervisors will need to consider the following guidance
during the recruitment process.

Please note that, from 2024, all studentships are expected to be at least 3.5 years in length. This includes
a 3-month full time (or equivalent) placement for the student which is separate from their direct PhD
research but supports their broader skill development. ESRC also fund an additional 3 months for new
aspects of training that were not covered in previous guidelines (such as emerging methods, generic
research management skills and research in practice training).

Regulations on appointing students

e All studentships should be fairly advertised and abide by the recruitment processes within the
first supervisor’s institution. The expectation is that student recruitment would start in early
2026. Exact dates will be confirmed if your project is found successful.

e The SGSSS will advertise all opportunities on www.FindAPhD.com, however in prior years some
awards have proved difficult to fill. As such, please ensure you commit to advertising as widely as
possible to ensure the best choice of well-qualified student candidates. Please consider in advance
whether your HEI or collaborative partner would be willing to pay for further advertisements.

o The first supervisor’s instution must ensure the nominated student’s eligibility, i.e., home or
international status is correct. This is vital to allow SGSSS to adhere to the ESRC’s 30% cap on
international students. We strongly recommend that eligibility checks take place after candidates
have been shortlisted and before they are invited for interview.”

e The SGSSS must approve all student appointments before they are confirmed. The ESRC
continually monitors SGSSS processes, and it is critical that students entering directly onto doctoral
programmes meet the required ESRC core training criteria.

e Asthere is a 30% cap on recruiting international students, only 30% of the awarded studentships
to our supervisor-led awards will be able to have an international student. SGSSS is currently
evaluating the process for this and will provide the successful teams with a detailed set of guidance
on this at the time of award. This guidance will detail the student recruitment timeline, how to
review applications as well as how to nominate students, amongst other information.

2.3 ESRC Approved Masters Provision

When you come to recruit a student to fill the studentship award, if successful, they may be required to
undertake a 1+3.5 award (Master’s year plus 3.5 years for PhD). If this is the case and the home institution
does not offer an ESRC approved Master’s programme on the desired SGSSS Unit of Assessment, the
student will be required to undertake their Masters at another SGSSS-DTP institution where an approved
ESRC Master’s programme is available (before ‘transferring’ to their ‘home’ institution for the remainder
of the PhD programme). If this could apply to your student, i.e., your institution does not have an ESRC
approved Master’s programme aligned to the pathway you are applying under, you must upload a
completed Masters Arrangement Form as part of your application. This must be completed in conjunction
with the relevant SGSSS Dean of Graduate Studies representative at the institution where the Masters will
be undertaken.

Please Note:

5 The ESRC residency criteria is available within the ESRC Postgraduate Funding Guide.
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2.4

SGSSS will undertake a training requirement assessment for all nominated students, determining
the length of the award applicable (1+3.5, +3.5 etc.). For more details on possible award lengths,
please see the guidance here.

Students commencing an SGSSS funded PhD from October 2025 onward who need to undertake
a Master’s programme will be expected to do so at their home institution.

Open Collaborative Marking Framework

Each application is to be assessed according to three categories with a total score out of 25. These
categories are:

Research Proposal — Score out of 10 (40%) Please note that attention to feasibility of research
proposal to be completed within the funded PhD is exceptionally important since the ESRC
have announced that the thesis-pending or ‘writing-up’ year will no longer be acceptable —ie,
submission within a fourth unfunded year will be counted as a late submission). The research
of the PhD must be done in 3 years. ESRC provide an additional 0.5 years but this is not for PhD
research it comprises research in practice (+ training) and new skills that ESRC wish PhD
students to be exposed to.

Supervision & Training — Score out of 10 (40%)

Collaboration — Score out of 5 (20%)
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SGSSS Open Collaborative Competition Marking Framework 2025/26

Research Proposal

Supervision & Training
Score (OUT OF 10)

Collaboration
(OUT OF 10)

(OUT OF 5)

Descriptors: Please note that the descriptors can be used with discretion where there is a good case to do so

An excellent proposal and scoring well in
terms of both cogency and originality. All
components — overview, context,

. . Supervision arrangements represent a near-
methodology, and impact — will be well o ) )
th ht out and clear] q perfect fit with the proposed research in relation
ought out and clearly expressed. to methods, substantive topic area and
academic/policy networks. The supervisory team
10 PLUS

includes at least one experienced supervisor with
recognised expertise in the field (SGSSS is very

Proposal is exceptionally good in all of its supportive of the inclusion of a less experienced

components supervisor for capacity building reasons). There is
excellent fit between the research and the wider
AND department/school/college. The supervisory team
demonstrates excellence in their commitment to
. . helping the student address their development needs
Fulfils criteria 9 to 7 below

over the course of the PhD and in their existing plans
Proposal is highly original and innovative, at to meet these within and outside the home HEI. They

the cutting edge of developments have also engaged very well with the identification of
. ) their own development needs.
substantively and methodologically
9
AND

Fulfils criteria 8 to 7 below
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Proposal contains clear awareness of the
potential impact of the research

AND

Fulfils criterion 7 below

A well-defined proposal with researchable
questions, appropriately identified sources,
an awareness of the theoretical and
empirical background to the research and an
appropriate methodology cognisant of
ethical issues. The proposal should display an
awareness of the research of the economic
and societal relevance feasible within 3 years
of a funded PhD including appropriate risk
assessment.

Supervision arrangements represent a very good
fit with the proposed research in relation to
methods, substantive topic area and
academic/policy networks. The supervisory team
includes at least one experienced supervisor with a
strong reputation for research in this field. There
is very good fit between the research and the
wider department/school/college. The supervisory
team demonstrates very good commitment to
helping the student address their development needs
over the course of the PhD and in their existing plans
to meet these within and outside the home HEI. They
have also engaged well with the identification of their
own development needs.

A good and promising proposal but with
identifiable weaknesses. Some, but not all,
components of the proposal will be
problematic, ill- expressed, or show a lack of
knowledge.

PLUS

A good proposal with only minor but still
identifiable weaknesses. The research
question will be clear, the methodology
appropriate and clearly presented, and most
of the appropriate literature identified.

Supervision arrangements represent a good fit
with the proposed research in relation to methods,
substantive topic area and academic/policy
networks. The supervisory team includes at least
one experienced supervisor with a good
reputation for research in this field. There is good
fit between the research and the wider
department/school/college. The supervisory team
demonstrates good commitment to helping the
student address their development needs over the
course of the PhD and have articulated their existing
plans to meet these within and outside the home HEI.
They have also engaged with the identification of
their own development needs.
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A promising proposal that suffers from
several weaknesses. The methodology is
appropriate but ill-expressed. The proposal is
only weakly grounded in relevant literature.

The proposed collaboration represents an
ideal fit with the proposal, demonstrates
significant and well-resourced engagement
of the collaborating partner planned
throughout the PhD.

A proposal with one serious weakness or
several minor ones, which suggests gaps in
knowledge and a weak grasp of the
proposed methodology and its suitability.

A proposal with significant weaknesses in

multiple components, little appreciation of

possible methodologies, and/or awareness
of relevant literature.

Supervision arrangements are appropriate though
the fit is not as strong as it could be but at least
one supervisor has some experience in the area of
the proposed research in relation to methods,
substantive topic area and academic/policy
networks. There is some fit between the research
and the wider department/school/college
although the relationship might be rather weak.
The supervisory team demonstrates some but not
strong commitment to helping the student address
their development needs over the course of the PhD
and have some plans to meet these within and
outside the home HEI. Their identification of their
own development needs is weak .

The proposed collaboration represents a
very good fit with the proposal,
demonstrates very good and well-resourced
engagement of the collaborating partner
planned throughout the PhD.

The proposed collaboration represents a
good fit with the proposal, demonstrates
adequately resourced engagement (financial
or in-kind) of the collaborating partner.

A problematic proposal that would need
considerable additional work before being
fundable. All components of the proposal

will require further work and/or
demonstrate little or no background or
interest in their subject.

There is a poor fit between the proposal and
supervisor experience and/or the wider
department/school/college AND/OR consideration
of likely development needs (supervisor and
student) and how they will be addressed is
cursory/generic.

The proposed collaboration represents an
adequate fit with the proposal but fails to
demonstrate good engagement of the
collaborating partner throughout the PhD.

The proposed collaboration represents a
poor fit with the proposal, demonstrates
weak or no evidence of the engagement of
the collaborating partner throughout the
PhD.

Click here to download this as a standalone document.
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3. Appendix: Example Applications

The below three examples feature extracts from applications to the Open Collaborative Competition
submitted during the 2024/25 cycle, where PhD projects started from October 2025. We have included a
summary of the project information and then the abstract taken directly from the applications.

Project 1: Trauma and Justice: Advancing Investigative Interviews with the Trauma-Informed
Cognitive Interview (TICI)

Key Information

e Supervisor: Dr Julie Gawrylowicz

e University: Abertay University

e Non-academic partner: Police Scotland

e Unit of Assessment (UoA): A4 - Psychology, Psychiatry and Neuroscience
e Challenge-led Pathway: Health, Wellbeing and Communities

Abstract

“Eyewitness evidence is crucial in police investigations, but witnesses often experience trauma, and
officers often face pressure and fatigue, particularly when dealing with vulnerable individuals. Trauma-
informed practice acknowledges that trauma can influence how individuals participate in interviews,
which in turn impacts the interview’s outcome and the overall pursuit of justice. This PhD project seeks
to develop a Trauma-Informed Cognitive Interview (TICI) framework to improve witness well-being
while maintaining accurate memory recall.

The project builds on the Cognitive Interview (Fisher & Geiselman, 2010), which leverages cognitive
mnemonics from psychological theory to boost memory. By integrating counselling techniques, the PhD
will investigate whether the TICI framework could address the specific needs of anxious and
traumatized witnesses. Importantly, the framework will also promote officer well-being through the
inclusion of reflective practices and psychoeducation around how witnesses who have experienced
distressing events might behave in interviews. The research aligns with the NPCC Policing Areas of
Research Interests Surveillance and Sensing (6) (National Police Chiefs' Council, 2024), which
emphasises the importance of investigating practices that support vulnerable people.

A mixed-methods approach will be used, involving qualitative research with victims, witnesses and
police officers to ensure the framework is grounded in real-world contexts. Additionally, laboratory and
field research will evaluate the effectiveness of the framework using a combination of qualitative and
guantitative measures. This PhD aims to improve investigative interviews, by prioritising the well-being
of witnesses and officers, and produce a graduate with research skills and communication skills suitable
for a career in academia, nonprofits, government, or police departments focused on victim support.
In collaboration with Police Scotland, who will provide access to participants, resources, and training,
the project will develop a practical framework for supporting distressed witnesses and victims, including
training materials, briefing papers, and interview protocols to inform Police Scotland’s trauma-informed
training and practice.”
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Project 2: Following the money: anti-trafficking funding, networks and commodity chains

Key Information

e Supervisor: Dr Jonathan Mendel

e University: University of Dundee

o Non-academic partner: La Strada International

e Unit of Assessment (UoA): C14 - Geography and Environmental Studies
e Challenge-led Pathway: Securities: Justice, Economies and Conflict

Abstract

“Funding plays crucial roles in shaping anti-trafficking actions and the structure of the anti-trafficking
industry. However, there are significant uncertainties regarding both funding mechanisms within the
sector (Sharapov, Hoff, and Mendel 2024) and the reasons behind the industry's evolution (Mendel
and Sharapov 2021). This PhD project will address these gaps by investigating how funding influences
the development and operations of the anti-trafficking sector. By ‘following the money’, the project
will uncover the realities and futures that financial flows help construct within the industry.

The research offers a novel contribution by employing an agnotological approach, focusing on the role
of ignorance and why certain knowledge gaps persist, alongside an exploration of ethical
responsiveness to the needs of vulnerable populations. This dual framework will provide a
comprehensive understanding of the impacts of funding on the anti-trafficking sector and explore the
potential for more ethically grounded approaches. Additionally, the project will apply a commodity
chain lens to analyse how the anti-trafficking industry functions as a multinational enterprise, a
perspective largely unexplored in existing scholarship.

The project will be conducted in collaboration with La Strada International, an NGO platform against
human trafficking that works from a human rights perspective to support trafficked persons. It brings
together 33 member organisations from 24 European countries, providing a critical transnational
perspective.

The research will combine desk-based analysis of funding documents and Freedom of Information
requests with interviews of key stakeholders, including funders and anti-trafficking organisations. This
interdisciplinary approach, supported by La Strada’s network, will generate new insights into how
funding structures influence anti-trafficking efforts and explore alternative, ethically responsive
futures. By offering a deeper understanding of funding dynamics and their societal consequences, this
research will help shape more effective, just, and sustainable anti-trafficking policies, making a
significant societal impact in safeguarding vulnerable populations.”
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Project 3: Intimate Partner Violence in Young People’s Relationships — Care and Justice for
Whom?

Key Information

e Supervisor: Dr Claire Houghton

e University: University of Edinburgh

o Non-academic partner: Edinburgh Women’s Aid

e Unit of Assessment (UoA): C20 - Social Work and Social Policy
e Challenge-led Pathway: Health, Wellbeing and Communities

Abstract

“Intimate partner violence (IPV) is a significant issue among young people, it is estimated around a
quarter of young people have experienced physical or sexual abuse in intimate relationships and this
has significant effects on health, well-being and educational outcomes. Young people affected by IPV
suggest that improving educational responses is a priority for action, that school is the potential
context for intervention but current school responses are inadequate.

New legislation ensures that young people using harm (U18) are decriminalised and will be supported
through the Children’s Hearing System. Education professionals, including teachers and school
counsellors, report challenges in trying to respond to and manage IPV between young people attending
the same school. Often, young people, and especially young women, exclude themselves from school,
with significant consequences for their education and life prospects. Those who have caused harm to
others may move onto to new relationships, without any change in their behaviour. Support
organisations such as Women'’s Aid highlight increased demand from young people for services, and
from schools asking for guidance to respond to increased IPV. This study will explore the role of
education, and the place of schools in both seeking to prevent and address IPV amongst young people. It
will consider how the issue of IPV among young people is understood and responded to within the
school environment andthe inter-agency context within which schools can be supported to respond.

The study will explore challenges, opportunities and models of interventions through interviews and
focus groups with Headteachers, teachers, Children’s Hearing system representatives and through
action groups with secondary school pupils; alongside the participation of young victims of IPV in
considering and suggesting models for intervention, supported by partner organisation Edinburgh
Women'’s Aid. The aim is to strengthen the inter-agency response to IPV among young people.”
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