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3-4 years is standard UK length – number of years will differ in other countries, where 

original dissertation may come on the end of a longer academic programme including 

some taught courses, as in the US and some countries in Europe.

Overlapping of subjects in social sciences, e.g. transitional law; gender issues in 

development work
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Boredom is the worst reason in the world to do it

You need active passion

You also need a good subject area – extending your master’s is unlikely to sustain you for 

3 years unless you really had a good topic with potential for expansion, and your 

master’s dissertation left you with a dozen unanswered questions about your research

Academic careers are also more effectively built on 2 research areas rather than one, so 

it’s always useful to have a second research area that you are interested in

If you can’t face the thought of knuckling down to a career just yet, then it’s OK just to 

get a job and see how it goes.  But a PhD should never be the answer. Avoid starting and 

not completing.

3 years is a long, long time when you’re bored, miserable or bewildered.
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Lots of non-department support at LSE through methodology institute, TLC and Careers

but not all universities are the same.

Independent working, formulating your own voice out of  a mass of published material 

and evidence can be really hard. Finding that natural authority can be difficult. On the 

other hand, being the only expert in the world on something can be really, really 

exciting!

Varying input of supervisors – some directed, some not, some more influential than 

others

Have a look at the range of jobs that require a PhD or where the skills from a PhD may 

be useful.

Non-academic employers sometime have pre-conceived ideas about PhDs e.g. no real 

world experience, unable to write succinctly and clearly. It is up to you to provide 

evidence that proves this notion false.
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It may be easiest to stay at the LSE as you know the university, academics, environment 

etc. and the LSE is of course, a very prestigious University but do make sure that you 

make a pro-active choice about where to do your PhD rather than choosing a PhD ‘be 

default’ or with no active decision making involved.
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Know your subject area, e.g. Int Hist. devel studies, well enough to be able to work out where your 
research is going to lie in the subject. Particularly important if you are going to be working 
interdisciplinarily

Also which universities have departments or research groups which support your area through their 
UG or PG programmes?

Also try to find out how a potential department would support you logistically if you are going to be 
interdisciplinary and need two supervisors – who will look after you, will you have two supervisors or 
not?

TALK TO OTHER PHD STUDENTS AND FIND OUT ABOUT THEIR EXPERIENCES BEFORE YOU EMBARK ON 
A PHD. A Phd can last a long time so do your research thoroughly and choose wisely.
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http://www.fulbright.org.uk/study-in-the-usa/postgraduate-study/applying
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Check US entry requirements, for instance, which are complicated and extensive and will almost 

certainly include the GRE or GMAT

Speak to PhDs, postdocs, TAs etc. in the department if you can. Ask them what it is like to work 

there. Are they publishing well? Do they get support/time/inspiration from their supervisor/PI. Is 

your  PI well-connected?  

Approaching Supervisors? University websites may advise against but many academics will want an 

informal discussion with prospective PhD students.
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http://www.lse.ac.uk/study/graduate/enquirer/howToApply/deadlines.aspx 

19 October 2015 and you must apply early. Departments will consider these applications 

from 2 November 2015 and the first decisions will be released from January 2016 

onwards.
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Always useful to read other people’s proposals – ask other PhD students if you can see theirs 

Can be difficult to get a balance between a) providing enough detail to be specific and show the panel you 
know what you want to do, understand the subject area, understand the demands of 3 years of research; 
and b) conversely allow enough room for development of your ideas as you go along

Originality is key, but you need to demonstrate you understand how your work is going to fit with other 
work already done in the area, as well as key theoretical themes or significant pieces of fieldwork or 
analysis. 
You may need to show you have done some relevant background reading, and know how your idea will fit 
with that in a relatively specific way.  
Also you need to sustain 3 years of research so there has to be enough to do!

Get academic advice from your current tutor or the postgraduate tutor in your department. They will be 
used to seeing proposals and will be able to advise you on tone of voice, content, level of detail.

Accuracy is so important – it is a mini-mirror for a potential supervisor to evaluate you, your research, and 
how seriously you take your work, including attention to detail

Lastly check the institutional requirements for the proposal, e.g. how long it should be, also what level of 
preparation they expect you to have done.
LSE states:
please state your proposed research topic as accurately as possible using the format outlined on the 
application form. Give a brief synopsis of your research proposal and details of publications and any other 
research experience and/or relevant preliminary reading you have undertaken. Please also state whether 
you have discussed your proposed research topic with a member of the academic staff at LSE and the name 
of that person. There is no fixed word limit but in general your statement should be 2-3 typed A4 sides. 
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Motivation;

Right project; right place; right supervisor. Where it is leading you career-wise
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Find out from your tutor or prospective department where grants for your subject area normally 
come from.
Some departments will have scholarships for which you will be considered on application – again 
check individual rules

Grants available from a range of organisations, not just the large bodies like the ESRC in the UK.  If 
you want to study outside the UK, contact prospective department to find out how their students 
are funded.  

Grants Directory is an annual publication listing grants from all over the world in all academic 
categories.  Also, there are often eligibility criteria such as nationality, tied to particular countries or 
groups of countries, e.g. Armenia, or the Commonwealth, or Latin America or Caribbean.  Look into 
what is available for you.

You will usually need to submit your research proposal, either in its original version or a shorter 
version, as part of the application process.  Check requirements carefully, and co-ordinate with your 
potential supervisor to make sure that they know what you are submitting

Often the grant bodies, e.g. ESRC will require a joint application between you and your supervisor 
to be submitted through the institution you are applying to.  Make sure you know the deadlines, 
the procedures, and are clear on what order different stages of the process need to be done in.
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