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Annex D – Guidance on the use of institutional research conversations (‘interviews’) during shortlisting for SWDTP studentships

1. The SWDTP requires that all prospective students who are shortlisted for a studentship have had a research conversation (‘interview’). The SWDTP’s requirements are that those who go forward to the cross-institutional stage have been interviewed prior to that stage and satisfy the purposes of the research conversation, which are set out in the indicative structure, below.

2. Although we sometimes use the conventional language of interviews and interviewing in this guidance, the spirit and format of the interview should be that of a research conversation, as set out below.

3. Treating the interview as a research conversation recognises that it is neither a progress nor viva examination. It should be a welcoming conversation, not an interrogation. However, it is also a check on the authenticity of the research proposal and the likelihood that the applicant has intellectual ownership of it.

4. It is important to keep in mind that what the applicants have submitted is a research proposal and that the research has not started yet. It is acceptable to ask clarifying questions about aspects of the research but not to be critical of the proposal in front of the applicant. Negative opinions should not be expressed to the applicant. Interviewers should respect the applicant and the work that they have put into writing their proposal. They should be interested in learning more about the research and the applicant’s motivations for doing it, not to expose flaws in their ideas and thinking. They should listen, be friendly, and treat all applicants fairly, without prejudice and kindly.

5. The research conversation shall be conducted by the institution to which the student is applying. Cross-institutional interviewing has been discontinued.

6. The timing of the research conversations is an institutional decision. They can take place (and, if appropriate, substitute for other interviews) at: (a) the point of institutional application for a PhD; (b) prior to institutional shortlisting in each pathway, or, (c) as a final check of those who have been provisionally nominated to go forward to the cross-institutional shortlisting stage. The deadline for their completion is Wednesday 27th January 2027.

7. It is also an institutional decision about who takes part in the conversations. This could be the prospective advisor (but see below), one or more pathway leads, or a panel. The institution is responsible for consistency of practice within the institution, the conduct of interviewers and to ensuring due consideration, including any training, is given to EDI considerations and fair recruitment.

8. Potential conflicts of interest should be avoided or mitigated. For example, if the research conversation is used to score or to rank the applicants for the purposes of institutional shortlisting then it would not be appropriate for the prospective advisor to be the interviewer (although they could be part of a larger panel, if that conflict of interest was declared). 

9. From the SWDTP’s perspective, the purpose of the research conversation is to ascertain, insofar as it is possible, that: (a) the applicant has the skillset, aptitude and understanding to do a PhD; (b) that their knowledge of their subject and proposed research topic suggests ownership of the research proposal and neither contract cheating (including the use of AI that goes beyond the SWDTP’s Reasonable Use policy) nor plagiarism; and (c) that the applicant has the basis of a viable PhD topic. These will be evidenced by a provisional plan for the research, including some initial research questions and methodological ideas, and awareness of any ethical considerations.

10. It should be clear that the applicant has contributed substantively to the research proposal and the ideas it contains. This does not preclude co-produced research with a collaborative partner, or that the supervisor may have offered feedback or initially suggested a broad topic for investigation. However, the intellectual effort in producing the research proposal should predominantly lie with the applicant.

11. Although the SWDTP regards the research conversations as either pass or fail, institutions may, if they wish, score the conversations as part of their own internal process of selecting and nominating applicants to go forward to the cross-institutional shortlisting stage in each pathway. However, if they do, those scores should not be revealed to anyone outside the institution to which the prospective student has applied and should play no further part in the shortlisting process beyond the institutional stage. 

12. The cross-institutional shortlisting that takes place for each pathway (after each institution has selected who to put forward to that shortlisting) should give no consideration to the applicant’s performance in their research conversation. The research conversations are not relevant at the stage of cross-institutional pathway shortlisting and must not be discussed there.

13. If the concerns are sufficient that the applicant fails the research conversation, then the applicant must be withdrawn from consideration for a scholarship. Institutions may, if they wish, discuss cases with the SWDTP but are empowered to make their own decisions.

14. The conversations needs to be cognisant of the applicant’s educational stage. All else being equal, a current or recent Masters student has more academic experience to draw upon so an applicant applying whilst still completing their undergraduate degree or who is returning to university education after a prolonged absence would not necessarily exhibit the same level of academic experience and disciplinary knowledge.

15. Interviewers are encouraged to follow the general structure, content, style and spirit of the indicative research conversation, outlined below. However, there is no requirement to ask all of the questions, variation is permissible (e.g. follow-up questions, where appropriate, or omitting questions if time is short), and it does not need to be read verbatim. It may be adapted to meet institutional requirements.

If you require the applicants to give a presentation, then please inform them of this requirement in advance. If required, it should be of between 5 and 10 minutes in length, giving a working title for the research, some initial research aims and objectives, a brief overview of ‘why the research matters’, and some thoughts about the methods or practices that will be used to do the research. There is no need to consider the visual and aesthetic quality of the presentation unless it appears hurriedly put together and presented in a way that detracts from the content and delivery.

Indicative research conversation

Thank you for taking the time to attend today and for your interest in a PhD studentship from the SWDTP. My name is … and I am …  With me are …

Our aim today is to have a conversation about your research ideas and your motivations for doing the research. The aim is not to pick holes in your proposal, to ask trick questions or to try and catch you out, we just want to learn more about you and your research plans.

(Optional, in italics:

For today, you have been asked to give a short presentation of between 5 and 10 minutes, giving a working title for your research, some initial research aims and objectives, a brief overview of ‘why the research matters’, and some thoughts about the methods or practices you will use to do the research. Unless you have any questions before you begin, then may I invite you to give the presentation now.

Thank you for your presentation. I was especially interested in …., I wonder if you could tell me a little more about it.)

Let’s talk about you and your research plans. We encourage concise answers so do not feel you need to answer every question at length. We can always ask follow-up questions if needed. Let’s begin by learning a little more about you and your motivations.

About the applicant

· Please say why you are interested in doing a PhD.

· What is it that you, personally, would like to gain from doing a PhD with the SWDTP?

Thank you. Now let’s turn more specifically to your research plans.

About the research and doing the PhD

· Describe your research plans, in simple language, and in a sentence or two.

· What makes your research original?

· Who would you say are some of the leading thinkers in your area of research, and why?

· What ethical considerations might your research encounter and how do you plan to navigate them?

· Say a little about the methods or theories you plan to use in your research and why they are particularly relevant to the research.

· What do you think will be the greatest challenge in doing the research and submitting it, on time, within the funding period?

The SWDTP aims to support the professional, academic and career development of its students. We will now chat a little about how you anticipate benefitting from being a member of the SWDTP.

Personal development and being a member of the SWDTP

· In terms of skills and training that you would be interested in receiving to support a successful completion of the PhD, what are your main priorities?

· Most SWDTP students are required to complete the equivalent of a 3-month work placement, internship or other opportunity for applied research experience during the course of their PhD. How do you feel about this and have you any ideas about what sort of organisation you would be interested in working in? 

Conclusion
That’s it! Thank you again for your time. Before we finish, is there anything you would like to ask us?


07 Aug 2026 FINAL		1
image1.png
Economic
and Social
Research Council




image2.png




