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The toolkit is designed to:

• Encourage self-reflection

• Highlight your current strengths

• Give you an understanding of priority areas for focus

• Help you anticipate what may be most challenging or crucial 

in the coming years

https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/researcher/fellowships/ 

RESEARCH FELLOW TOOLKIT

A self-directed learning toolkit is designed to support your journey as a Research Fellow.



RESEARCHING

Upcoming events
keep an eye on our weekly bulletin

• In-person Coffee Morning – Thursday, 21 May at 10:30am
126 Mount Pleasant, Researcher Development Studio - 3rd floor
Come along and meet new and current postdocs at the university for an 
informal chat. Refreshments provided

• RSA Summer Writing Retreat – Wednesday, 15 July 09:30-16:30
Providing protected time and space to achieve your writing goals

• Research Staff Conference – Thursday, 26 November: SAVE THE 

DATE!
If you would like to help organise the conference: contact 
Researcher@liverpool.ac.uk



Making an Impact 2026 is intentionally aligned with the University’s Liverpool 2031 strategic 
framework, meaning this development programme contributes directly to the institution’s 
long-term ambitions. 

Research & Impact

• Liverpool 2031 emphasises world-leading research and strong knowledge exchange. The 
programme directly strengthens capacity to generate research income, collaborate across 
sectors, and translate research into societal benefit

Global Engagement & Partnerships

• By developing the ability to work with business, public bodies, and third-sector organisations, 
academics help expand the University’s strategic partnerships.

People & Culture

• Making an Impact fosters an ambitious, inclusive, collaborative research culture by equipping 
academics with the skills and confidence to innovate, connect, and thrive.

Place & Innovation

• Workshops in areas such as commercialisation, innovation pathways, and impact evaluation 
contribute to the University’s goal of driving economic and social innovation in the Liverpool 
City Region and beyond.

MAKING AN IMPACT 2026 – EVENTS MAY-JUNE

https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/about/the-university/strategy-and-vision/liverpool-2031/


Lens on Leadership sessions are designed to provide a dedicated space to 
pool expertise, share perspectives, discuss challenges and gain insight from 
colleagues who work in your field. The sessions provide you with an 
opportunity to connect with leaders operating in similar roles, helping to 
build your network, foster knowledge-sharing and encourage collaboration. 

Upcoming sessions:

Academic Lens – Professor Greg Lynall – Thursday, 4 June, 1.30–3pm

Research Lens – Professor Andy Cooper – Thursday, 11 June, 2–3.30pm

Technical Lens – Jan Brett – Wednesday, 17 June, 10– 1.30am

Professional Services – Rachel Parkes – Director of Strategic Change 
Wednesday, 1 July, 10.30am–12pm

https://developing.liverpool.ac.uk/course/index.php?categoryid=7 

LENS ON LEADERSHIP

https://developing.liverpool.ac.uk/course/index.php?categoryid=7


Recruiting PGR students
Dr. Eli R. Saetnan saetnan@liverpool.ac.uk



TEACHING EXCELLENCE

Why PhD recruitment matters

• Sets up 3-4+ year relationship

• Affects research outputs, wellbeing and group culture

• Many supervision problems start with recruitment mismatches



TEACHING EXCELLENCE

Who are you looking to recruit?
If you could design a perfect 
doctoral researcher who was 
perfectly suited to the intellectual, 
organisational and psychological 
challenges of completing a PhD …

… what ingredients would you 
include and in what proportions?

• How independent?

• How do you screen for psychological 
robustness?

• Excellent performance on exams?

• Enthusiasm – but for what?

• Linguistic capability?

• Knowledge of how research works?

• Curiosity or intellectual criticality?

• Personal compatibility – with you or 
the team or the department?



TEACHING EXCELLENCE

Mantai, L., & Marrone, M. (2022). Identifying skills, qualifications, and attributes expected to do a PhD. Studies in Higher 
Education, 47(11), 2273–2286. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2022.2061444 

https://doi.org/10.1080/03075079.2022.2061444


TEACHING EXCELLENCE

Be clear about your expectations

The project

• Fixed vs flexible scope

• Funding duration and 
constraints

• Methods, data, infrastructure 
available

• Risks and uncertainties

• Feasibility and suitability as a 
PhD project 

Supervision

• Your supervisory style
• Structure vs independence

• Meeting frequency

• Expectations
• Working hours & availability

• Publications and authorship norms

• Group culture & collaboration

• Your skills and interests



TEACHING EXCELLENCE

Active and passive recruitment

Passive

• What does your profile look 
like?

• How do potential candidates 
find out about your work?

• How can potential candidates 
approach you? 

Active

• Advertising positions
• Use clear, inclusive language

• Focus on essential criteria only

• Describe research theme, not just 
a narrow task

• Signal training and support

• Use your networks



TEACHING EXCELLENCE

The selection process

Shortlisting

• Grades do not equal PhD 
success

• Look for evidence of
• Independent research or projects

• Persistence and problem-solving

• Reflection and learning from 
setbacks

• Consider context and 
opportunity

Interviews

• Motivation: why a PhD? Why 
this project?

• Thinking: how do they approach 
unfamiliar problems?

• Learning: how do they handle 
feedback?

• Fit: working style, expectations 
of supervision



TEACHING EXCELLENCE

Good interview questions

• Tell me about a project that didn’t go to plan

• How do you organise unstructured work?

• What support do you expect from a supervisor?

• What do you find hardest about research?

Make it a conversation, not an exam



TEACHING EXCELLENCE

Common pitfalls

• Recruiting clones of yourself

• Overvaluing prestige over potential

• Assuming unstated expectations are ‘obvious’

• Avoiding difficult conversations early



TEACHING EXCELLENCE

Take-home messages

• Recruit for fit and potential, not perfection

• Transparency is protective for everyone

• Recruitment is the first stage of supervision



TEACHING EXCELLENCE

Further resources
Code of Practice for Postgraduate Research Students – Admissions Policy and Proceedure 
https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/media/livacuk/tqsd/code-of-practice-on-assessment/appendix-1-PGR-CoP.pdf 

Code of Practice for Postgraduate Research Students – SOP conducting interviews
https://www.liverpool.ac.uk/media/livacuk/tqsd/code-of-practice-on-assessment/appendix-1.2-PGR-CoP.pdf  

UKRI Good Practice Principles in Recruitment & Training at Doctoral Level
https://www.ukri.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/UKRI-180825-
GoodPracticePrinciplesRecruitmentTrainingDoctoralLevel.pdf 

UKCGE Good Supervisory Practice Framework 1. Recruitment & Selection
https://supervision.ukcge.ac.uk/good-supervisory-practice-framework/1-recruitment-and-selection 

A Handbook for Doctoral Supervisors by Stan Taylor and Margaret Kieley (2024)
https://www-taylorfrancis-com.liverpool.idm.oclc.org/books/mono/10.4324/9781003432159/handbook-doctoral-
supervisors-stan-taylor-margaret-kiley 
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RECRUITING 
RESEARCHERS

Tracy Ellis
Organisational Developer



RECRUITMENT IS A KEY LEADERSHIP DECISION

It impacts on: 
Research quality and delivery
Team culture and wellbeing
Continuity across grants and projects

The cost of a poor hire in research settings: 
Lost time on projects
Increased management load
Risk to funding, outputs, and morale



“In research teams, how someone works is as important as what they 
know — especially under pressure, uncertainty and fixed-term funding.”

Research roles involve ambiguity, rejection, deadlines and 
collaboration 

Recruitment is an opportunity to set people up to thrive, not burn 
out

Most recruitment issues start before the advert is written



You don’t need to use the word personality.  You can focus on:

WORKING 
PREFERENCES

COMMUNICATION 
STYLE

APPROACH TO 
FEEDBACK

RESPONSE TO 
PRESSURE AND 
UNCERTAINTY



Examples

Independent vs 
collaborative working

Preference for 
structure vs ambiguity

Comfort with change, 
iteration and feedback

How people ask for 
help



Wellbeing-focused questions explore 
behaviours, preferences and support needs. 

Personality-focused questions often ask 
candidates to label themselves — and that’s 
where bias creeps in.



Practical interview questions that surface wellbeing-related factors 
without being intrusive.

“How do you organise your work when several priorities 
compete?”

“What support helps you do your best work?”

“Can you tell us about a time a project didn’t go to plan 
— how did you handle it?”

“What does good supervision look like for you?”

“How do you usually work with others on shared 
projects?”

These questions signal that wellbeing matters in your 
team



What candidates notice:

How realistic you are about 
pressure and deadlines

Whether questions allow them 
to be human

Whether the panel values 
listening as much as confidence

Whether wellbeing is 
mentioned at all



Do’s and Don’ts of Assessing that supports Wellbeing

 DO
• Focus on job-relevant behaviours

• Ask about how candidates organise work, collaborate, and 
respond to challenge in research contexts.

• Use open, neutral questions

• “How do you manage competing priorities across projects?”

• “What support helps you do your best work?”

• Assess self-awareness, not stamina

• Look for reflection, communication, and realistic approaches 
to workload.

• Be transparent about the role

• Share honest information about pace, funding constraints, 
deadlines, and uncertainty.

• Signal shared responsibility for wellbeing

• Emphasise supervision, support, and team practices — not 
individual ‘coping capacity’.

• Apply questions consistently

• Ask the same core questions of all candidates and score 
against clear criteria.

 DON’T
• Don’t assess ‘personality’ or personal resilience

• Avoid judging confidence, extroversion, or calmness as 
proxies for capability.

• Don’t ask health-related or personal questions

• Avoid anything about mental health, stress levels, family 
circumstances, or diagnoses.

• Don’t reward overwork narratives

• Be cautious of answers that normalise excessive hours or 
unsustainable practices.

• Don’t equate similarity with ‘fit’

• Fit ≠ being like you or the existing team; value different 
working styles.

• Don’t make assumptions from gaps or tone

• Career breaks, delivery style, or interview nerves are not 
indicators of wellbeing.

• Don’t screen people out for needing support

• Needing clarity, structure, or feedback is normal — not a 
weakness.

•



“What Are We Really Assessing?” 

Challenge your unconscious assumptions.

“A candidate appears nervous and less confident in 
the interview.”

Ask:

• “What might we assume?”

• “What could also be true?”

What could be the reason:

• Interview nerves / poor coping strategy

• Cultural communication differences

• Power dynamics / panel size

• Early-career stage

Key message:
Confidence comes from a great mix of wellbeing + 
capability.



Red Flag / Green Flag 

Look out for candidate statements that might be a 
Green or Red flag?

Examples:

• “I often work evenings and weekends to stay on 
top of things.”

• “I try to prioritise and flag early when deadlines 
clash.”

• “I don’t really need support — I just get on with it.”

• “Clear expectations and regular check-ins help me 
manage workload.”

Summary:

• Sustainability is more important than heroics

• Beware rewarding burnout language



“As you’re interviewing, ask 
yourself: Am I assessing 
capability — or am I reacting to 
confidence, familiarity or my 
own working style?”



Using assessments

Assessments can be really valuable to observe how a 
potential employee approaches a realistic task but only 
if they are designed carefully and used appropriately. 

Poorly designed ones can deter strong candidates or 
introduce bias.



Characteristic of well-designed recruitment 
assessments

 Relevant

• Directly linked to the job role and real tasks

 Proportionate

• Not overly time-consuming or complex

 Transparent

• Clear instructions, expectations, and purpose

 Structured

• Use scoring criteria or a marking guide

 Inclusive

• Avoid unnecessary jargon or discipline-
specific assumptions unless essential



Examples of 
assessments

 Short written task (pre- or during interview)

Summarise a complex article for a lay audience

Draft a short research proposal outline

 Data interpretation exercise

Present a dataset or output

Ask candidates to interpret findings and implications

 Presentation

“Talk us through a previous study and its impact”

“How would you approach X research challenge?”

 Scenario-based discussion

Ethical dilemma

Managing conflicting stakeholder expectations

Working with incomplete data



A simple rule of thumb

• Entry / early career researchers → 
More structured assessments can 
be helpful 

• Mid-level researchers → Combine 
assessment + interview 

• Senior researchers → Focus more 
on track record, impact, and 
strategic thinking (with lighter-
touch assessment, e.g., 
presentation)



And in summary, 8 steps to fair and valuable 
recruitment

 1. Start with Clear Criteria

 2. Use a Structured Process

 3. Assess Real Capability

 4. Make the Process Inclusive

 5. Reduce Bias

 6. Keep Assessments Proportionate

 7. Consider Potential, Not Just Experience

 8. Make Evidence-Based Decisions



PANEL – RECRUITMENT

PANEL:

• PROF ANNA SLATER, SCHOOL OF PHYSICAL SCIENCES

• DR RICHARD RAINBOW, INSTITUTE OF LIFE COURSE & MEDICAL SCIENCES

• DR RUTH NUGENT, SCHOOL OF HISTORIES, LANGUAGES & CULTURES
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