
   

 

 

PhD studentship: Beneath the archive – Understanding users’ 
mental models of digital archives to inform user-centred design for 
humanities research 

Location:    London (split across Angel and Kew Gardens)  

Indicative funding amount:  £17,327/yr. (tax free) Application deadline: 20th May 2018 

Duration of study:  3 years (Full Time) Start date:  1st October 2018 

 

The National Archives (TNA) and City, University of London are delighted to offer a fully-
funded PhD studentship (including fees and living allowance) on the research theme of 
Understanding users’ mental models of digital archives to inform user-centred design. 

 

About the studentship 

This studentship is funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council’s Collaborative 
Doctoral Partnerships Programme. Your university fees will be paid for 36 months and you 
will receive a tax-free stipend towards living costs. The annual stipend for UK-resident 
students is likely to be around £17,327 (including London Weighting and an annual 
contribution of £550 towards working across two institutions). In addition, an additional 6 
months of funding is available through the Arts and Humanities Research Council’s Student 
Development Fund to allow you to take up longer-term skills development opportunities that 
you agree with the supervisory team. The National Archives will also provide financial 
support for research-related costs of up to £1,000 a year for 3 years. 

During the studentship, you will have staff-level access to The National Archives’ collections, 
expertise and facilities, the opportunity to take up a wide range of training and skills 
development opportunities, and to undertake paid teaching work.  

 
 

About the research theme 

Digital technology is profoundly changing what it means to be an archive. Future digital 
archives will (by necessity) be very different, providing new opportunities for engaging users. 
For example, the current shift to predominantly born-digital content is breaking-down 
distinctions between ‘catalogue’ and ‘archive’, and the move from hierarchically-arranged to 
inter-linked records (facilitated by Linked Data) has potential to facilitate greater exploration 
and serendipitous discovery. 

To ensure widespread use, next-generation archives must be designed to complement 
archiving and knowledge-production practices, bridging the conceptual gulf between 
designers and users. However, archives are inherently complex and demand a more detailed 
examination of users’ needs. In particular, detailed knowledge is required of users’ 
understandings of digital archives (their mental models). 

Your PhD will aim to understand users’ mental models of digital archive content, collections 
and interfaces, how they are shaped by the design of existing digital archives and other 



information environments (e.g. search engines, library catalogues, digital libraries) and the 
implications for the design of next-generation digital archives that appropriately shape and are 
shaped by users’ mental models. 

Your research will primarily be qualitative in approach, involving detailed observations of digital 
archive use, and will develop theory and guidelines for digital archive design. It will also feed 
into a range of user-centred development projects at The National Archives, which are linked 
to The National Archives’ Digital Strategy.  

 

About you 

We are looking for a student with: 

Essential 

 A Masters degree in Human-Computer Interaction, Psychology or Library/Information 
Science. Students currently enrolled on a Masters programme who expect to have 
finished their degree by 1st October 2018 are also eligible to apply; 

 A passion for research; 

 Excellent academic writing skills; 

 Excellent oral communication skills. 

Desirable 

 Previous experience in observing technology use and/or conducting research in a 
humanities research setting; 

 Previous experience in writing academic papers. 

UK students are eligible for the annual stipend, plus fees paid. EU students are not eligible 
for the stipend (only their fees will be paid). Non-EU (overseas) students are not eligible to 
apply for this studentship. 

 

About the supervision team 

You will be supervised by an experienced team from City, University of London and The 
National Archives: 

 Dr. Stephann Makri and Dr. Alex Taylor (Centre of Human-Computer Interaction 
Design, City, University of London) 

 Dr. Alec Mulinder (Head of Digital Risk, Standards and Engagement, The National 
Archives) and Sarra Hamdi (User Experience Manager, Digital Services, The 
National Archives) 

 

About The National Archives 

The National Archives collects and secures the future of the government record, from 
Shakespeare’s will to tweets from Downing Street, to preserve it for generations to come, 
making it as accessible and available as possible. Their collection is one of the largest in the 
world, containing over 11 million historical government and public records from Domesday 
Book to modern government papers and digital files. This collection includes paper and 
parchment, digital records and websites, photographs, posters, maps, drawings and paintings. 

 

  

https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/about/our-role/plans-policies-performance-and-projects/our-plans/digital-strategy/


About City, University London 

City, University of London is a global university committed to academic excellence with a 
focus on business and the professions and an enviable central London location. 

City attracts around 19,500 students (35% postgraduate), is top in London for student 
satisfaction (Complete University Guide), well above the sector average for graduate 
employability in most subjects and eleventh in the UK for starting salaries.  City joined the 
University of London in 2016. 

In the last REF, City doubled the proportion of its total academic staff producing world-
leading or internationally excellent research. 

Led by President, Professor Sir Paul Curran, City has made significant investments in its 
academic staff, its estate and its infrastructure and continues to work towards realising its 
vision of being a leading global university: it has recently agreed a new Vision & Strategy 
2026. 

 

How to apply 

To apply for this studentship, please e-mail the following to Stephann@city.ac.uk: 

 A completed application form 

 A personal statement of no more than 2 pages explaining your background, interest 
in this research theme and ideas on how you might carry out this PhD research (this 
replaces the need for you to fill out section 6 of the application form); 

 A sample of your academic writing (if available) - e.g. a previous dissertation or 
published paper);  

 Proof of your academic qualifications (if relevant) - e.g. your degree transcript(s); 

 Proof of your English language proficiency (if English is not your first language - 
minimum 7.5 IELTS, with at least 7.0 in each component); 

 2 confidential references (at least 1 of them should be academic where possible). 
This could be your university personal/dissertation tutor, line manager etc. 
 
 
 
 

 

To arrange an informal discussion about the studentship, contact Dr. Stephann Makri 
(Stephann@city.ac.uk). 

 

City, University of London and The National Archives are committed to equality and diversity. 
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http://www.city.ac.uk/__data/assets/word_doc/0007/134377/PhDApplicationFormGENERAL.doc
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