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Guidance for applicants 

PhD Fellowships 
 

Applicants should read this guidance in full 
before preparing an application and refer to the 
relevant sections at the time of completing the 
online application form. 

1. About The Healthcare Improvement Studies (THIS) Institute 

At THIS Institute we aim to create a world-leading scientific asset for the NHS by 

strengthening the evidence-base for improving the quality and safety of 

healthcare. Co-created by two exceptional organisations - the University of 

Cambridge and the Health Foundation – THIS Institute is founded on the guiding 

principle that efforts to improve care should be based on the highest quality 

evidence. We combine academic rigour with the real concerns of the people who 

use and work in the NHS. And we’re highly collaborative, working closely with 

patients, healthcare staff, and other sectors, to provide a unique range of 

perspectives.  

THIS Institute is made possible by the Health Foundation, an independent charity 

committed to bringing about better health and health care for people in the UK. 

2. Background to PhD fellowship funding awards 

Growing capacity and capability in healthcare improvement research is one of the 

THIS Institute’s key goals. Building on the improvement science programmes 

previously run by the Health Foundation, we are committed to funding awards to 
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support PhD fellowships in improvement studies at UK universities. The Institute 

plans to fund four cohorts of PhD fellows over the period 2018 – 2027. Up to six 

fellowships are available in each cohort. 

Our PhD fellowships, which may be held at any UK university, offer talented 

researchers the opportunity to undertake high-quality studies that will advance the 

field, to join a supported community of improvement researchers, and to develop 

their research leadership skills. 

We are seeking applications from universities who will recruit and select 

high-calibre students to undertake PhD student fellowships. Universities 

may appoint clinical and non-clinical candidates and should propose up to 

three projects in the area of improvement research to provide a choice to 

prospective PhD students.  

We are looking for individuals who can demonstrate that they can deliver the 

highest standards of research excellence and are driven to apply their skills to 

studying improvement in healthcare quality and safety. Alongside disciplines 

already active in this area (such as, for example, health services research, 

epidemiology, and social science), we’re looking for fresh thinking and 

contributions from many fields within and beyond healthcare, including, for 

example, law, business studies, philosophy, engineering and many more. The 

requirement will be to show how the proposed research will add to the evidence-

base and will be of relevance to the UK health system.  

Fellowship awards will include a salary/stipend, fees (where applicable) and 

research expenses. Though the fellowships are not Cambridge-based, fellows will 

convene regularly in Cambridge as part of the Institute’s Community of Scholars 

and will have access to a mentoring scheme. 

Membership of the Institute’s Community of Scholars 

THIS Institute fellows will have the unique opportunity to be part of a vibrant and 

intellectually stimulating interdisciplinary and intergenerational community, centred 

on the study of improvement in healthcare. The Community of Scholars will meet 

regularly at Homerton College in Cambridge and will also function as a 

professional learning community, providing a ‘home’ for researchers from a wide 

range of disciplines. It is expected that all PhD fellows will be actively involved in 

these activities. 
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Mentoring 

Fellows will benefit from mentorship tailored to their career stage. Mentors will be 

experienced in research and career development linked to the broad field of 

improvement studies. Individual mentors will be approved by the Institute and 

agree to the ethics and standards of the Institute scheme. 

3. Overview of the application process  

Any UK university may apply to the scheme, with a maximum of two doctoral 

fellowship applications per university per funding round. Where more than one 

department is applying, each of the two departments must submit a separate 

online application. 

The fellowships may include a Masters course to provide relevant research 

training before commencing a PhD (1+3 model). Funding is for three years (PhD) 

or four years (Masters + PhD).  

THIS Institute will not be involved in the direct selection of PhD fellows. 

Universities will be responsible for recruitment. In order to provide a range of 

options to prospective PhD students, they should propose up to three projects in 

the area of improvement research (see further details below). Universities will be 

responsible for matching the student to an appropriate project. 

The PhD fellowships are intended to be held full-time but part-time applications 

may be considered by universities, for example, where applicants are undergoing 

clinical training or other circumstances apply. Those in clinical speciality training 

will be responsible for making their own arrangements with the relevant deanery 

or equivalent where appropriate. 

We do not accept direct applications from individual students wishing to pursue a 

PhD. We cannot accept queries from individuals wishing to purse PhD studies at 

Cambridge. 

Universities should ensure that they apply for a maximum of two doctoral 

fellowship applications per funding round. 

All applications must be submitted via our Fellowship Management System. All 

applications should be submitted by an administrative authority/finance office in 

the applying university.  

The closing date for applications is 19 March 2018, 11.00 GMT. We do not accept 

late applications.  

 

http://thisinstitute.ccgranttracker.com/
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4. Assessment criteria 

The Institute will run a competitive assessment process to fund UK universities 

that will support PhD students to carry out research with a direct relevance to the 

improvement of healthcare in the UK. Universities applying for PhD funding will 

need to demonstrate how their research and programmes of study will provide 

fertile ground for the development of well-supported PhD fellows. 

PhDs supervisors must be experienced and clearly identified as part of the 

application. Applications should provide evidence of relevant experience relating 

to all the assessment criteria detailed below: 

 Centre of academic excellence with a strong record of research and 
career development for researchers. 

 Extent to which the department is undertaking multidisciplinary research 
that will inform the development of theory, methods and application 
relevant to improvement studies, broadly defined to include health 
services research, law, engineering, organisation / management / 
business studies, economics, social science and psychology, and other 
cognate areas (including, where relevance can be demonstrated, fields 
such as, but not limited to, the humanities, architecture, data science, 
and information studies). 

 Quality of environment, including facilities, collaborative networks, and 
ability to work productively with the NHS. 

 The department’s ten most significant publications relevant to 
healthcare improvement studies, broadly conceived, and the 
contributions to these papers from PhD students. 

 Approach to patient and public involvement in research. 

 Suitable training programmes to support the skills and expertise needed 
to successfully complete the PhD research. 

 
Applicant university departments should demonstrate a coherent development 

plan for improvement studies within their institution. This section of the application 

should clearly set out any plans for how the PhD awards will be leveraged to gain 

maximum benefit, for example, by broadening the scope or the depth of current 

areas of study, creating new multidisciplinary coalitions and engaging 

internationally. 

A university may, in their applications, propose ways in which they would 

maximise the impact of the award through approaches to cross-funding, matched 

funding or additional funds to attract clinical and other high-calibre applicants etc. 

This will be welcomed but not obligatory. Please include any plans for cross-

funding, matched or additional funding in the appropriate section of the online 

application form. 
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5. Proposed PhD projects 

Universities should propose up to three projects (or up to six projects in the case 

of universities applying for two studentships) that would be available as options for 

their prospective applicants. Research proposals need to demonstrate how the 

work will add to the evidence-base for improving quality and safety in healthcare. 

Projects should show their relevance to the UK health system, and should ideally 

target areas that are either currently not supported or receive only limited support 

from existing funders. Projects that focus on neglected areas for improvement 

research are especially welcome, as are those that make use of existing data 

infrastructures (for example, routine data, national clinical audits, etc.). Projects 

that create novel interdisciplinary links will also be especially welcome.   

Ineligible areas for funding for PhDs on this programme include: global health; 

projects describing variation in healthcare or the epidemiology of a specific 

disease without an improvement strategy, animal research; basic research in the 

biomedical sciences; projects seeking to develop patient-reported outcome 

measures; creation of cohorts; and development of computer apps. Projects that 

seek to do an improvement project (e.g. applying the Model for Improvement with 

PDSA cycles, Lean etc.) will not be eligible unless embedded within a research 

study.  

Assessment will consider the extent to which the project proposals: 

 Specified appropriately to be completed through a PhD study. 

 Relevant to improving quality and safety in the NHS. 

 Synergistic with ongoing research programmes in the university. 

 Demonstrate appropriate study design and research methods. 

 Describe the use of appropriate methods in which the supervisor is 
expert. 

 Describe an area in which the supervisor has content expertise. 

 Feasible within a doctoral programme where the student might need to 
gain approvals and undergo training.  

 Likely to make a valuable contribution to the field of improvement 
research. 

 Likely to enhance research skills and develop capacity. 

 Likely to nurture future research leaders in the area of improvement 
research. 
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6. Recruitment of PhD students 

Applications will need to include a recruitment plan for selecting PhD students and 

enabling them to commence their study between October 2018 and early 2019.  

Successful universities will be responsible for the recruitment and selection of 

high-calibre students to undertake the PhDs. Universities will be expected to work 

to their own organisational policies and procedures to ensure the students are 

equitably selected, with the process managed to the highest standards. 

Universties will manage their research and development and administer course 

fees, stipends and other financial aspects of the award. 

7. Budgeted costs and use of funding 

The award ranges from £137,500 to £276,000 per doctoral fellowship, allowing for 

clinical salaries where appropriate and adjusting for the length of the fellowship 

(PhD or 1 + 3 model) (see Table 1). Universities may choose how they break 

down and allocate this sum. It is expected, at a minimum, that a university will use 

the funding to pay for: 

 Relevant Masters / PhD fees (UK rates) 

 A stipend or salary for the PhD student (£17,500 is recommended by 
the Research Councils as the minimum annual income for a non-clinical 
PhD student). 

 Research costs (e.g. conference attendance, items of small equipment, 
transcription costs, meeting costs, data access, and expenses for 
service-user participants) 

 Dissemination and publication costs, including at least one open-access 
publication 

 The cost of travel to Cambridge for an annual fellowship event at 
Homerton College. 

 

Table 1 PhD award amounts 

Type of PhD Fellow Maximum award amount 

Non-clinical PhD £137,500 

Clinical PhD £221,000 

Non-clinical Masters and PhD (1+3 model) £165,000 

Clinical Masters and PhD (1+3 model) £276,000 

 

We offer membership of the Institute’s Community of Scholars and access to a 

mentoring scheme at no cost to the PhD fellows.  
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Applicants are asked to provide a breakdown of all costs for supporting a PhD 

fellowship, or where applying for two fellowships the costs for running two PhDs. 

Where the university is proposing to cross-fund, match fund, or bring in additional 

funds to leverage the grant from the Institute in order to support additional PhD 

students, this should be clearly outlined in the application form. 

The Institute will only fund the directly incurred costs for the PhD student and their 

research. We don't provide funds for estates; directly allocated or indirect costs1. 

This funding is not offered on a proportion of full economic costs (FEC) basis. 

Funding is made available exclusively to support the PhD fellowship and is not 

intended to be used to support other costs. Successful organisations will be 

issued with a formal funding agreement between the University of Cambridge and 

the recipient University. Funds will be available in up to four tranches; the exact 

timings for the release of funding will be discussed with each successful 

organisation. 

8. Assessment and selection 

All applications will be checked initially for eligibility and completeness. A 

preliminary assessment and scoring against the selection criteria will then take 

place, at the end of which high-scoring applications will be sent for external peer 

review. Each application will be assessed separately by three peer reviewers.  

Lower-scoring applications will be informed at this stage that they have not been 

successful.  

Following peer reviews, the Institute selection panel will review the applications 

and the peer reviewer comments to determine those which have most 

successfully demonstrated how they meet the selection criteria. All applicants 

proceeding to peer review will be informed of the outcome of their application 

following the selection panel meeting. All peer-reviewed applicants will receive 

brief written feedback. 

  

                                            

1 THIS Institute will only fund directly incurred costs – costs that are specifically 
purchased for the project and are charged on the basis of cash amount spent and are 
verifiable and auditable (e.g. fellow’s salary/stipend, travel, materials). We don’t provide 
funds for directly allocated or indirect costs: Directly allocated costs – costs of resources 
used by a project that are shared by other activities and based on estimates (e.g. 
principal and co-investigator costs, estates costs). Indirect costs – non-specific costs 
charged across all projects that are based on estimates (e.g. HR and finance services, 
library costs). 
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9. Monitoring and reporting requirements 

The Institute will require the following monitoring and reporting arrangements to 

be observed by the selected organisations. 

 An annual report from the supervisor in each funded university to track 
the contribution the PhD funding has made to building capacity for 
improvement studies. This will include information on relevant 
publications (including those with contribution from the PhD students), 
presentations, growth in funding for improvement research and other 
academic activity in the area. 

 An annual report of expenditure against the fellowship budget with any 
variances noted and an explanation provided. 

 The following information to track student progress will also be required: 
o At the end of year one, a copy of the student’s upgrade report 

from Masters to PhD, as appropriate. 
o In years two and three, a report on academic progress for each 

PhD student’s research, to include contribution to joint papers, 
abstracts accepted for conference presentation, and any 
additional research funding secured  

o The final report should include a copy of the final doctoral thesis 
from each PhD student, together with an executive summary and 
any abstracts based on the doctoral research, submitted for 
publication or presentation. Students should also submit an end 
of award report. 
 

It is expected that on completion of the period of PhD funding, students will be 

able to demonstrate: 

 Completion of the research proposed in the application 

 The award of a PhD (research doctorate, not a professional doctorate) 

 Completion of substantial and wide-ranging training in improvement 
research theory, methods and application in practice 

 A minimum of one open-access publication arising from the fellowship  

 Involvement in collaborative relationships with members of the 
Community of Scholars, other PhD students and more widely, in the 
field of improvement research. 
 

The institute will develop a set of core messages and acknowledgements for the 

PhD fellowship awards, and recipients are expected to use these when 

communicating externally about the PhD fellowship awards. Fellowship award 

recipients should adopt the agreed institute branding in all communication and 

media, for example presentations, publications, academic articles, websites or 

videos, both internally and externally. 
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10. Application, selection and recruitment timetable 

 Competition opens – 1 February 2018, 09:00 GMT 

 Application deadline – 19 March 2018, 11:00 GMT 

 First stage assessment completed – 23 March 2018 

 Funding decision – 13 April 2018 


