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I am often asked by potential PhD students “What should I put in my proposal?” The following constitutes a personal view, one that applies to my own subject and institution. However, I would expect it to apply to many other institutions and science and engineering disciplines, and possibly much wider still.

Putting together a PhD proposal is very much like a round of bartering at the local market. You, the buyer, start with an initial bid that is less that the final bid you expect to agree to, but gives a rough idea of what sort of price you are willing to pay. The buyer comes back with a counter bid that recognises the level of your bid, but also reflects their own interests, namely that of making as much out of the deal as possible. The cycle continues with further counter bids by yourself and the seller until a steady-state convergence has been achieved. You have now agreed on a price that you can both live with.

With a PhD proposal your prospective supervisor acts as the buyer, and the whole process is one of negotiation. The bidding process may take some time, maybe as much as a year, including time that you are registered as a PhD student. In this context it should be noted that much of the first year of PhD studies is often a background research period during which you gain a wider understanding of your subject and identify a clearly-defined area of study that is ripe for further research. In my own Department this takes place with the guidance of a ‘Thesis Committee’ consisting of the supervisor and two other members of staff. Not all will be experts in your area of study, but they will all have detailed knowledge of different aspects that they can bring to the discussions that are held on a regular basis, around every three months. Our students are not expected to produce a fully detailed research proposal until around the end of the first year.

So what should be in your opening bid? You cannot be expected to have a really deep understanding of the subject just yet. Maybe you have some idea of a topic as a result of undertaking a Masters’ or final year undergraduate project. Maybe you have been attracted by a taught module that you have followed as part of your previous studies. Maybe your work experience has identified something that you are interested in. Maybe it's just that your eye has been caught by an interesting newspaper or magazine article. Whichever of these is true, you need to give an admissions tutor some idea of the topic you wish to study, and it’s important to get the description at the right level.

“I wish to undertake PhD study in Computer Science.”

This is far too vague. Perhaps such brevity suggests adaptability on your part, but an admissions tutor will need a clearer indication from you what your intended subject area is before they can proceed with the processing of your application.

“I wish to undertake PhD study in Computer Science in the specific area of e-commerce.”

This represents progress, but still the area is too broad.

“I wish to undertake PhD study in Computer Science in the specific area of e-commerce. I am especially interested in online transactions.”

This starts to narrow the field down a little more. An admissions tutor is probably now in a position to identify whether, in broad terms, the department’s research interests match your own, and with which research group you could be associated.

“I wish to undertake PhD study in Computer Science in the specific area of e-commerce. I am especially interested in online transactions. For customers to have confidence in such transactions they need be assured that a transaction cannot be read by external third parties.”
Now we are getting somewhere this proposal looks like it’s about network security issues. An admissions tutor should now be able to associate your interests with a small group of researchers, maybe just one, to whom your application should be submitted for further consideration.

“I wish to undertake PhD study in Computer Science in the specific area of e-commerce. I am especially interested in online transactions. For customers to have confidence in such transactions they need be assured that a transaction cannot be read by external third parties. I am therefore interested in mechanisms for detecting attempts at network intrusion.”

The identified researcher(s) should now be in a position to relate your interests to their own research and that of others in their field. The proposal is still fairly generic and so the lecturer feels that they are in a position to provide direction and support, and to embark on that round of bidding that leads to a final proposal.

You can help the admissions tutor by doing some of their work for them. Departments ‘advertise’ their research strengths on their web pages. It’s a good idea to attempt to relate your interests to those of the department by looking through the department’s web site:


“I wish to undertake PhD study in Computer Science in the specific area of e-commerce. I am especially interested in online transactions. For customers to have confidence in such transactions they need be assured that a transaction cannot be read by external third parties. I am therefore interested in mechanisms for detecting attempts at network intrusion. This appears to fit well with the work of the Safe E-Commerce Transactions research group led by Professor Young.”

Perfect! Of course, this is only the opening gambit. Expect to embark on a process of negotiation, possibly by e-mail. Feel free to send an e-mail message to the admissions tutor with your proposal outline to test the water before submitting a formal application.

Whilst it is important that your proposal is not too vague, it is also important not to over-specify what you want to study. Too detailed a proposal will give the admissions tutor the impression that you are inflexible, that no matter what advice and direction a supervisor may give, you are determined to plough your own furrow. You may even provide a detailed specification that, unbeknown to you, defines an area that has already been researched so thoroughly that your potential supervisor believes that there is no mileage in proceeding with the topic any further. Further, by providing too much detail an admissions tutor may find it difficult to identify any researchers with the appropriate expertise to supervise you. Just as you want to know that your supervisor has a comprehensive knowledge of your research topic, no supervisor willingly takes on a student unless they are confident that they understand the subject sufficiently to supply the appropriate support. Of course, as your research develops, so you will explore a topic beyond the scope of your supervisor’s experience, but that’s the whole point of a PhD!

