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British Library PhD research placement scheme – project profile: 

Policy development with the British Library 
Reference: 2018-8-FIE 

 

Supervisor Rob Field, Public Policy Manager 

Department, Location Corporate Affairs, St Pancras 

Start date/timeframe The placement can take place any time between May 2018 and April 2019 

Duration  3 months (or part-time equivalent – see below) 

For a part-time placement, the number of days per week the student would be 
required to spend on-site at the Library is flexible and can be agreed prior to the 
start of the placement 

Remote-working If required, the placement could be undertaken working from home for certain 
days of the week – this is flexible and could be discussed and agreed prior to the 
start of the placement. 

 
Context for placement 

The British Library’s Corporate Affairs directorate is responsible for managing the Library’s communications, 
marketing, policy and strategy, and community engagement functions. It plays a key role in ensuring the 
Library has a clear and coherent vision and plays a visible and valued role in British society (and beyond).  

The Public Policy Manager, who will manage this placement, works to ensure that the Library is seen by 
Government and Whitehall as an efficient and effective public body (as a recipient of over £90m of public 
funding each year),  as well as advising teams across the Library on emerging public policy issues which impact 
the organisation. This includes diverse policy areas such as cultural policy (particularly libraries, museums and 
heritage), higher education and research, intellectual property and copyright, international relations, 
education, digital and data and more.  

The Corporate Affairs team are looking to experiment with creating a new strand of policy and research 
engagement  –  exploring key questions for the Library (and beyond) and convening academic and professional 
stakeholders to influence national debates. This would have the ultimate aim of creating wider opinion that is 
favourable toward the Library’s work. This PhD research placement would support this project by helping us to 
develop key lines of enquiry. The placement student would have the opportunity to produce research think-
pieces to prompt debates (including potentially panel events hosted by the Library) in one or more of the 
selected areas.  

For the Library, this is a new way of working. We are interested in gaining this external perspective on 
questions that cut across broader territory than just the Library’s own activity and which can support our 
understanding of and contributions to wider relevant policy debates. This is therefore an opportunity for a 
PhD student to genuinely shape our approach. 

Expected tasks and outcomes 

The Library has identified the following long-list of potential policy development themes that could be 
explored in the framework of this placement: 

 Soft power – the value cultural institutions have for ‘Britain PLC’ 

 What it means to be a British institution with a global outlook in the post-Brexit world, including: 
o Remaking relationships with Europe 
o The potential in key cultural partnerships in specific countries 
o Dealing with post-colonial legacies (“Rhodes Must Fall”, repatriation debates, etc.) 
o Our role in reflecting and shaping identity (including through our exhibitions and cultural 

programme) 

 The case for cultural investment in the North of the UK 

 Excellence in public/private partnerships on digital culture  

 Libraries and Truth – the role of libraries and information infrastructure in an age of “alternative 
facts” 

 Entrepreneurialism – supporting ‘not the usual suspects’ to succeed and prosper (including the role of 
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the BIPC and libraries as places where all people can start and grow a business)  

 The value of interdisciplinarity – the role of arts and culture in cutting edge research and 
development  

Guided by these suggestions, we would envisage the placement student working with the BL supervisor and 
other colleagues to select a theme. They would then plan, research and deliver a short ‘thinkpiece’ paper for 
internal discussion and consultation in the first instance, followed by some targeted external engagement with 
relevant stakeholders. The placement student would work with the Corporate Affairs team and other relevant 
colleagues to identify these stakeholders and design an effective engagement approach. Potential engagement 
activities to develop for this stage of the placement might include a panel event hosted by the Library, a 
roundtable discussion workshop, a series of blog posts, and use of the Library’s social media channels. Key 
audiences for the Library will include public policy makers (including elected officials, civil servants), 
influencers such as think tanks and research bodies, and other commentators and thought leaders.  

Training and experience expected to be gained by student through the placement 

The placement student will receive an initial induction to the British Library, the Corporate Affairs team and a 
briefing on the Library’s current Living Knowledge strategic positioning across different areas of public policy. 
They would be introduced to key policy professionals within the Library, as well as to colleagues involved in the 
London Knowledge Quarter programme and others relevant partners and external stakeholders. 

The placement itself would be undertaken under the supervision of the Public Policy Manager, with daily 
meetings for first two weeks moving to a more informal weekly pattern thereafter. The format and structure 
of the ‘thinkpiece’ paper, and its potential audience, would be discussed at the start of the placement, and 
examples of similar or related outputs could be provided to guide the student. The following links provide 
some indicators:  

 https://www.creativeindustriesfederation.com/sites/default/files/2017-
05/CIF_Arts%20and%20Growth[3].pdf  

 https://www.ippr.org/files/2017-11/civil-society-support-in-the-north-nov2017.pdf  

 https://www.arup.com/perspectives/themes/cities/future-libraries-what-could-they-be  

The placement student would be encouraged to participate in external policy and networking events. Job 
shadowing opportunities within other BL teams could also be arranged if of interest. 

Overall, the placement provides an opportunity for a PhD student to gain valuable experience of translating 
research into policy positioning, and to learn at first hand and in a supportive environment from British Library 
colleagues involved in various aspects of policy development. This brings the chance to develop and enhance 
key transferable skills in engagement and influencing and in building and making a case using research 
findings. The placement will provide an insight into how the Library and other public bodies manage their 
reputation and engage with stakeholders. 

Required knowledge and skills 

The skills required to undertake this placement would be commensurate with a PhD candidate’s profile – i.e. 
strong research and analytical skills. The placement would suit a candidate who is keen to develop their 
engagement and influencing skills. We welcome applications from PhD candidates from any disciplinary 
background and are keen to hear from anyone who might offer new perspectives on our work. 

 
This is a training and development opportunity open to current PhD students only. It is not intended to lead to 

a permanent post at the Library. Please note that the Library is unable to provide a stipend for PhD research 

placements. Applicants must obtain the support of their PhD supervisor and Graduate Tutor (or someone in an 

equivalent senior academic management role) in advance and, as part of their process, consult their HEI to 

ascertain what funding is available to support them.  

 

http://www.bl.uk/blogs/
https://www.bl.uk/projects/living-knowledge-the-british-library-2015-2023
http://www.knowledgequarter.london/
https://www.creativeindustriesfederation.com/sites/default/files/2017-05/CIF_Arts%20and%20Growth%5b3%5d.pdf
https://www.creativeindustriesfederation.com/sites/default/files/2017-05/CIF_Arts%20and%20Growth%5b3%5d.pdf
https://www.ippr.org/files/2017-11/civil-society-support-in-the-north-nov2017.pdf
https://www.arup.com/perspectives/themes/cities/future-libraries-what-could-they-be

