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When the world changes, we have to too

Interventions and collaborations aimed at building researcher communities 

& supporting mental wellbeing for researchers at the University of York. 

The aim of the interventions has been twofold: 

I. To provide face-to-face support to those who feel themselves to be 

socially isolated and/or geographically distanced and

II. To give voice to the lived reality and expectations of early career 

researchers and open a dialogue about mental health amongst PhD 

students



New Interventions 

● The ‘How to Thrive and Survive your PhD’ peer led research student 

intervention

● Mentoring and buddying schemes -  building connections & communities at 

local level 

● Bite size training sessions for women in research - listening to the specific 

professional development needs of women researchers 

● European Summer School  - is mental health a cultural issue? 



How to Thrive & Survive 
in your PhD

Peer-led sessions

Created by PGRs for PGRs

Safe, supportive forum for 
discussion and Q&As

bit.ly/YorkPhDThriveSurvive



How to Thrive & Survive 
in your PhD
Personal sharings/stories 
Insider perspectives

Empathy & solidarity: 
- We’re on the same journey
- We’ve come out the other side (post docs)

We offer what you don’t commonly find in “official” literature

Networking / community building



How to Thrive & Survive 
in your PhD

Common topics:
- Supervisor relationship; 

community
- Expectations on a PhD vs 

Reality
- Practical tips/processes 

(writing, time management, 
progression)

- The affective life of the PhD

Themed sessions:
- Fieldwork
- Public engagement
- Health & wellbeing
- Submission / viva



How to Thrive & Survive 
in your PhD

Attendance: 
- 60-70 (in person sessions)
- 15-40 (online) 

How we use feedback to shape our sessions

Volunteers benefit too!
- Personal development & networking opportunities
- Other collaborations



University Wellbeing Support 

● Development of PGR-specific mental health awareness training: pilots this 

Autumn

● Wellbeing Wednesdays: 30 minutes sessions over lunchtime

● Mental Health First Aid / Awareness training for Supervisors

● Health and Wellbeing Hub: information and prevention

● University Student Hub: help with the practical issues

● University Support Services: practitioner-led support groups



Buddying for new PGRs 
● University-wide, interdisciplinary ‘Buddy’ scheme for new PGR students who might be 

starting studies remotely

● Buddies can be any existing or recently graduated York PGR student

● Overall aim to help new PGRs settle into the University, to signpost information and 

support offered by the University and introduce them to peer networks where possible

● Buddy communication primarily via Zoom, email and/or WhatsApp - encouraging buddies 

to be creative e.g. getting to know York videos

● Invited to submit EoI followed by September training session

○ 62 interested buddies, 53 signed up for training so far

● Training designed to equip buddies with knowledge and confidence to maintain effective 

relationships, signpost further support and resources and introducing creative ways to 

integrate new students into the York community



Mentoring for final stage PGRs
● New mentoring programme for 

PGRs in final 18 months before 

thesis submission

● Opportunity to discuss and develop 

skills, behaviours and approaches to 

research, professional development 

and careers with a more 

experienced post-doctoral 

researcher

● Pilot scheme with 23 trained and 

matched postdoc mentors

https://www.york.ac.uk/research/graduate-school/support/mentor-buddy/


Information for New PGRs

A welcome video and videos from current PGRs 
and alumni have been added to a new webpage 
for new PGRs along with details of the Mentoring 
(Postdoc to PGR) and Buddying (PGR to PGR) 
programmes. 

Click this link to view the page 

https://www.york.ac.uk/research/graduate-school/new-students/


European Summer School

● Collaboration between three European Universities to 

support Professional Development of Doctoral Candidates

● Perfect opportunity to develop and enhance presentation 

and communication skills, CV writing and job hunting in a 

global context during uncertain times

● Unmissable occasion to share experiences and new ways of 

coping with challenges of post-pandemic world 

● European Summer School Online Edition 2020 attracted 

over 500 participants from all three institutions



European Summer School
● European Coffee morning Life as a researcher 

during the pandemic - 
What have you learnt 
about YOURSELF?

What have you learnt 
about your Research?

What have you learnt 
about your CAREER 
ASPIRATIONS?



“The atmosphere was very warm and
it felt like a protected space in which you could be as 
open as you wanted to be [...] After just an hour it felt 

as if we were all really part of one community.”

Feedback from the European Summer School Coffee Morning







Question time for PGRs

Watch the videos from the Question 
time Events:

7 May

19 June

https://blogs.york.ac.uk/research-student-community/2020/06/04/watch-pgr-question-time-qa-in-partnership-with-the-gsa/
https://blogs.york.ac.uk/research-student-community/2020/07/08/watch-latest-pgr-question-time-qa/


Thank You

karen.clegg@york.ac.uk
jo.hardy@york.ac.uk
jpfk500@york.ac.uk 
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