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AHRC Collections & Communities in the East of England Collaborative Doctoral Partnership (CC-EE CDP) 

PhD studentship: Objects of Care: The Role of Museum Collections in Supporting Young Adults’ Mental Health  

· Start date: 1st October 2026
· Application Deadline: Sunday 10th May midnight BST 
· Interviews are expected to take place online on Friday 5th June.
· Information session online Thursday 16 April 16.00 BST.  Register your interest

The University of Leicester and the Fitzwilliam Museum, alongside the Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, University of  Cambridge are pleased to announce a fully-funded Collaborative doctoral studentship, from October 2026, under the AHRC’s Collaborative Doctoral Partnership Scheme.
This project will be jointly supervised by Dr Kate Noble, Assistant Research Professor Museum Participation and Practice (Fitzwilliam Museum), Dr Sarah-Jane Harknett, Head of Public Engagement and Learning (Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology), Dr Nuala Morse, Associate Professor in Museum Studies (University of Leicester) and Dr Michelle O’Reilly, Associate Professor of Communication in Mental Health (University of Leicester). There will also be opportunities to spend time working with colleagues and collections at Norfolk Museums Service. 
This research studentship is one allocated to CC-EE by the AHRC. The student will undertake research at both the Fitzwilliam Museum and Museum of Archaeology & Anthropology and the University of Leicester as well as becoming part of the wider cohort of CDP-funded students across the UK. 
Eligibility headlines:
· We encourage applications from a diverse range of people, from different backgrounds and career stages.
· Students should have a Masters Degree in a relevant subject or can demonstrate relevant equivalent experience.
· The studentship is open to both home and international applicants.
· The studentship can be studied either full or part-time.  
· Further details below in section ’Eligibility’
AHR
Project Overview 
Young adults aged 18–25 now report the poorest mental health of any age group in the UK, with rising levels of anxiety, depression, and loneliness (Children and Young People’s Mental Health Coalition, 2025). This doctoral project responds to the urgent crisis in youth mental health by investigating the potential of museum-based programmes for supporting young adult’s mental health promotion and prevention. Working with the Fitzwilliam Museum and Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, in partnership with University of Cambridge Museums and Norfolk Museums Service, the project will investigate how museum object-based engagement can foster psychological wellbeing and resilience for young people.  
Three key areas guide the research: 
(1) Collections: examining how object types (e.g., artworks, natural history specimens, science collections) and their qualities (material, historical, and aesthetic) can prompt different emotional responses and connections; 
(2) Practice: identifying effective participatory and creative methodologies for engaging youth across diverse collections; and 
(3) Impact: understanding specific wellbeing outcomes from object-led encounters.
The project builds on existing research around object-based learning (Kador, 2025) and object-handling for wellbeing (Chatterjee & Kador, 2020; Cowan et al., 2019), to focus on the mechanisms through which object-based engagement fosters emotional resilience, social connection, and psychological wellbeing. The project will draw together interdisciplinary perspectives from museum studies, education, anthropology, psychology, and creative health. The student will be encouraged to develop participatory approaches, placing young people’s lived experiences at the heart of the project. This will involve sustained engagement with youth groups through participatory workshops, object-handling sessions, store tours, and collaborative programming. Participants will explore different types of collections and reflect on their relevance to issues that matter to them, such as identity, belonging, transitions, uncertainty, and wellbeing.  The target group will be young people 18-25 who have low level mental health need, recruited through existing partnerships held by museum learning teams in Norfolk and Cambridge, to reach people from previously excluded groups who may face barriers to museum access.  
The methodology could include qualitative methods, such as interviews, reflective journals, creative outputs and ethnographic observations, or a mixed-methods approach including wellbeing measures. The student will be supported to develop an interdisciplinary approach to analysis, drawing on concepts such as material agency, affective resonance, sensory engagement and psychological wellbeing (e.g., autonomy, resilience, and self-efficacy).  There is also scope for the project to be developed as a practice-based PhD, with the student producing a portfolio alongside a written thesis. 
Anticipated Outcomes and Impact
This project aims to generate new theoretical insights into the role of museum objects in supporting mental health and wellbeing for young adults. It will contribute to the development of a programme theory for museum-based wellbeing interventions, identifying the mechanisms and conditions under which object engagement fosters positive outcomes. This could include developing an intervention description and evaluation design to be implemented by the CC-EE museum teams (which may be evaluated within the timeframe of the research). 
The research will deliver direct benefits to young people through a co-produced inquiry into the design of youth-programmes in museums. It will equip museum professionals with practical, evidence-based tools to deliver youth-focused wellbeing programmes, helping to reimagine museums as inclusive spaces of care (Morse, 2020) and strengthen their role within creative health systems and policy development. 
Research Questions
The project is guided by three areas of enquiry for the student to develop, drawing on interdisciplinary perspectives from museum studies, education, anthropology, psychology, and creative health:
Collections:
· What are the affordances of different types of museum collections (e.g., scientific specimens, artworks, historical artefacts) for supporting the wellbeing of young adults?  
· How do different objects and their qualities – material, historical, authentic, affective and aesthetic – prompt different kinds of connections and emotional responses? 
· How can they be displayed and used to address the issues that matter to young people and spark resilience, hope and joy? 
Practice: 
· What types of collections and methodologies are most effective for engaging young people? 
· What different approaches are required to support wellbeing outcomes across different collections? 
Impact Focus
· What specific wellbeing outcomes emerge from engaging with museum objects? 
· What outcomes are shared and what are unique across object-led encounters? 

Benefits and Opportunities
This collaborative PhD studentship offers the opportunity to develop skills and experience for careers in the creative and cultural sectors.
As the CDP programme emphasises work-based skills, the four years of funding (up to seven years part-time), includes PhD research but also development activities including internships and placements, as applicable to meet the successful student’s needs. At the outset of their PhDs, students will complete an individual training needs analysis and plan. This is a unique opportunity to gain a wide range of transferable professional skills, which may include learning and public engagement, interpretation of collections, creative health, museum methods and younth-led participatory research. 
The student will join the University of Leicester’s School of Heritage and Culture, where Museum Studies researchers, practitioners and postgraduate students come together to think creatively and critically about museums, galleries and heritage. They will have access to the University of Leicester Doctoral College training and support. This PhD project also forms part of the anniversary celebrations that mark 60 years of global impact of Museum Studies at Leicester. During this time, Museum Studies at Leicester has acquired a global reputation for leading-edge thinking and experimental practice in Museum Studies.

At the Fitzwilliam Museum and part of the Collections & Communities in the East of England (CC-EE) Collaborative Doctoral Programme (CDP), the student will become part of a vibrant cohort of collaborative doctoral researchers.  The prospective student will have access to the relevant collections at the Fitzwilliam and become part of a varied, interdisciplinary research culture with public benefit and engagement at its heart. 
The Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology (MAA) holds around one million objects of archaeological, anthropological, and social significance from around the world. MAA has a strong strategic focus on working with local communities and diaspora groups, in line with its mission to foster global collaborations and inclusive heritage practices.
Norfolk Museums Service holds outstanding collections ranging from pre-history to contemporary art. It consists of 10 museum sites, a study centre and a collections centre and is a local authority-run museum service, led by Norfolk County Council. They have a strong commitment of working with audiences and work with a range of young people on their National Lottery Heritage Funded Kick the Dust project.
The successful candidate will be encouraged to participate in professional development events and activities organised for all Collaborative Doctoral Partnership students who are registered with different universities studying with cultural heritage organisations across the UK. These activities are organised by a coordination team based at the V&A and are designed to provide CDP researchers with the knowledge, networks and skills to thrive in their future careers.
Details of Award
CDP doctoral training grants fund full-time studentships for four years or up to seven years if studied part-time (0.5 FTE). This time period will include development activities and relevant work experience placements. 
[bookmark: _Hlk224232370]The award pays tuition fees up to the value of the full-time home UKRI rate for PhD degrees. The Research Councils UK Indicative Fee Level for 2026/2027 is £5,238. Students with an ‘overseas’ fee status are welcome to apply but will need to cover the difference between the UK and overseas fees rate, which is £12,762, and will be required to reside in the UK until completion of the PhD.
The award pays full maintenance for all students both home and international students. The UKRI National Minimum Doctoral Stipend for 2026/2027 is £21,805. This stipend is tax free, and is the equivalent of an annual salary, enabling the student to pay living costs.
The successful candidate will also have access to a Research Training and Support Grant (RTSG) of £750 per year, (pro-rata for part-time students). This can be used to support study visits, conference attendance, training and development opportunities which are necessary for the student’s primary research. In addition, the award provides a CDP maintenance payment of £600 per year supporting any additional costs students incur whilst undertaking a collaborative award. 
Further details can be found on the UKRI website.
[bookmark: _Hlk224030823]The student is eligible to receive an additional travel and related expenses grant during the course of the project courtesy of Collection worth up to £2,000 per year for 4 years, or pro rata for part-time 
If you are an international student, please be aware that there may be additional fees (e.g. UK student visa, Immigration Health Surcharge; more details here: Cost of studying in the UK | Study UK); for all enquiries about fees, please contact the PGR Admissions Office for advice at pgrapply@le.ac.uk 
There is no fee for applying for this Postgraduate course.
[bookmark: _Hlk191635665]If you have a disability, you may be entitled to a Disabled Students’ Allowance (DSA) on top of your studentship. DSA helps to cover the cost of any additional support that a person studying for a doctorate might need as a result of a disability, mental health problem or specific learning difficulty. You can read more about DSA: https://www.ukri.org/publications/disabled-students-allowance-dsa-framework/
Eligibility
This studentship is open to both Home and International applicants. 
To be classed as a home student, candidates must meet the following criteria: 
· Be a UK or Irish National (meeting residency requirements), 
· or Have settled status, 
· or Have pre-settled status (meeting residency requirements), 
· or Have indefinite leave to remain or enter
· The latest revision of the AHRC Training Grant Funding Guide is available here.

[bookmark: _Hlk160031189]We want to encourage the widest range of potential students to study for a CDP studentship and are committed to welcoming students from different backgrounds to apply. We are keen to hear from individuals with varied expertise who can bring unique perspectives to the studentships. Experiences beyond academia, including other experience in a professional setting are also highly valued; this includes diverse lived experiences and those with an understanding of diverse research practices, outputs, impacts and engagement practice. We encourage applicants from all backgrounds to apply, even if you are not certain that you meet every criterion. We particularly welcome applications from Global Majority backgrounds as they are currently underrepresented at this level in this area.
Applicants must hold a UK undergraduate (Bachelors) degree with at least first class or upper second-class honours or an equivalent qualification from a recognised overseas institution. Applicants should ideally have or expect to receive a relevant Masters-level qualification, or be able to demonstrate equivalent experience in a professional setting. Suitable disciplines are flexible, but might include Museum Studies, Visual Cultures, Archaeology, Anthropology, Art History, History, or Psychology. Experience in a professional setting might include museum learning, curatorial or collections care, or youth engagement and youth work.  
We are looking for applicants with passion, dedication and enthusiasm for the topic of the studentship, and potential and enthusiasm for developing skills in the museums, galleries, archives, library and heritage sector, youth engagement, and the field of creative health. 
As a collaborative award, students will be expected to spend time at both the University of Leicester and the Fitzwilliam Museum in Cambridge. 
NB. All applicants must meet UKRI terms and conditions for funding. See: https://www.ukri.org/funding/information-for-award-holders/grant-terms-and-conditions/ 
Application Process
Candidates should submit an online University of Leicester PhD application using the Apply button on the web page.
Please label all your application documents as ‘AHRC CDP CC-EE’ and add this label to the digital application form where it asks about funding:

For the application process, candidates should prepare:

• a research proposal: write up to 2000 words outlining from an academic perspective
the independent research that you anticipate undertaking in relation to this project –
avoid repeating the formal project description but rather identify and extrapolate
those aspects that you find particularly interesting. Please include:
o a summary of your proposed research focus
o a review of relevant literature
o your proposed methodology
o an outline of any anticipated ethical issues
o a short bibliography

• a statement of purpose: write up to 750 words explaining how your academic and/or
professional experience has prepared you to fulfil the terms of this project (250 words)
and your personal and/or academic motivation for pursuing this Collaborative
Doctoral Partnership (500 words)
• a current academic/professional CV
• two references (at least one needs to be an academic reference), which should
normally be by academics (or other professionals) who are familiar with your recent
work in relevant fields. Please ensure that you submit your references with your
application.
• your degree certificate and university transcripts
• IELTS scores (International English Language Testing System) if applicable. Full info
here: https://le.ac.uk/study/research-degrees/entry-reqs/eng-lang-reqs/ielts-65

Once an offer has been accepted, the successful student will be required to undergo a basic disclosure (criminal records check) check and a security check.
Please let us know if you require any adjustments for the application process or interview. Support or adjustments may include, but are not limited to:

· Opportunity to speak with project supervisors at HEI and CDP Award Holder about the project and the process.
· Opportunity to speak with contacts within the HEI and/or CDP Award Holder regarding institutional support systems (e.g., neurodiversity, racial diversity and LGBTQIA+ networks, mental health support, support for carers). 
· Insight into the interview process (e.g., selection criteria used)
· Opportunity to speak with active CDP students to ask questions regarding student experience as part of the CDP scheme. 

Your application will not be adversely affected by disclosing a disability, and it will be processed in exactly the same way as any other application.
We ask all applicants to complete a voluntary EDI monitoring form here. All responses are anonymous.
We will send interview questions in advance to all candidates who are invited to interview. 

Informal Enquiries and Contacts
Applicants are encouraged to contact the supervisory team with informal enquiries about the studentship: 
Please contact Dr Nuala Morse if you have any questions or concerns about the application or interview process:
· Dr Nuala Morse, Museum Studies, School of Heritage and Culture, University of Leicester: nuala.morse@leicester.ac.uk 
· Dr Kate Noble, Assistant Research Professor Museum Participation and Practice, The Fitzwilliam Museum: kjr21@cam.ac.uk 

· If you would like to speak with active CDP students to ask questions regarding student experience as part of the CDP scheme, please contact Sarah Villis at cc-ee@fitzmuseum.cam.ac.uk

All CDP projects are part of a nationwide programme called the Collaborative Doctoral Partnership consortium. The CDP consortium will host an online webinar for prospective applicants on 13 April 2026 at 11:00. This webinar will provide an overview of the CDP funding scheme. 
To sign up for a webinar, please email cdp@vam.ac.uk with the subject line “Prospective Applicant Webinar” from the email address you would like to join the online meeting from. Sign up will close on 10 April 2026 at 17:00.
Please note, this webinar will not focus on individual projects
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