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Executive summary 

About the research 
This annual report of the second year of the three-year ������������
	
��	�	��	
  study is based upon quantitative and qualitative data 
gathered between March 2010 and February 2011. 

The ������������	
��	�	��	
  study focuses on evidence-gathering 
from three groups of doctoral students in the UK:   

• A cohort of 47 Generation Y doctoral students in the second 
year of a longitudinal qualitative study; 

• responses to the 2010 national context-setting survey 
returned by over 2000 Generation Y doctoral students; 

• responses to the same national context-setting survey 
returned by over 2000 older doctoral students. 

The first year of the research resulted in quantitative data in six 
broad areas: 

• constraints on research; 
• ways of searching for research information; 
• research resources used; 
• using library collections and services; 
• using technology in research; 
• training and support to research. 

This was supported by qualitative evidence gathered from the 
longitudinal study cohort relating to four areas of research 
experience: 

• the networked research environment; 
• using open access and open source; 
• using technology applications and tools; 
• finding help and support in research.  

The second year of the study has gathered some comparative data 
and further concentrated on:  

• Use of technologies (including Web 2.0); 
• Using materials from and publishing in open access sources; 
• Using sources and resources outside their own institutions; 
• Training and support, and the role of the supervisor. 

Findings and conclusions 

Constraints and barriers to progress 
Generation Y students appear to be more relaxed than other age 
groups about any potential constraints or barriers to their research 
progress, but all doctoral students in 2010 appear to feel under 
more pressure than in 2009 – overall they ranked the potential 
constraints as more significant than the comparable sample did last 
year. 
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Use of technologies including Web 2.0 

Take-up and use of technologies 
72% the Generation Y sample had used at least one kind of 
technology provided by their institutions to support research during 
the previous academic year and that was most likely to be citation 
or reference management tools. 27% had used no institutionally 
provide technology at all.   

More of the Generation Y sample had used at least one kind of 
open web or Web 2.0 technology (only 8% said they had used none 
at all).  However, passive use of these technologies (i.e. reading 
wikis only but not creating content, following blogs but not blogging 
themselves) is much more common than active use.  For example, 
29% made passive use of internet discussion forums, while 13% 
made active use of them; 23% followed blogs but only 9% actively 
blogged themselves. 

In comparison to 2009-10 data there are indications that use (active 
or passive) of some social media and networking tools in research is 
slightly on the increase among Generation Y doctoral students. 

Possible reasons for low take-up and use 
The reasons for the relatively low take-up of many of the 
institutionally provided technologies among Generation Y doctoral 
students may include: 

• the technologies on offer in institutions are inappropriate to 
the Generation Y doctoral students’ needs; or  

• the institution’s current methods of engaging with 
Generation Y (and older) doctoral students in order to 
demonstrate the potential benefits of using technology, and 
of supporting them to do so, are inadequate or otherwise 
ineffective.  It is clear that Generation Y students rarely elect 
to take-up training opportunities about using technology; 
they prefer to turn to their peers for help. 

Those in the Generation Y survey sample that did make some use of 
open web technologies received markedly less help in using them 
overall, and from any source, than they did with institutionally 
provided technologies. Institutional engagement with open web 
and Web 2.0 technologies appears not to be sufficiently evident or 
proactive to convince Generation Y doctoral students of the 
credibility of using these applications in a research setting.   

For the Generation Y cohort lack of institutional support seems to 
reinforce their own feeling that actively using these open web 
technologies and online forums in research lacks legitimacy, or that 
the value and quality of contributions through such forums may be 
questionable.  

Key influencers, such as supervisors, library and information 
support staff, may not be providing models of best practice and 
institutional support may lag behind individual interest.   
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Using materials from and publishing in 
open access sources 

Openness in research  
Many of the technologies supported by institutions, as well as those 
such as Web 2.0 promoted on the open web, are primarily intended 
to improve and enhance scholarly communication, collaboration 
and sharing of research ideas, and low take-up may also be 
associated with an unwillingness among Generation Y and older 
doctoral students to engage in these activities.   

Evidence in particular from the Generation Y sample responses to 
using open access channels to source and disseminate research 
results suggests that their attitudes in these three areas are at best 
ambivalent and these may not be directions in which they wish to 
develop during their doctoral studies.  As we noted in the first year 
of the study the Generation Y doctoral students tend to be 
conservative in their choices, risk averse and unwilling to share 
their research prematurely.   

Open access 
Many Generation Y (and older) doctoral student respondents 
appear to be deeply confused about exactly what ‘open access’ and 
‘self-archiving’ mean, and uncertain how to go about assessing the 
appropriateness and authenticity of open access channels of 
research communication in order to address their own primary 
concerns and reservations. They appear to need greater clarity, 
better awareness-raising, more proactive promotion of open access 

channels and other technology-based tools, and support in using 
them if they are to make sensible and informed judgments. 

Using sources and resources outside their 
own institutions 
As might be expected, the subject area of PhD study is a strong 
determinant of whether or not Generation Y doctoral students visit 
academic libraries other than that in their own institution. Fewer 
respondents in the Generation Y survey sample had physically 
visited another academic library during the last academic year than 
those in the older age group sample (44% and 59% respectively): 
this correlates with the predominance of science, technology and 
medicine students in the Generation Y survey sample.  

The most common reason for using other libraries, among those 
respondents in the Generation Y survey sample who had used 
another academic library in the last academic year, was to access 
research material not available in their own institution.  

Training and support and the role of the 
supervisor 

Methods of training delivery 
The Generation Y survey sample appears to be particularly reliant 
on training opportunities that are delivered by their department or 
faculty.  The Generation Y doctoral students in the cohort have a 
strong preference for face-to-face support and training (and use 
their own peers as informal providers regularly and frequently) and 
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are generally dissatisfied with what they perceive as generic 
training content not tailored to their own subject area or to their 
own needs.  The implication here seems to be that the ‘closer to 
home’ and more ‘informal’ the training offer from the institution, 
the more effective it would be from the Generation Y doctoral 
student’s point of view.  

This raises the question as to whether there are better models for 
identifying and responding to training needs among doctoral 
researchers than the widespread use of pre-scheduled lectures, 
demonstrations and workshops that sweep up attendees from 
across a range of subject areas and research stages. 

The role of the supervisor 
Evidence from the Generation Y cohort suggests that the most 
important elements in the relationship between Generation Y 
doctoral students and their supervisors appear to be a good fit in 
terms of expertise and knowledge of the particular research area; 
and being able to ‘get on’ as people.  

As they draw closer to the end of their PhD studies their supervisors 
are no less important to the cohort, though the relationship itself 
may have changed: for instance, for some it has become more 
‘professional’. 

The supervisors of the Generation Y cohort generally tend not to be 
particularly interested or up-to-date about using technology in 
research (though a few are actual technophobes) and this appears 
to have had some influence on the researchers’ choices of how to 
do their research. 
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Table 1: Summary of similarities and differences between Generation Y and older doctoral students 

Broad areas of research Similarities between Generation Y and older students Where Generation Y students may be different 

Constraints and barriers to 
research progress 

Generation Y and older students concur on the severity of 
time pressures as a constraint on their research (ranked 4.00 
and 4.69 respectively in the two samples, on a scale of 1 – 5 
where 1 is no constraint and 5 is a severe constraint): this was 
ranked the highest constraint in both samples. 

This year both samples have attributed much higher rankings 
overall than the comparable samples did in the 2009 survey: 
this indicates that all PhD students of whatever age appear to 
feel under more pressure than last year.  

There are considerable differences between Generation Y and 
the older students in the level of significance they attributed 
to the potential constraints: Generation Y students 
consistently attributed much lower significance to all selected 
constraints and barriers, indicating that they are more relaxed 
about their research progress than older doctoral students. 

Main place of work  The survey results for the second year show a clear 
preference among Generation Y students in comparison to 
older students for working principally in their institution.  
However, social sciences, arts and humanities are dominate 
among the older age groups survey sample and students of all 
ages in these disciplines show a clear preference for working 
at home, rather than in an institution: this could go some way 
to explaining the very clear difference between age groups. 

Using technology  Take-up and use of institutionally provided technology to 
support their research is relatively low among both 
Generation Y and older students, with the exception of 
citation and reference management tools.  Within both 
groups active use of open web technologies in research is also 
low, although the majority of both groups have made some 
passive use of at least one kind of social media (e.g. following 
blogs rather than blogging). 

As might be expected more of Generation Y students are 
active users of consumer social networks in their research; 
whereas more of the older age groups sample than 
Generation Y made active use of internet discussion forums, 
and fewer Generation Y students used Skype.   

Generation Y students are more likely to be influenced by and 
to turn to their peers for help in using any kind of technology. 
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Broad areas of research Similarities between Generation Y and older students Where Generation Y students may be different 

Using open access All ages of doctoral students show considerable confusion, 
uncertainty and lack of understanding about the nature and 
meaning of ‘open access’ both in terms of using open access 
source material in their research and in disseminating and 
publishing their research results. 

All age groups share similar concerns about quality control, 
peer reviewing, impact and status of open access, copyright 
protection, and costs to the researcher of publishing in open 
access. 

Generation Y students are slightly less likely to have any 
reservations about both using open access channels to source 
material and to publish their own work.  However, this is 
accompanied by confusion about open access channels (e.g. 
as to whether journals are peer-reviewed or not, copyright 
protected etc). 

Benefits of training received  Generation Y students appear to be overall slightly less 
convinced of the benefits of the recent training they have 
received; the majority of these training interventions were in 
areas related to identifying and using specific kinds of 
research resources and specific information sources 
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1 Emerging findings 

1.1 Introduction 
In 2010 the research – discussion questions, tasks and interviews 
with the Generation Y cohort in the longitudinal study, as well as 
questions in the national context setting survey of all doctoral 
students in the UK – was focused on four core areas: 

• Use of technologies (in particular Web 2.0) in the research 
and working lives of the Generation Y PhD students; 

• Using open access materials in research and choosing open 
access as a channel to publish research findings; 

• Using sources and resources outside those provided by the 
Generation Y students’ own institutions’ libraries;  

• The training and support that Generation Y doctoral 
students receive to facilitate their research, including the 
role of the supervisor. 

In addition to these areas, data were collected on more general 
aspects of the research and information seeking behaviour both 
within the cohort and through the national survey, so that some 
direct comparisons could be drawn with data from the 2009 
research, for example; 

• Constraints on research progress; 
• Publishing or disseminating intermediate research outputs; 
• Using cross-disciplinary sources in research. 

Here we sum up the findings that have emerged in 2010 (which are 
presented in detail in Section 5) and note priority areas for research 
in the final year of the ������������	
��	�	��	
  study. 

1.2 Findings from the survey and 
cohort study 

Constraints on research progress 
Survey respondents were asked to rank the severity of potential 
constraints on their research progress (ranking 1-5 with 5 the most 
significant).   

The Generation Y students ranked every potential constraining 
factor markedly lower than the older age groups, indicating that 
overall Generation Y students feel less constrained in their research 
progress than older researchers.  It cannot be determined from the 
data why this year’s Generation Y sample are apparently more 
relaxed about their research progress than older age groups.  
However, this finding contrasts quite markedly with the results of 
the 2009 survey in which the Generation Y and wider survey 
samples generally concurred on the severity of, for instance, time 
pressures (3.78 and 3.85 respectively) and differed only marginally 
in their ranking of some other important constraints.   

Nonetheless, overall both the Generation Y and the older 
respondents appear to feel more constrained and under pressure in 
their research in 2010 than the survey respondents did in 2009: for 
example, in the 2010 survey all mean rankings indicated by 
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students older than Generation Y were above 3.00, while in 2009 
only two constraints were ranked so high.   

Among the Generation Y cohort, most of whom are entering or in 
their final year, there is evidence of their increasing emphasis on 
the need for lack of distraction and ‘productivity’, as they engage in 
data analysis and writing up their research results and conclusions.  

Publishing or disseminating intermediate 
research outputs 
Articles in peer-reviewed journals, conference papers and posters 
at conferences remain the most frequently cited kinds of 
intermediate research output already produced or planned as part 
of their doctoral research by both samples, with more Generation Y 
students (83%) than older students (77%) citing articles in peer-
reviewed journals.  

In 2010, slightly more survey respondents overall (32% Generation 
Y and 31% of older age groups samples) cited open access journal 
articles as a channel used already or planned for their research 
outputs than the comparable respondents in the 2009 survey (28% 
and 27%), indicating perhaps that open access channels for 
scholarly communication may be gaining ground within the 
doctoral student community. 

Using cross-disciplinary sources in 
research 
37% of the Generation Y survey sample was always or very often 
required to seek information outside their core discipline. More 
arts and humanities and social science students than science 
students say that their research ‘always’ or ‘very often’ entails 
crossing core subject discipline boundaries. 

Main place of work 
The survey results for the second year show a clear preference 
among the Generation Y sample in comparison to older students 
for working principally in their institution.  Social sciences, arts and 
humanities students of all ages show a clear preference for working 
at home, rather than in an institution, and given that these subjects 
are dominant within the older age group sample this could go some 
way to explaining the very clear difference between ages. 

Progress through the years of PhD study 
All the Generation Y cohort members say they feel they need less 
support in identifying, finding and accessing relevant research 
resources than they did in 2009, from either supervisors or from 
library staff. 

The majority (mainly those in their final year) also say they feel 
more confident about assessing the relevance and quality of the 
research resources they find; they generally use a narrower range 
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of resources, and no longer need to range across the literature so 
widely. 

Many among the cohort are now more interested in sharing their 
research because they now feel they have ‘something to go on’ or 
‘more to say’ than they did last year. 

Use of technologies including Web 2.0 

Institutionally supported technology 
The survey sample was asked which of a range of institutionally 
supported technologies they used during the past academic year.  
Over one quarter of the Generation Y sample (27%) had used none 
of the technologies listed. However, they were more likely than the 
other age groups to have used some kind of institutional 
technology (72% of the Generation Y sample and 64% of all other 
age groups).  The data indicate that more science, technology and 
medicine students use institutionally provided technology than do 
those in social sciences, arts and humanities, and since the 
Generation Y sample is dominated by the sciences, this may go 
some way to explaining the significant difference between the ages. 

Citation and reference management tools were overwhelmingly the 
most frequently cited technology applications by the Generation Y 
sample (58%).  The importance of these tools are also borne out by 
most of the Generation Y cohort members, for whom a significant 
amount of time is devoted to managing their downloaded 
information resources, through, for instance, using EndNote, 
setting up filing systems, as well as addressing the problems of 
managing printed copies.   

As in 2009, in the Generation Y sample the students’ peers remain 
the most significant influence in choosing to use technology 
provided by the institution; half of those using any technology had 
been influenced to do so by suggestions from their peers, in 
contrast to only 39% of the users among the older age groups 
sample. Peers were also the most common source of hands-on help 
to Generation Y students in using this technology. 

Open web technology including Web 2.0 
The survey respondents were asked which of a range of 
technologies available on the open web they used actively or 
passively during the past academic year.  Of the Generation Y 
sample 8% made no use (either active or passive) of any of the 
listed technologies, 31% used only one or two, and 26% used three 
or four types of open web applications.   

Overall passive use, i.e. reading wikis only but not creating content, 
following blogs only but not blogging oneself, is much more 
common among the Gen Y sample than active use.  For example, 
29% made passive use of internet discussion forums, while 13% 
made active use of them; 23% followed blogs but only 9% actively 
blogged themselves. 

As might be expected more of the Generation Y survey sample 
(29%) than older age groups (23%) are active users of consumer 
social networks; whereas slightly more of the older age groups 
sample than Generation Y made active use of internet discussion 
forums (16% and 13% respectively).  60% of the Generation Y 
sample did not use Skype at all, compared to 52% of the older age 
group sample. 
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Although the 2009 data are not fully comparable with 2010, there 
are indications of modest levels of increased use of open web 
technology: for example, social media sharing sites were not used 
by 72% of the Generation Y sample in 2009, whereas this figure had 
gone down to 53% in the comparable 2010 sample.  

Within the Generation Y cohort there are also indications in of a 
change (across all subject disciplines) since 2009 in their use of and 
interest in using online forums and Web 2.0 applications to support 
their research.  The majority of the cohort now uses Facebook in 
their personal lives, although most would still not consider using 
this for their work as it implies an inappropriate mix of social life 
and work.  However, more members of the cohort than last year 
are using sites such as academia.edu, Graduate Junction and 
Mendeley to follow-up contacts made at conferences, or organise a 
conference, and to share bits of research.  This change seems to be 
associated with their growing confidence in having something to 
share, since most of them are nearing the end of their studies.  
Several members of the cohort now use Twitter to follow or to 
share thoughts relevant to their research. 

Once again Generation Y researchers were more likely than all 
other ages to have been influenced to use open-web technologies 
by their peers (54% and 46% of the respective samples). 

Few members of the Generation Y cohort appear to be supported 
by their institutions in using these applications, though they do not 
appear to feel the lack of such support in terms of their own 
competence.   

This lack of institutional support, however, seems to reinforce their 
own feeling that using these open web technologies and online 
forums in research lacks legitimacy, or that the value and quality of 
contributions through such forums may be questionable. They see 
the potential of Web 2.0 technology in research but have raised the 
question ‘who is using it?’  Several cohort members express the 
view that they ‘need better tools if they are to be used in research’. 

Using materials from and publishing in 
open access sources 

Understanding open access 
The survey respondents were asked to consider the veracity or 
otherwise of seven statements about the meaning and nature of 
‘open access’ and ‘self archiving’ as they are generally understood 
in relation to scholarly communications. The data indicates a great 
deal of uncertainty and lack of understanding about the nature and 
meaning of ‘open access’ and ‘self-archiving’ among both the 
Generation Y and older age groups.  

Using open access sources in research 
The survey respondents were asked to comment on any 
reservations they might have about using open access or self-
archived research resources in their own research work.  Slightly 
more of the Generation Y sample than older ages (55% and 51%) 
said they had no reservations at all. 

The Generation Y sample’s reservations included: 
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• Quality control 
• Scholarly value and impact of sources 
• Time taken to track down materials that are not proper 

citations 

Publishing in open access journals 
The survey also asked respondents to comment on any reservations 
they might have about using open access or self-archiving to 
publish their own research work. Around 50% of the Generation Y 
sample and 45% of the older age group sample stated that they 
would have no reservations whatsoever.   

Generation Y sample reservations about using open access channels 
to publish their work include: 

• Lack of impact factor, status or credibility 
• Strong preference for peer-reviewed journals, showing a 

general assumption that open access journals are not peer-
reviewed 

• Importance of being cited in other publications 
• Cost to the individual 
• Concern that copyright is not protected 

Using sources and resources outside their 
own institutions 
As might be expected, the subject area of PhD study is a strong 
determinant of whether or not Generation Y doctoral students visit 
academic libraries other than that in their own institution. Fewer 
respondents in the Generation Y survey sample had physically 

visited another academic library during the last academic year than 
those in the older age group sample (44% and 59% respectively): 
this correlates with the predominance of science, technology and 
medicine students in the Generation Y survey sample.  

The most common reason for using other libraries, among those 
respondents in the Generation Y survey sample who had used 
another academic library in the last academic year, was to access 
research material not available in their own institution.  

Training and support and the role of the 
supervisor 

Training and support 
35% of the Generation Y sample had received no training of any 
kind in the previous academic year.   

This second year of the study reflects a very similar picture to the 
first year’s data: for the large majority of the Generation Y sample 
the content of their most recent training covered the same four 
areas of  

• Specific information skills (e.g. finding 'grey literature', using 
specific e-information services); 

• Finding research resources and services in your subject 
beyond your institution (e.g. inter-library loans, the British 
Library, accessing other key collections or libraries); 

• Finding/using subject-based bibliographic, abstract and 
journal research resources (print and electronic); 
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• Using their own institution's portal to access electronic 
research resources. 

Relatively few had had any recent training in the use of any 
technology applications, or, as in the 2009 survey, in open access 
publishing or self-archiving.  This suggests that these may not be 
areas that are well-covered by institutional provision of training and 
support to research students. 

The data also indicate that there is still a heavy reliance on face-to-
face and ‘traditional’ modes of training delivery, such as lecture, 
talks or demonstrations, workshops etc.  Online tutorials and 
learning packages were used by few Generation Y doctoral 
students.  

Training take-up among Generation Y students tails off steadily 
from year one of their studies onwards. As most training received 
was in the areas of identification and use of research information 
and specific resources, this result is unsurprising: most doctoral 
students acquire these essential skills and knowledge in the first or 
second year of study. 

Relationships with supervisors 
The Generation Y cohort show as much variation in what they want 
from their supervisor(s) – for instance regular meetings, continual 
input and advice on sources and information, psychological 
support, structure and pressure – as the supervisors do in their 
style of doctoral supervision.  The most important elements in the 
relationship appear to be a good fit in terms of expertise and 

knowledge of the particular research area; and being able to ‘get 
on’ as people.  

Evidence from the Generation Y cohort suggests that, as they draw 
closer to the end of their PhD studies their supervisors are no less 
important, though the relationship itself may have changed: for 
instance, for some it has become more ‘professional’. 

It is clear that supervisors have been influential in directing the 
Generation Y cohort to literature sources and often titles and 
articles: but in the case of those students in the later stages of their 
doctoral studies only where their areas of expertise are specifically 
aligned with the research topic of the student.  Where there is no 
such close alignment, the researchers appear to feel more on their 
own after the initial few months of study: 

Supervisors and technology 
Respondents in the Generation Y survey sample that used some 
kind of institutionally provided technology were more likely to have 
been influenced to use the technology by their supervisors than 
older students (41% and 36% respectively) and to have received 
hands on help from their supervisors (35% and 29% respectively).  

In using open web technologies, however, in contrast to 
institutionally provided technologies, supervisors are very much 
less likely to be the main influence on the Gen Y sample or the 
source of help in using them. 

The supervisors of the Generation Y cohort generally tend not to be 
particularly interested or up-to-date about using technology in 
research (though a few are actual technophobes) and this appears 
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to have had some influence on the researchers’ choices of how to 
do their research. 

However, for most of the Generation Y cohort technological 
awareness is not a particular expectation of their supervisors, and 
any shortfall in this respect is not seen as a problem. 
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1.3 Areas for further research 
On the basis of these emerging findings, we intend to focus in the 
third and final year of the ������������	
��	�	��	
  study on the 
following. 

Sharing and openness in research 
It is clear that Generation Y doctoral students are ambivalent at 
best about openness in research, despite increasing policy and 
strategic pressure to maximise the public investment in research 
through improved communication and sharing of research ideas 
and findings.  The study provides an opportunity to try to identify 
the degree of openness which provides clear benefits to PhD 
students, to obtain a clearer understanding of what works for 
Generation Y students at various stages of their doctoral studies. 

Using social media for research 
Related to openness in research, and building on indications that 
use of social media in research is slowly growing among Generation 
Y students, we will try to test the relevance of strategies and 
benefits described in the recent RIN publication ‘Social media: a 
guide for researchers’ (RIN, 2011a) to Generation Y doctoral 
students. 

 

Copyright and intellectual property 
Related to using open access channels and social media we will pick 
up on the confusion evident from this year’s research about 
copyright protection etc., to define exactly what the concerns of 
Generation Y students are and how those concerns might best be 
addressed. 

Best practice in institutional support for 
doctoral research 
The study (particularly through the Generation Y cohort) has 
revealed some important aspects of research support provided by 
the students’ institutions: among the obvious one could list good 
communication and relations with a supportive supervisor, a rich 
collection of print materials in the library, extensive subscriptions to 
key e-journal and e-information sources, etc. We will try to draw 
out from evidence gathered to date what makes best practice for 
Generation Y students across the disciplines, and test these 
characteristics definitively during the final months of the study. 
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2 About this research 

2.1 Introduction 
In 2007 the British Library (BL) and the JISC funded The Google 
Generation Information Behaviour of the Researcher of the Future 
research (CIBER, 2008), which focused on how researchers of the 
future, ‘digital natives’ born after 1993, are likely to access and 
interact with digital resources in five to ten years’ time.  The 
research reported overall that the information literacy of young 
people has not improved with wider access to technology.  

To complement the findings of the Google Generation research, 
the BL and the JISC commissioned this three-year research study 
Researchers of Tomorrow focusing on the information-seeking 
and research behaviour of doctoral students in ‘Generation Y’.   

Generation Y, the children of the Baby Boomers, is defined in this 
study as those born between 1982 and 1994. Generation Y students 
are not ‘digital natives’ unlike the Google Generation.  They were 
educated, at least up to their senior secondary years, in schools 
with limited access to computers and the internet.  In a largely 
technology-free environment, it is assumed that Generation Y 
acquired information-seeking and enquiry skills without learning 
“to `get by’ with Google” (CIBER, 2008) and that the nature of this 

early start may have had an impact on their research behaviour and 
information-seeking skills as doctoral students. 

The ������������	
��	�	��	
  study will establish a benchmark for 
research behaviour against which subsequent generations of 
scholars can be measured; it will ultimately provide guidance to the 
academic institutions, libraries and information specialists on how 
best to meet the research needs of Generation Y scholars and their 
immediate successors. The main focus areas of the study are  

• mapping emerging research behaviour trends across the 
main subject disciplines;  

• investigating how doctoral scholars, in particular those from 
Generation Y, seek information both on and offline;  

• measuring the relative use of digital resources and physical 
resources (including research spaces);  

• understanding how Generation Y students search for and 
use digital content for research, and  

• if and how they use emergent technologies to do so. 

The second year of the study concentrated on  

• Use of technologies (including Web 2.0); 
• Using materials from and publishing in open access sources;  
• Using sources and resources outside their own institutions; 
• Training and support, and the role of the supervisor. 
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2.2 Results from Year One 
The research results of the first year of the study show that, in 
broad approaches to information-seeking and use of research 
resources, there are no marked differences between Generation Y 
doctoral students and those in older age groups. Nor are there 
marked differences in these behaviours between doctoral students 
of any age in different years of their study.  The most significant 
differences revealed in the data are between subject disciplines of 
study irrespective of age or year of study. 

The context within which doctoral students work has become 
increasingly homogenised as institutions and individuals respond to 
policy and funding pressures, and information technology has an 
increasing impact upon the research environment. It is no surprise 
therefore that doctoral students’ overall experiences, priorities and 
broad research behaviour would be similarly homogenised.   

The research indicated, however, potentially interesting and 
important divergences between Generation Y and older doctoral 
students; for example, where students turn for help, advice and 
support; and attitudes to their research environment.   

Some implicit assumptions about Generation Y doctoral students 
were tested in the survey and through the longitudinal study of the 
Generation Y cohort.  These assumptions included: 

• Generation Y students would have and demonstrate good 
critical information literacy skills, commensurate with 
growing up in a non-web world.  

The research seemed to confirm this: Generation Y students 
are sophisticated information-seekers and users of 
information networks but they are not dazzled by the 
technology. 

• Generation Y students would be less inclined to make use 
of printed materials and always favour the electronic 
versions if they could get them.   

The research in the first year did not support this:  e-journal 
articles certainly dominate as first choice in the Generation 
Y survey sample.  However, that sample is 65% science 
students and their responses are generally consistent with 
those from science students in the wider survey sample. 
Moreover, the experience of reading in hard copy is 
preferred by many of the Generation Y cohort, including 
science students, and the notions of quality and authority 
still cling to print editions of journals.  

• Generation Y students would be highly competent users of 
information and communications technology.  

This appeared to be true, but it was also apparent among 
older doctoral students – the impact of technology on 
learning and research has evidently been so dramatic that 
‘we are all the Google generation now’. 

• Generation Y would be early adopters and keen users of 
the latest technology applications and tools in their 
research.   
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The research in the first year did not support this 
assumption. On the contrary, it would appear that 
Generation Y doctoral students, in common with others, are 
quite risk averse and ‘behind the curve’ in using digital 
technology in their research work, not at the forefront. 

• Generation Y doctoral students might take a different view 
of doing research than their older peers, having started 
their research career in the midst of an information 
explosion, with web-based access to hugely increased and 
increasing research resources.  

They might, for instance, take the pragmatic, ‘good 
enough’ view to achieving information-seeking and 
research results, rather than risk information overload; 
they might be more ready to share research because of the 
‘web world’ they inhabit.   

The research indicated, on the contrary, that Generation Y 
doctoral students are rigorous in their continuous search 
for, and absorption of, relevant research resources and set 
high standards for their comprehensive coverage of their 
fields, heavily influenced by their supervisors.  They are 
generally unwilling to share their research findings at this 
stage in their research career. 

 

2.3 Year Two research participants 
This second annual report is based upon quantitative and 
qualitative data gathered between March 2010 and February 2011. 
������������	
��	�	��	
  focuses on evidence-gathering from three 
groups of doctoral students in the UK:  

• The Generation Y cohort in a longitudinal qualitative study 
(hereafter ‘the Gen Y cohort’) 

• The Generation Y survey sample in the national context-
setting survey (hereafter ‘the Gen Y sample), and 

• The older age group survey sample in the national context-
setting survey. 

Gen Y cohort 
At the heart of ������������	
��	�	��	
  are the attitudes and 
behaviours of a cohort of 47 Generation Y doctoral students from 
34 UK higher education institutions (HEIs) recruited into the 
project’s 2½ year longitudinal study. This cohort keeps us informed 
about the research and information-seeking challenges and other 
patterns in their doctoral journeys, so that we may understand 
from their experiences and use their feedback to shape new 
questions.  The cohort is providing contributions in blog entries, 
discussion forums, their responses to quizzes, one-to-one 
interviews and face-to-face meetings.  Their contributions between 
March 2010 and February 2011 inform this second Annual Report.   

The Gen Y cohort is profiled fully in the first Annual Report (June 
2010) Section 5, which can be found online at 
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http://www.efc.co.uk/projects/rot/RoT%20Year%201%20report%2
0final%20100622.pdf.  

Respondents in the national context-
setting survey 
In the second national context-setting survey run in July 2010, 
which allows us to compare the attitudes and behaviour of the Gen 
Y cohort with the wider community of Generation Y and other 
doctoral scholars, 4807 fully completed returns were received from 
doctoral students of all ages.  The survey methodology, and profile 
of the respondents in terms of institutions, location, subject 
discipline etc., is described in Annex 1. 

From this national, annual survey (to be repeated in July 2011) we 
have derived data on two samples: 

Gen Y sample  
A total of 2239 completed questionnaires were returned by 
Generation Y doctoral students. The charts in this report are based 
on the Gen Y sample. A profile of the 2010 Gen Y sample is 
provided in Section 4. 

Older age groups sample  
Completed questionnaires were returned from 2568 older doctoral 
students in the 2010 survey. Using this older age group sample we 
can compare the attitudes and behaviour of the Gen Y sample with 
those of older, UK-based, doctoral students. 

Results from the older age group sample have been included in the 
charts where there are significant or interesting variations between 
that sample and the Gen Y survey sample. 
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3 Recent relevant research 
During 2010/11 new research has been published focusing on the 
following areas of relevance to the ������������	
��	�	��	
  
study: 

• E-journal use within the UK academic and research 
community; 

• The use of Web 2.0 in research; 
• Sharing research and data 

Here we summarise and highlight particular findings from this new 
research that provide further context and, sometimes, validation 
of the findings emerging from the ������������	
��	�	��	
  study. 

3.1 e-Journal use and impact 
The Research and Information Network (RIN) published the final 
report of the CIBER two-year study on ‘e-Journals, their use, value 
and impact’. This authoritative study used qualitative research to 
validate and expand on the deep-log analysis of e-journal usage 
statistics undertaken in the first phase. The research concludes 
that “researchers are reading and citing more papers and other 
literature from a wider range of sources than they were two 
decades ago” (RIN, 2011b, p 17), reflecting the growth in the 

volumes of journal articles, other papers and journal titles, the 
significant majority of which are increasingly accessible at any time 
of the day or night as e-journals with a concomitant change in 
working practices.   

There are, however, noticeable differences between subject 
disciplines in both the number of references cited per article and 
the number of sources drawn upon.  The study presents evidence 
to suggest, for example, that the average number of sources per 
article may vary between 3.36 in biological sciences, 9.03 in 
economics and 23.95 in history (RIN, 2011b, p 16).   

Subject differences in e-journal use are also clear from the 
research.  Although the majority of all the researchers surveyed in 
the study across six disciplines use e-journals most or every 
working day, life scientists were found to be the most likely (50%) 
and historians the least likely (16%) to use them every day. “While 
the life scientists have moved essentially to a wholly digital 
world…not all journals in history are as yet available electronically” 
(RIN 2011b, p 20). 

The study notes the expectation of researchers to have immediate 
access to the full-text of a journal article and their frustration when 
they find that their university does not have the necessary 
subscription – a strong theme emerging from the first year of the 
������������	
��	�	��	
  work with the Gen Y cohort.  It appears 
from CIBER’s research that “physicists have the fewest access 



3 Recent relevant research 

Page 22  

problems, which may be because so much literature in physics is 
available open access….Historians, on the other hand, seem to face 
the most problems with access, partly in relation to currency (the 
most recent material in JSTOR – the database of choice for many 
historians – is around five years old)” (RIN 2011b, p 21). 

3.2 Web 2.0 and research 

If you build it will they come? 
In this study RIN set out to investigate whether or not the potential 
of the Web 2.0 technologies to transform the way in which 
researchers work and communicate has been realised. The study 
focused on a range of generic tools – wikis, blogs and some social 
networking systems – as well as those designed specifically by and 
for people within the scholarly community. 

The study “indicates that a majority of researchers are making at 
least occasional use of one or more web 2.0 [sic] tools or services 
for purposes related to their research: for communicating their 
work; for developing and sustaining networks and collaborations; 
or for finding out about what others are doing. But frequent or 
intensive use is rare, and some researchers regard blogs, wikis and 
other novel forms of communication as a waste of time or even 
dangerous…..In deciding if they will make web 2.0 [sic] tools and 
services part of their everyday practice, the key questions for 
researchers are the benefits they may secure from doing so, and 
how it fits with their use of established services” (RIN, 2010a, p 5). 

Some of the RIN findings from the study have direct relevance to 
the ������������	
��	�	��	
  findings that Generation Y PhD 
students’ are very cautious about losing control of their research 
results and conservative in the range of research methods they 
choose to use. RIN found that factors influencing take-up of Web 
2.0 applications to support scholarly communications include 
“cultural, organisational and institutional factors such as: 

• ownership and control of research outputs by individuals, 
institutions and publishers; 

• institutional, individual and cultural factors shaping 
collaboration; 

• the quality and provenance of information; 
• institutional and technical solutions and resolutions of 

issues of standardisation, IPR and security (RIN, 2010a, p 
14).” 

In line with earlier surveys, the study found that respondents, 
when asked to rate the importance of different channels of 
communication, focused on conventional peer-reviewed journals. 

There are also evident differences in take-up between subject 
disciplines of Web 2.0 for scholarly communication and sharing: 
“respondents in computer science and mathematics are 
disproportionately represented among frequent users; while 
researchers in the medical and life sciences are relatively under-
represented”.  Social sciences and arts and humanities researchers 
are relatively infrequent users of Web 2.0 technology, though it 
appears that the latter are “prominent among frequent bloggers” 
(RIN, 2010a, p 22).  
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Significantly, the study found that different kinds of Web 2.0 
applications are used by different groups for different purposes 
with little overlap.  For example, “frequent use of social 
networking services does not…..imply frequent use of other kinds 
of web 2.0 [sic] tools and services, or innovative attitudes and 
take-up of new channels for scholarly communication” (RIN, 
2010a, p 33). 

There is some evidence to suggest that “frequency of use of the 
kinds of web 2.0 [sic] tools associated with producing, sharing and 
commenting on scholarly content is positively associated with 
older age groups, at least up to age 65, and more senior positions.  
The propensity for frequent use is highest among the 35-44 age 
group and lowest among those under 25; and highest among 
research assistants and lowest among PhD students” (RIN, 2010a, 
p 22).  However, “both age and seniority seem to play a significant 
role in propensity to use social networking services frequently, 
much more so than in the propensity to use web 2.0 [sic] tools to 
communicate scholarly content. PhD students and respondents in 
the under 25 age band are more likely to make frequent use of 
social networking services” (RIN, 2010a, p 33). 

Finally, the RIN study confirms what appears to be emerging from 
the second year of the ������������	
��	�	��	
  study, that 
“support from departments, research groups and networks is …. 
crucial in identifying relevant tools, in demonstrating their utility, 
and in reducing learning and start-up costs and other barriers to 
adoption. Variations in levels of local support and encouragement 
may play a significant part in the uneven adoption of web 2.0 [sic] 
services that we have identified” (RIN, 2010a, p 48). 

Validating a particular theme emerging from this ������������	
�
�	�	��	
� study, the importance of colleagues and peers is 
stressed as “particularly important in making researchers aware 
not only of the services that are available, but of how they can be, 
and are being, productively employed to support research: 
researchers will not take the time to learn about and experiment 
with new tools and services unless they can see the benefit that 
might flow” (RIN, 2010a, p 48). 

Social media: a guide for researchers 
This guide published by RIN bases its advice and ideas on working 
with ten researchers experienced in using Web 2.0 applications in 
their work.  It divides available ‘social media’ into three groups: for 
communication, collaboration and multimedia.  It addresses the 
main criticisms of using social media in research, which it 
summarises as: 

Growth of technology ���	�����	����
�����������������	��������
	
������	�	������	��������������	
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���������	����

Privacy ���	���������������������	������������	
����������� �	��������
��	
����	���������	�����������������	���������	���� 	
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������������������
�������
������������������������ �����������
��	����������	
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�������	������������� �������
��	����������
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��	�����	
�����������
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Many of these points have been raised as areas of concern in the 
������������	
��	�	��	
  study, particularly in relation to using 
technology and open access channels to communicate their 
research. 

The social media guide is targeted at post-doctoral and already 
established researchers, for whom “social media are not 
presented….as a panacea for either the research community in 
general or for individual researchers. However, researchers who 
are active users of social media feel they offer them benefits in 
their professional life.  By speeding up communication, and 
enabling new forms of collaboration, social media also have the 
potential to spark exciting new research, and to increase 
productivity” (RIN, 2011a, p 40).  These benefits may not have the 
same power for young PhD students, and it may be interesting to 
test some of the guide’s conclusions and ideas with Generation Y 
PhD students, for most of whom social media are currently 
personal life facilities but not working life tools. 

3.3 Openness in research 

Open to all? 
The theme of scholarly communication is also taken up in another 
RIN study on openness in research.  The ������������	
��	�	��	
  
study has revealed a range of concerns among the Generation Y 
and older PhD students about sharing their research findings and 
data at this early stage in their research career, many of which are 
reflected in the findings of ,�����	����-  although the case studies 
were researching the practices of established researchers and not 
PhD students.   

The report notes “we are currently at some distance from a world 
in which the processes and outputs of research are fully open to 
all. A relatively small number of individual researchers and 
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research groups are active in promoting openness. A much larger 
number are sympathetic or even enthusiastic, but not always open 
in all their practices. Many other researchers are cautious, and see 
many barriers and constraints to overcome if a presumption in 
favour of openness is to become an everyday element of policy 
and practice” (RIN, 2010b, p 8).   

All the constraints and barriers to openness in research have been 
raised to some degree by the Generation Y research participants in 
the ������������	
��	�	��	
  study, namely: 

• lack of evidence of benefits and rewards; 
• lack of skills, time and other resources; 
• cultures of independence and competition; 
• concerns about quality; 
• ethical, legal and other restrictions on accessibility. 

The report concludes that “the key issue for policy-makers is not so 
much how to maximise openness, but how best to support 
individuals, groups and communities �	�
	���
���������������	
�
	��������
�������	����������������
�����	����� . That requires a 
clear understanding of what works for different groups and 
communities; and better policies and strategies to incentivise 
openness to the degree that it is appropriate in different contexts” 
(RIN, 2010b, p 48) (our italics).   

������������	
��	�	��	
  in its final year may present an 
opportunity to explore more fully what degree of openness in 
research is appropriate to Generation Y and other PhD students 
and what institutional policies and strategies might be indicated to 
best support that. 

 



 

Page 26  

 

 

4 Setting the Scene 
In this section we provide some background information about the 
profile of the research subjects in 2010-11 (both the Gen Y cohort 
and the Gen Y sample), their working patterns, behaviour and 
influences with regard to their research work, their information 
and resources. 

4.1 The Gen Y cohort in 2010-11 
Since March 2010, 47 participants from 34 different institutions 
(compared to 60 from 36 HEIs in 2009-10) have been active on the 
Moodle site and made contributions to the study, of which 43 have 
continued to be active in the last six months.   

Of the 47, 12 are in science, technology and medicine disciplines; 
16 are in social sciences; 18 in arts and humanities; and 1 is 
interdisciplinary.  30 of the participants are due to complete their 
PhD this year, with a further 16 due to finish some time in 2012 
and one planning to finish in 2013.  29 of the active participants 
are female and 18 male. 

With the majority of the cohort now in their final year, there is a 
change in behaviour in their research participation.  The 
researchers feel and often are under considerably greater pressure 
– many of them have significant teaching duties, and their 
involvement in research dissemination through conferences and 

seminar presentations has increased.  With less time to spare, they 
are less inclined to be discursive and are more focused.  They 
continue to contribute to the study, however, with more than 140 
blog entries in the last year, and high participation in all other 
research activities in the Study. 

All the cohort say they feel they need less support in identifying, 
finding and accessing relevant research resources than they did in 
2009, from either supervisors or from library staff. 

The majority say they feel more confident about assessing the 
relevance and quality of the research resources they find; they 
generally use a narrower range of resources, and no longer need to 
range so widely within the literature. 

Many among the cohort are more interested in sharing their 
research because they now feel they have ‘something to go on’ or 
‘more to say’ than they did last year. 

Behaviour typologies 
In 2010 we began to investigate the four behavioural typologies 
tentatively identified in the first year of the research, with a view 
to possibly validating and scaling up these typologies through the 
national context-setting survey.  The four types identified were: 
support seekers, go-it-aloners, multi-taskers and uni-taskers.   

A number of research tasks to investigate these further took place 
with the Gen Y cohort, including a short behavioural survey, 
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completion of a standard behaviour test and personality quiz, and 
analysis of blog and discussion data.  We concluded that, though 
there was some evidence to support our four typologies, this was 
often ambiguous and it was difficult to draw firm conclusions.  
Many of the behavioural attributes overlapped, or could be 
explained by the pressures common to all doctoral students at this 
stage in their career.  

It was therefore decided that there would be little benefit in 
pursuing this typology exercise or trying to scale up evidence 
gathering through the national context setting survey. 

Managing information 
The Gen Y cohort was asked to consider issues of managing the 
information they found to support their research: the impact of 
the internet on their research; what did they do with downloaded 
research resources? Do they suffer from information overload?  

Many of the cohort have downloaded and stored documents that 
they have not read, and significant amounts of time are devoted to 
managing these resources, through, for instance, setting up filing 
systems, using EndNote, and the problems of managing printed 
copies.  A strong and enduring preference emerges for printing out 
important downloaded files: for instance: 
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The temporary nature of information on the web and how to deal 
with this is also a concern within the cohort: 
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Nonetheless, there is overall appreciation of the Internet as both a 
way of accessing research resources and an immensely valuable 
resource in itself: researchers cannot live without the internet, and 
technology makes their research manageable.   

Nearly all disagreed with the premise that use of the internet could 
have a detrimental effect on their ability to read in greater depth 
or to read books: 
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Main place of work 
Among the Gen Y cohort there is now a fairly even split between 
those who work at their institution, usually in a shared office space 
with other PhD students, and those who work at home, with a 
handful who do a mixture of the two.   

Reasons given for preferring home include the accessibility of 
online research resources through institutional portals or the 
internet rendering physical visits to the institution unnecessary, 
and discomfort or overcrowding in the institution. 

Those who prefer working in their institution, however, cite lack of 
distractions, availability of resources including human resources in 
the shape of peers and supervisors, and the need to maintain a 
distinction between work and personal lives. 

Whether the choice is home or institutional space, there is an 
increasing emphasis on lack of distraction and need for 
‘productivity’ among the Gen Y cohort, all in or approaching the 
final year of their studies.  
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4.2 The 2010 Gen Y sample 
Of the 2239 Gen Y students who responded to the 2010 national 
context-setting survey, 93% were studying full-time in 2010.  The 
data show that 41% have some or all their funding from the 
research councils, 26% from departmental bursaries or other 
contributions, 27% from other external funding sources (e.g. third 
sector); and just over 10% are entirely self-funded.   

Year of study 
Figure 1 shows the sample split between years of study: as might 
be expected given the age of the Gen Y students, the majority are 
in their first or second years of study. 

Figure 1: Year of study: percentage of total Gen Y sample 

 

Subject disciplines 
As in the 2009 survey, the older age group sample has a 
significantly different subject profile to the Gen Y sample (see 
Figure 2); 63% of the older age group sample studies arts and 
humanities and social sciences, in contrast to the Gen Y sample 
among whom 61% studies science, technology and medicine.  

This remains consistent with the national trend since 2006 towards 
strong representation of science, technology and medicine 
subjects in doctoral research (HEPI, 2009, page 38). 
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Figure 2: Subject discipline: percentage of Gen Y and other age groups 

 

Cross-disciplinary information-seeking 
37% of the Gen Y sample is always or very often required to seek 
information outside their core discipline (Figure 3). More arts and 
humanities and social science students than science students say 
that their research ‘always’ or ‘very often’ entails crossing core 
subject discipline boundaries. 

Figure 3: Frequency of information seeking outside of core discipline: 
percentage of Gen Y and other age groups 

 

The data show more students in older age group sample working 
this way, which is consistent with the higher proportion of this 
sample studying arts and humanities and social sciences. 
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Constraints on research progress 
Survey respondents were asked to rank the severity of potential 
constraints on their research progress (ranking 1-5 with 5 the most 
significant).  As Figure 4 indicates, the Gen Y sample ranked every 
potential constraining factor markedly lower than the older age 
groups sample, indicating that overall Generation Y students feel 
less constrained in their research progress than older researchers.  
The data offer no clues as to why this year’s Gen Y sample are 
apparently more relaxed about their research progress than older 
age groups.   

This finding contrasts quite markedly with the results of the 2009 
survey in which the Gen Y and wider survey samples concurred on 
the severity of time pressures (3.78 and 3.85 respectively) and 
differed in their ranking of some other constraints much less 
dramatically than this year: for instance, in 2009 lack of money or 
the need to raise funds was given a mean ranking of 2.95 by the 
Gen Y sample and 3.11 by that of the wider survey sample.   

Despite this apparently relaxed attitude on the part of the Gen Y 
sample in 2010, comparison of data with 2009 indicates that 
overall both the Gen Y and the older age group samples feel more 
constrained in their research than those responding in 2009: for 
example, in 2010 all mean rankings indicated by the older age 
group sample were above 3.00, while in 2009 only two constraints 
were ranked so high.   

Analysis of the Gen Y sample by subject discipline show that arts 
and humanities students are slightly more likely to find the ‘time 
and the opening hours of institution’s library’ a constraint, and 

science, medicine and technology students tend to rank ‘licensing 
restrictions’, the ‘availability of specific technology’ and ‘lack of 
information seeking and research skills’ higher than those in other 
disciplines. 

Figure 4: Constraints on research progress ranked 1-5 (by Gen Y) 
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Figure 5 shows the increasing pressure of time and lack of money 
on the Gen Y sample as students progress through their PhD 
studies.   

Figure 5: Extent of two key constraints on Gen Y students in different years of 
study 

 

This pressure of time is also apparent among the Gen Y cohort, the 
members of which report that they have less time to indulge in 
discursive blogging, and frequently feel under considerable time 
pressures as they fully engage with writing up their research 
findings.  

 

Intermediate research outputs 
Articles in peer-reviewed journals remain the most frequently cited 
kind of intermediate research output, with more of the Gen Y 
sample (83%) than older students (77%) preferring to publish 
articles in peer-reviewed journals.  Conference papers and posters 
at conferences also dominate as ways of disseminating research 
findings (see Figure 6).   

In both the Gen Y and older age group samples, slightly more 
survey respondents (32% and 31%) cited open access journal 
articles than the respondents in the 2009 survey (28% and 27%), 
indicating perhaps that open access channels for scholarly 
communication are gaining ground within the PhD community.   

However, other survey data suggest that the lack of impact factor, 
status or credibility of open access journals in the eyes of academic 
colleagues and potential employers remain factors that constrain 
choices of publishing output among all doctoral students (see 5.1). 
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Figure 6: Most frequently cited research outputs: percentage of Gen Y and all 
other ages 

  

 

Working in teams or alone 
Figure 7 shows that students in the Gen Y sample are more likely 
than older students to work as part of a team (28% and 12%), 
although the large majority of both samples work alone on their 
research.  Team work is much more prevalent among the physical, 
biological, biomedical and veterinary sciences, which dominate in 
the Gen Y sample. 

Figure 7: Work alone or in a team: percentage of Gen Y and all other ages 
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The survey results for the second year show a clear preference 
within the Gen Y sample in comparison to older students for 
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sample prefers to work at home (see Figure 8).   
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Figure 8: Main place of work: percentage of Gen Y and all other ages 

 

Social sciences, arts and humanities students of all ages show a 
clear preference for working at home, rather than in an institution, 
and given that the older age group sample is dominated by these 
subjects this could go some way to explaining the very clear 
difference between age groups. 
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5 Research results 
In this section we provide the more detailed findings of the 
research study in 2010 (from the Gen Y sample supported by 
evidence from the Gen Y cohort where appropriate) in relation to 
the selected focus areas: 

• Use of technologies (in particular Web 2.0); 
• Using materials from and publishing in open access sources  
• Using sources and resources outside their own institutions 
• Training and support; and the role of the supervisor 

5.1 Use of technologies including 
Web 2.0 

Institutionally provided or supported 
technology 
The survey respondents were asked which of a range of 
institutionally supported technologies they used during the past 
academic year (see Figure 9).  Over one quarter of the Gen Y 
sample (27%) used none of the technologies listed.  However, the 
Gen Y sample was more likely than the other age group sample to 
have used some kind of technology provided by their institution 
(72% of the Gen Y sample and 64% of all other ages).  

Figure 9: Use of technologies provided/supported by own institution: 
percentage of Gen Y sample 

 

Citation and reference management tools were overwhelmingly 
the most frequently cited by the Gen Y sample (58%).  All the 
other kinds of technologies and applications are cited by only 10% 
or less.  
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Influences in using institutional technology 
Of those in the Gen Y sample who had used some kind of 
institutionally provided technology, half had been influenced to do 
so by suggestions from their peers, in contrast to only 39% of the 
users in the older age groups sample, and more of the Gen Y 
sample were influenced to use the technology by their supervisors 
than older students (41% and 36% respectively) (see Figure 10).   

Figure 10: What influenced your decision to use the technology? Percentage of 
Gen Y sample 

 

Help with using institutional technology 
58% of the Gen Y sample who used some institutionally provided 
technology had no hands-on help at all in using it.   

Figure 11: Hands-on help with using institutionally provided technology: 
percentage of Gen Y sample 
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Discipline differences in using institutionally 
provided technology 
Researchers in the arts and humanities and social sciences were 
less likely to have used any technology provided by the institution 
–for example, see Figure 12 showing those in the Gen Y sample 
that used no technology and those using citation and reference 
management tools. 

Figure 12: Using citation or reference management tools or no technology: 
percentage of Gen Y sample by subject discipline 

 

Technologies available on the open web 
including Web 2.0 
The survey respondents were asked about their passive and active 
use of technologies available on the open web for their research 
work during the past academic year (see Figure 13).  Overall, 
passive use, i.e. reading wikis only but not creating content, 
following blogs only but not blogging oneself, is much more 
common among the Gen Y sample than active use.  For example, 
29% made passive use of internet discussion forums, while 13% 
made active use of them; 23% followed blogs but only 9% actively 
blogged themselves. 

Of the Gen Y sample 8% made no use at all, either passive or 
active, of any of the listed technologies, 31% used only one or two 
and 26% used three or four either passively or actively. 

There are a few significant differences between the Gen Y and 
older age groups samples apparent from the data: as might be 
expected more of the Gen Y sample (29%) than older age groups 
(23%) are active users of consumer social networks; whereas more 
of the older age groups sample than the Gen Y (16% and 12% 
respectively) make active use of internet discussion forums.  60% 
of the Gen Y sample does not use Skype at all, compared to 52% of 
the older age group sample. 
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Figure 13: Use of open web technologies: percentage of Gen Y sample 

 

Figure 14: Percentage of Gen Y sample that did not use selected open web 
technologies in 2009 and 2010 surveys 
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majority of the cohort now uses Facebook in their personal lives, 
although most would not consider using this for their work as it 
implies an inappropriate mix of social life and work.   

However, more members of the cohort are using sites such as 
academia.edu, Graduate Junction and Mendeley to follow-up 
contacts made at conferences, to make contacts or organise a 
conference, and to share bits of research.  This change seems to be 
associated with their growing confidence in having something to 
share, since they are nearing the end of their studies.  Several 
members of the cohort now use Twitter to follow or to share (e.g. 
one cohort member was following the Housing Minister at DEFRA). 

Influences in using open web technology 
A range of influences to use these open web technologies was 
evident within the Gen Y sample, most commonly suggestions 
from peers (50%) and the specific nature of the research (48%).  
Gen Y researchers were more likely to have been influenced to use 
open-web technologies by their peers than all other ages (54% and 
46% of the respective samples) – see Figure 15. 

In using open web technologies, in contrast to institutionally 
provided technologies (see Figure 11), supervisors and library or 
technical staff are very much less likely to be the main influence on 
the Gen Y sample. 

The Gen Y cohort confirmed that very few of their supervisors are 
interested or particularly competent in the latest technology 
applications (see 5.4). 

 

Figure 15: What/who influenced your decision to use open web technology? 
Percentage of Gen Y sample 

 

Few members of the Gen Y cohort appear to be supported by their 
institutions in using these applications, though they do not appear 
to feel the lack of such support in terms of their own competence.   

This lack of institutional support, however, seems to reinforce their 
own feeling that using these open web technologies and online 
forums in research lacks legitimacy, or that the value and quality of 
contributions through such forums may be questionable. They see 
the potential of Web 2.0 technology in research but have raised 
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the question ‘who is using it?’  Several cohort members express 
the view that they ‘need better tools if they are to be used in 
research’. 

Help in using open web technology 
The Gen Y sample that used open web technologies received 
markedly less help in using them overall and from any source (see 
Figure 16) than they did with institutionally provided technologies 
(see, in contrast, Figure 11).  

The large majority of the Gen Y sample had no hands on help with 
using open web technologies in the last year: where help was 
provided overwhelmingly the most common source was their 
peers.   

Figure 16: Hands-on help in using open web technologies: percentages of Gen 
Y and older age groups samples that used technologies in last year 

 

Discipline differences in using open web 
technology 
Science, technology and medicine students (with the exception of 
engineering and computer sciences) overall make use of fewer of 
these open web technologies than those in arts and humanities 
and social sciences: see Table 2. 

Table 2: Subject disciplines and use of open web technologies: percentage of 
Gen Y sample 

Subject discipline group Number of Gen 
Y respondents 

Mean number of open web 
technologies used in the last 

academic year 

Medicine, dentistry and 
health sciences 

137 2.67 

Physical sciences 391 3.23 

Biological sciences 409 3.27 

Biomedical and veterinary 
sciences 

95 3.29 

Combined 31 3.55 

Social sciences 477 4.19 

Engineering and computer 
sciences 

348 4.36 

Arts and humanities 351 4.37 
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5.2 Using open access 

Understanding open access 
The survey respondents were asked to consider the veracity or 
otherwise of seven statements about the meaning and nature of 
‘open access’ and ‘self archiving’ as they are generally understood 
in relation to scholarly communications in the broadest sense (see 
Thorin, 2003).  Of the seven statements only three were ‘not true’ 
or fundamentally inaccurate (see Table 3: statement number 1 – 
not accurate in context of scholarly publishing; 4 – not true, 5 – not 
true). 

The data from the Gen Y sample indicates a great deal of 
uncertainty and lack of understanding about the nature and 
meaning of open access and self-archiving (Table 3), with four of 
the seven statements attracting a majority of ‘don’t know’ replies.   

The data also show that this uncertainty is shared with doctoral 
students of all other ages: there is little or no variation in the 
responses of the two samples. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 3: Responses to statements about open access: percentage of Gen Y 
survey sample  

 

Statement  True False 
Don’t 
know/not 
stated 

1 Open access is all works that are openly available 
on the web, which do not need any payment or 
permissions to look at, access or use it. 

66% 13% 21% 

2 Open access is scholarly publishing in an e-journal 
without any payment requirement to access it and 
no, or limited restrictions on use 

63% 13% 24% 

3 Self-archiving refers to authors depositing their 
work in open access institutional or subject 
repositories, or making material otherwise 
available on the web. 

40% 7% 53% 

4 Open access journals are not peer-reviewed 9% 55% 36% 

5 
Journal articles in conventional, non-open access 
journals are not self-archived by their authors 18% 21% 61% 

6 Research funders are beginning to expect open 
access to the research they support: many have 
already adopted self-archiving mandates 

26% 6% 68% 

7 
Some conventional, non-open access journals 
provide open access after an embargo period of 6 
–12 months or longer 

33% 6% 61% 
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Using open access sources in research 
The survey respondents were asked to comment on any 
reservations they might have about using open access or self-
archived research resources in their own research work.  Slightly 
more of the Gen Y sample than older ages (55% and 51%) said they 
had no reservations at all. 

Around 6% of both the Gen Y sample and other age group sample 
confessed to not knowing anything or not knowing enough about it 
to comment.  

Many others revealed again in their written comments that their 
understanding of what open access means is uncertain: there is, 
for instance, considerable confusion between open access and 
social media: for example 
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About 20% of the Gen Y sample wrote in comments that indicate 
their reservations about using open access sources: these 
reservations are primarily concerned with:  

• Quality control, reliability and currency of the sources, 
particularly whether or not the journal was peer-reviewed.  
Respondents particularly queried the use of self-archived 
sources on the basis that they would not have been peer-
reviewed: for example 
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• Scholarly value, impact or academic ranking of open 
access sources: several respondents expressed the view 
that their supervisors and/or examiners would not approve 
of citing open access sources: for example 
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• Time required to track down open access sources and 
likelihood of obtaining a ‘proper’ citation for the source: for 
example 
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Publishing through open access channels 
The survey also asked respondents to comment on any 
reservations they might have about using open access or self-
archiving as channels to publish or disseminate their own research 
work.  

Around 70% of the Gen Y sample and 65% of the older age group 
sample commented that they would have no reservations 
whatsoever.  At least 5% of the Gen Y sample confessed that they 
did not know anything or enough about open access to comment.   

Over 25% of the Gen Y sample expressed reservations about 
publishing their work through open access channels, and these 
were primarily concerned with: 

• Lack of impact factor, status or credibility of open access 
journals in the eyes of academic colleagues and potential 
employers: for example 
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• Strong preference for peer-reviewed journals, showing a 
general assumption that open access journals are not peer-
reviewed 
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• Importance of being cited in other publications and the 
assumed impossibility or difficulty of this with open access: 
for example 
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• Cost to the individual researcher: for example: 
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• Concern that copyright is not protected in open access 
journals; that open access and / or self-archiving would 
allow anyone to access the work and plagiarise it: for 
example 
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5.3 Using other academic libraries 

Discipline differences in using other 
libraries 
Figure 17: Physical visits to other academic library in last academic year: 
percentage of Gen Y sample 

 

As might be expected, the subject area of PhD study is a strong 
determinant of whether or not Gen Y doctoral students visit 
academic libraries other than that in their own institution (Figure 
17). Fewer respondents in the Gen Y sample had physically visited 
another academic library during the last academic year than those 
in the older age group sample (44% and 59% respectively): this 
correlates with the predominance of science, technology and 
medicine students in the Gen Y sample.  

Reasons for using other libraries 
The most common reason for using other libraries, among those 
respondents in the Gen Y sample who had used another academic 
library in the last academic year, was to access research material 
not available in their own institution (70%) (Figure 18). 

Figure 18: Reasons for using other libraries 
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A higher percentage of the older age group sample than Gen Y 
selected ‘convenience of location’ as a reason for using another 
library (32% of older respondents using other libraries in contrast 
to 22% of the Gen Y respondents using other libraries). 

Use of resources from other libraries 
Most of the Gen Y sample that did use another library some time 
during the last academic year found what they were looking for ‘all 
of the time’ (12%) or ‘most of the time’ (47%).   

We conclude that in most cases (because of the predominance of 
arts and humanities and social science students in this group from 
the Gen Y sample) this would be material in printed form since the 
respondents were likely to read the material they found at the 
library itself (52%) or to photocopy it (50%), while slightly fewer 
borrowed it (40%).   

Only one in four (25%) downloaded an electronic document while 
in another library.   
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5.4 Training and support and the 
role of the supervisor 
The survey asked respondents a series of questions about the most 
recent piece of training they had received during the past 
academic year.  35% of the Gen Y sample had received no training 
of any kind in the previous academic year (see Figure 19). 

Type of training received 
Respondents were asked to indicate the type or format of their 
most recent piece of training.  The data (see Figure 19: Type of 
training received during the previous academic year: percentage of 
Gen Y sampleFigure 19) indicate that there is still a heavy reliance 
on face-to-face and ‘traditional’ modes of training delivery, such as 
lecture, talks or demonstrations, workshops etc.  Online tutorials 
and learning packages were used by very few of the Gen Y sample.  

The Gen Y cohort confirms that their preference also is for face-to-
face training in some form or another, and preferably training that 
is not ‘generic’ but tailored to individual students or groups of 
students in specific fields.   

Figure 19: Type of training received during the previous academic year: 
percentage of Gen Y sample 
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Content of recent training 
Respondents were asked about the subject or focus of their most 
recent piece of training related to research information and 
resources – see Figure 20. The results of this second year survey 
reflect a very similar picture as those from the 2009 survey: for the 
large majority of students in the Gen Y sample the most recent 
training they had was in the same four areas as the comparable 
sample in 2009, namely:  

• Specific information skills (e.g. finding 'grey literature', 
using specific e-information services); 

• Finding research resources and services in your subject 
beyond your institution (e.g. inter-library loans, the British 
Library, accessing other key collections or libraries); 

• Finding/using subject-based bibliographic, abstract and 
journal research resources (print and electronic); 

• Using their own institution's portal to access electronic 
research resources. 

As in 2009 many fewer in the Gen Y sample had had recent 
training in use of any kind of technology applications or software 
or in using Web 2.0 technologies to support research. The only 
exception to this is that 20% of the Gen Y sample had received 
training in ‘managing references and using technology to do this 
(e.g. EndNote)’.  

The combined results of the 2009 and 2010 survey suggest that 
technology support may not be areas that are well or effectively 
covered by institutional provision of training and support to 
research students. 

Figure 20: Most recent training area: percentage of Gen Y sample 
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Differences in year of study 
Figure 21: Recent training from first year of study onwards: percentage of Gen 
Y sample 

 

All training take up in the Gen Y sample tails off steadily from year 
one onwards (see Figure 21). Take-up of training in the areas of 
identification and use of research information and specific 
resources also reduces from year one onwards (see Figure 22); this 
is to be expected since most PhD students acquire these skills and 
knowledge early in their study period.  

Figure 22: Content of most recent training by year of study: percentage of Gen 
Y sample 
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These data also show that take-up of training in ‘generic computer 
skills’ remains steady or with a slight increase over the years of 
study, perhaps indicating a need among a proportion of the Gen Y 
sample to keep up to date; and a slight increase in take up of 
training about ‘copyright/IPR and research’ between years one and 
four (9% and 12%), perhaps indicating an increasing interest in 
copyright issues as publication of final research results draws near. 

Discipline differences in training received 
The Gen Y sample data show that students in physical and 
biological sciences and those studying ‘combined’ subjects are 
more likely than those in other subjects to have received no 
training at all in the past year (46% of the sample from physical 
sciences; 38% of biological sciences; 39% of combined; compared 
to 32% of arts and humanities and 31% of social sciences).  This 
may be indicative of the less diverse and numerous range of 
research resources and sources required in the pure sciences and 
their likely electronic formats, in comparison to those available and 
necessary in the arts and humanities and social sciences (see RIN, 
2011b, p 16).  

Training providers 
The two most common providers of the recent training received by 
both samples in the survey were the researchers’ own department 
or faculty (34%) or their Doctoral Training Centre (26%).  The Gen Y 
sample was more reliant upon their departments or faculties (38%) 
compared with 29% in the other age group sample. 

Benefits of training received 
Figure 23: Benefits of most recent training: percentage of Gen Y and all other 
ages samples 
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sample (mean 1.64 and 1.83 respectively).  
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The role of the supervisor 
The first year of the study revealed a heavy reliance by the Gen Y 
cohort on their supervisors, for broad support and guidance in the 
direction of their research, as well as specific assistance with 
identifying research resources.  This was identified as an area for 
focus in the second year of the research in terms of how the 
supervisor provided support with technology, information seeking 
and research behaviour. 

In this second year of research the Gen Y cohort show as much 
variation in what they want from their supervisor(s) – for instance 
regular meetings, continual input and advice on sources and 
information, psychological support, structure and pressure – as the 
supervisors do in their style of PhD supervision.  The most 
important elements in the relationship appear to be a good fit in 
terms of expertise and knowledge of the particular research area; 
and being able to ‘get on’ as people.  
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Changing relationships 
Evidence from the Gen Y cohort shows that, as they draw closer to 
the end of their PhD studies their supervisors are no less 
important, though the relationship itself may have changed: for 
instance, for some it has become more ‘professional’: 
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Supervisors and technology 
Data from the Gen Y sample indicate that supervisors are quite 
influential in getting students to adopt institutionally supported 
technologies relevant to the specific nature of students’ research 
(see Figure 10 above); however, they are very much less influential 
when it comes to influencing the use of open web technology 
among students (see Figure 15 above). 

The supervisors of the Gen Y cohort members generally tend not 
to be particularly interested or up-to-date about using technology 
in research (though a few are actual technophobes) and this 
appears to have had some influence on the researchers’ choices of 
how to do their research: for example: 
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However, for most of the Gen Y cohort technological awareness is 
not a particular expectation of their supervisors, and any shortfall 
in this respect is not seen as a problem: 
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Recommending research resources 
It is clear that supervisors have been influential in directing the 
Gen Y cohort students to literature sources and often titles and 
articles: but as the PhD studies progress this is true only where 
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their areas of expertise are specifically aligned with the research 
topic of the student. Where there is no such close alignment, the 
researchers appear to feel more on their own after the initial few 
months of study: 
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Annex 1: 2010 context-
setting survey 
In the 2010 national context-setting survey of doctoral students in 
the UK, 72 higher education institutions (HEIs) from across the UK 
collaborated in the distribution of the survey, an increase of four 
on the number in 2009. 

A total of 6100 returned surveys, of which 4807 were useable in 
that they completed the questionnaire and they had no missing 
data in respect of the analysis variables.  Corresponding numbers 
in 2009 were 6562 completions and 5410 useable. 

Table 4: Survey response by type of HE institution 

HEI type No. of 
respondents 

Percentage of total  

University: old pre-1962 3202 66.6% 

University : old 1962-1991 741 15.4% 

University: new 1992 616 12.8% 

University: new post 1992 239 5.0% 

HE College 9 0.2% 

Total 4807 100.0% 

 

Table 5: Survey response by UK region 

UK Region 
No. of 
respondents 

Percentage of 
total 

North East 164 3.4% 

North West 172 3.6% 

Yorks and 
Humberside 331 6.9% 

East Midlands 216 4.5% 

West Midlands 275 5.7% 

East of England 416 8.7% 

London 1203 25.0% 

South East 553 11.5% 

South West 389 8.1% 

Wales 343 7.1% 

Scotland 556 11.6% 

Northern Ireland 189 3.9% 

Total 4807 100.0% 
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Figure 24: Number of respondents in England, N. Ireland, Scotland and Wales 

 

 

 

Profile of doctoral student respondents  

Age range 
The survey once again achieved a reasonable spread across 
different age groups including responses from 2239 (47% of total) 
Gen Y scholars, which is a higher proportion of the total compared 
to the 2009 survey sample (38%). Figure 25 shows the range of 
responses, which is overall slightly younger than the HESA statistics 
show for the population of PhD scholars as a whole. 

Figure 25: Age range of respondents: percentage of total respondents 
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Gender representation 
The gender split in 2010 was identical to that in 2009 (58% female, 
42% male), so skewed towards female researchers as indicated by 
comparison with the HESA data (46% female, 54% male). 

Full-time and part-time students 
As in the 2009 survey sample only 23% of respondents are studying 
part time, which is considerably lower than the proportion of 
part-time students recorded by HESA in the total doctoral student 
population. Only 7% of the Gen Y respondents are studying part-
time. 

Spread of subject disciplines 
There was a fairly even spread of subject disciplines in the survey, 
with 51% of respondents in arts and humanities or social science 
disciplines, 47% science, technology and medicine and 2% in 
combined discipline subjects. 

Generation Y respondents were more likely to be undertaking a 
science or technology discipline, with far more of the older 
students in arts and humanities and social sciences (see Figure 2) 

Sources of research funding 
Over one quarter (28%) of the survey respondents receive all or 
some funding from the research councils: 21% are entirely self-
funded – see Figure 26.  

Figure 26: How students are funded: sources of some or all funding: 
percentage of total respondents 
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