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Postgraduate (Research) Space Survey

Introduction:
The aim of the Postgraduate Research (PGR) Space Survey is to understand how PGR
students at UCL currently utilise space (study and social) and how the use of space at UCL
can be improved. This survey was initiated following various and frequent complaints
surrounding lack of appropriate study space and hot desking by PGR students. This situation
has caused feelings of dissatisfaction, isolation and stress amongst these students. Students
who were expected or asked to study in their home environment may not have access to
the resources available at UCL, and may miss out on the motivational benefits of studying in
an academic environment with their peers. They can therefore be less productive and feel
increasingly dissatisfied. Due to the nature of their study, PGR students may also often fail
to find opportunities to socialise with their peers. Providing them with a dedicated social
space where they can unwind, take a break and meet their colleagues was a key request by
respondents.

The following report analyses responses to this survey conducted by UCLU in February
2016. The survey was promoted in UCLU’s Postgraduate Student email. There were 518
respondents in total which represents a 9% response rate.

Tables are based on all respondents (except where specified using N=x), and show the
percentage of respondents.

Study from home and central spaces:

Students who don’t have allocated desk space in their department are more likely to spend
longer studying at home than those with a desk; 51% of those who don’t have desk space
allocated to them spend more than 10 hours a week studying at home, compared to just
24% who do have allocated space.

The number of students working from home is concerning, as students explained they felt
pressured to work from home and increasingly isolated.

“I spend most of my time working from home which is not ideal… I imagine that the
security and stability offered by an allocated desk would be very helpful. Having an
allocated desk and space would help me regulate my working hours, and create
more of an environment of rest in my small flat which would greatly benefit my
mental health.”

“The department is trying to release some of the pressure by having as many PhD
students as possible working from home. I did it for the first 6 months of my PhD and
I don't think it is too problematic when it is temporary (it has obvious disadvantages
such as being isolated and less productive, but sometimes it is also convenient to be
at home). But mostly I wouldn't find it problematic if accommodation wasn't such a
serious issue in London. My ‘home’ currently consist of a 12m2 single room in a UCL
student accommodation that I pay 800£ a month. In this context I find it hard to
imagine how I could be working from home... "
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“Not everyone has a space to work at home and it is important to feel included and
considered by the university/department.”

Nearly three quarters (73%) of those who do have desk space allocated to them spend
more than 25 hours studying at UCL. This compares to just 31% who don’t have desk space
allocated to them.

UCL provides additional central study locations, some of which are intended for the
exclusive use of postgraduates. However, in the survey, some students made comments on
a lack of awareness of available places to study, suggesting that “it would be good to have
some sort of searchable list of study space.” This list should differentiate between social
study space and quiet study space.

Students who did willingly work from home for various reasons, felt particularly aggrieved
that they did not have some space available to them:

“Some departments have a rule that you have to be at your desk full time to be
eligible for one. However, this is quite prejudicial against mature students, parents
and carers who, whilst they may be required to spend some of their time working at
home , would still benefit from the cross fertilisation of ideas which comes from
having a desk near other researchers.”

“I couldn't be assigned a desk because I am part-time, which had a huge impact on
my ability to network and socialise in the department - essentially, after 5 years, I
have made very few links with other researchers”

Figure 1: Responses to “which of the following study/research places at UCL are you aware of?
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Recommendation 1: Space should be available and communicated to part-time

students and those working from home. If space is not available, extra support and

effort to integrate these students should be prioritised.



Students with allocated desk space in their department are less likely to be aware of the

Research Grid or the Graduate Hub. Those that did use the Hub and Grid noted that both

spaces should be expanded.

“The research grid in the science library is the only acceptable working place just for

post graduates, therefore I would create a couple more throughout the campus.”

“Create more silent room working spaces like the research grid. Out of the 6 times I

went there since it opened, I only had place to stay 2 times.”

“I liked the idea of computer pods in the new research grid but they are relatively

much less in number and somehow it has never been possible for me to secure one. I

think there should be more computer pods. There should also be signs for 'quiet

study.'’

For those who don’t have allocated desk space, 53% prefer to study in the library.
Comments noted that the libraries and other spaces around campus were often crowded
and attempts to work outside the department were “wasted time”. Additionally students
noted that “using the library is not always convenient. Most PhD students need a lot of
books and material and it would be great if you had somewhere to keep these things.”

Nevertheless, the library is preferred over the Research Grid and the Graduate Hub of those
who don’t have allocated desk space. Interestingly, 40% of those who don’t have allocated
desk space in their department prefer to study at departmental desk space which implies
there are some social/shared study spaces available within departments. This also
demonstrated a desire to be embedded in the department.

The demand for departmental study space:

While the majority of respondents did have space specifically for PGR students either within
their department or faculty, there were a considerable number of students who did not.
One-fifth of respondents were unable to identify whether space was available within their
department, which indicates a better orientation is needed. Additionally, of those that did
have some departmental/faculty space for PGRs, nearly half of respondents did not have
allocated individual desk space.

Recommendation 2: Central UCL PGR space (Research Grid and the Graduate Hub)

should be promoted more widely, especially in the Departments and Faculties where

there is insufficient PGR study space. With this in mind, improved provision of central

study space specifically assigned to PGR students will be valuable.
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Figure 2: Responses to “Does your faculty have any study/research space specifically for postgraduate
(research) students?”

Many students believe that PhD students should be allocated a desk.
“Providing more desks in the departments (even if they are small) so that every
postgraduate research student has his/her own space. Helps to settle in and also
work more productively.”

“Please assign individual space. That's the main need. I often have to wander around

from place to place looking for a spot to stay and study.”

Figure 3: Responses to “Do you have your own desk space assigned to you for private study/research in your
faculty?

The few students who reported positive experiences of being allocated a desk were very
grateful.

“As, I'm in the geography department I'm very lucky. Every PhD student has their
own private desk, which is theirs throughout the whole duration of their study… I
work in the phd room at my desk every day, Monday to Friday, and if I didn't have
this dedicated space I doubt I would be anywhere near as on track to complete
within my funded period as I am now. It shocks and saddens me that phd students in
allied disciplines, such as history, have no such comparable space to work.”
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“As a PhD student, I expected to have my own desk upon arrival to UCL, however, I
had to spend the first year using departmental hot desk lab. With no access to
overnight assigned lockers, it was extremely taxing to lug my equipment from home
to UCL then to home again every day. Now, I'm second year PhD student and have
been assigned a desk and life is much more easier.

“I’m currently on a fellowship at another institution where I have my own desk, with
my own book shelf, and my productivity has increased dramatically compared to
when I’m at UCL.”

Figure 4: Responses to “If postgraduate research students were allowed their own desks, what should happen to the
desk space when the student is away?”

Attitudes towards use of desks during period of absence varied between students who did
or did not have allocated space. Although students who had allocated desk space in their
department were more likely to say that it should be left as it is in the event of absence
(38% compared to 17%), the majority (49%) think it should be made available to others as a
hot desk.

Many students who currently use hot desks were very frustrated with the set up. They
expressed unhappiness with the disruption:

“I'm actually very disappointed with space issue for PhD students, especially with a
hot desk ... This factor really affects my research work as it is quite difficult to
concentrate and focus when you always have to change your working space or even
location.”

They also noted frustration with having no guarantee of space:
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Recommendation 3: Individual desk space should be provided by UCL Departments or
Faculties for PGR students, where possible. This has an added benefit of allowing PGR
students to be surrounded by students and colleagues from similar subject areas.
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“The hot desking solution, as imagined in the institute, does not resolve the space
problem because there are more students than hot desks (hot desking is more meant
to increase interaction and dynamism than to manage to fit 10 students in 3 desks).”

“I don't think it is acceptable to have to ‘fight’ for a place to work everyday.”

If hot desking does have to be implemented in a department, there should be strict rules
about clearing the space at the end of each working day.

“Hot desking Does Not Work in this context as the clearing of desks over night is not
rigorously enforced in the way that it is in companies who have successfully
implemented hot desking.”

One suggestion made by students to minimise the problem was to ensure lockers were
available where there are hot desks.

It is very clear from comments in the survey that students are unhappy with a lack of
departmental space and with hot desking.

Social Space for PGR students

Figure 5:
Responses to “To what extent do you agree or disagree with the following statement: Postgraduate research students
should have their own social space?”

A majority of respondents agreed that PGR students should have their own social space.
When asked to choose four feature that would be important students noted a particular
desire for comfortable seating, microwaves, drinking facilities and fridges.
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Recommendation 4: In instances where hot desking is unavoidable, there should be

consistency in terms of rules and policies. Compliance of the set rules and policies should be

supervised through regular inspections. Examples of this include keeping hot desk space

clutter free when not in use and allocating the space fairly.

Recommendation 5: In the event of a lack of individual desk space and consistent hot

desking, individually assigned lockers should be provided. This will help keep common desk

spaces free and will save students from having to carry materials home regularly.



Figure 6: Responses to “If you were designing social space for postgraduate research students at UCL, what facilities
would you include? (You can choose up to 4)“ (N=413 )

Students commented on the lack of social space facilities.
“We have a very few number of meeting rooms and we don't have any dining room

/ kitchen so we are obliged to have lunch at our desk or in a lab., which is not
appropriate”.

Several comments encouraged a distinction between social spaces and quiet spaces.
Students felt that social spaces would be very beneficial in creating a community.

“‘There is currently no social space for postgraduates at SOP at the moment. The
creation of such space would benefit the whole SOP community.’’
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Recommendation 6: Space for lunch breaks and socialising should be increasingly Department and

Faculty focussed and should contain comfortable seating, microwaves, hot drinking vending

machines and refrigerators.

Recommendation 7: Wherein possible Departmental/Faculty staff rooms should be opened to

research students.
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Study space for PGRs

Figure 7: Responses to “If you were designing study/research space for postgraduate students at UCL, what features
would you include? (You can choose up to 4)”

Students were very interested in desk space, printing facilities, tables and lockers for study
space. There were several comments about the way in which we utilise existing space. For
example, some students commented that they felt the desks in their department were too
big, implying more students could fit into the office. Another student requested, “‘properly
design places for us, don't just stick a dozen desks in any old cramped office.” There is
clearly a need for balance in the office design.

It is worth spending time assessing the existing space available for postgraduates as there
were several suggestions on what amenities and small changes would make a better impact.
Some students suggested more natural light and less noise. One respondent suggested:
“Make spaces light, contemporary and comfortable. A place where you feel inspired to
spend time.”
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Recommendation 8: Current study spaces should be examined and improved. This should

include proper ventilation, lighting and comfortable seating. Existing spaces should also

be reviewed to ensure an efficient use of space, for example, the size of desks.

Recommendation 9: Basic amenities in current PGR study spaces should include provision

for drinking water, a kettle, power sockets and printing facilities.



Conclusion:

Figure 8: Responses to “What do you think the main thing we could do to improve space for postgraduate research
students at UCL would be? (N=330)

One interesting things to have come out of the survey is the relationship between adequate
space and a feeling of belonging. A number of comments mention how isolated PhD
students can feel, and the difficulties in fitting in when you feel more like a staff member
than a student. By having allocated study space this can help students feel like they belong
and they are part of a community:

‘As a 4th-year PhD student, I think my main complaint has been the absence of a
personal desk with a desktop computer where I can leave my stuff, develop a sense
of belonging and study quietly for long hours. PhD research is already a very isolating
process and you definitely need such space to keep feeling motivated without being
overwhelmed...’

Results of the Postgraduate Research Space Survey clearly supports and advocates
individually allocated study space for PGR students. Based on comments, students without
desk space currently feel more isolated and stressed. The space should include desk space
and social space for students and be departmental or faculty based where possible. We will
provide breakdown reports of all faculty responses directly to the faculty graduate tutors
for their consideration.

Although hot desking is not preferred, a majority of students have agreed to assign their
allocated desk space as hot desks when they are away from the university for a
considerable amount of time. Therefore, we are advising that departments/faculties review
their current hot desking practices.
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An increasing number of PGR students are dissatisfied with their current study
arrangements at UCL and equate a lack of space with a lack of belonging at UCL. This calls
for serious and urgent remedies to improve current study and social space arrangements at
UCL and a reminder to be mindful about intake and expansion in future endeavours.

Recommendation 10: As UCL is aiming to expand, acquire smaller institutions and build

new spaces, the specific space requirements for PGR students must be kept in mind.



Summary Recommendations:
1. Space should be available and communicated to part-time students and those

working from home. If space is not available, extra support and effort to integrate

these students should be prioritised.

2. Central UCL PGR space (Research Grid and the Graduate Hub) should be promoted

more widely, especially in the Departments and Faculties where there is insufficient

PGR study space. With this in mind, improved provision of central study space

specifically assigned to PGR student s will be valuable.

3. Individual desk space should be provided by UCL Departments or Faculties for PGR

students, where possible. This has an added benefit of allowing PGR students to be

surrounded by students and colleagues from similar subject areas.

4. In instances where hot desking is unavoidable, there should be consistency in terms

of rules and policies. Compliance of the set rules and policies should be supervised

through regular inspections. Examples of this include keeping hot desk space clutter

free when not in use and allocating the space fairly.

5. In the event of a lack of individual desk space and consistent hot desking,

individually assigned lockers should be provided. This will help keep common desk

spaces free and will save students from having to carry materials home regularly.

6. Current study spaces should be examined and improved. This should include proper

ventilation, lighting and comfortable seating. Existing spaces should also be

reviewed to ensure an efficient use of space, for example, the size of desks.

7. Basic amenities in current PGR study spaces should include provision for drinking

water, a kettle, power sockets and printing facilities

8. Space for lunch breaks and socialising should be increasingly Department and

Faculty focussed and should contain comfortable seating, microwaves, hot drinking

vending machines and refrigerators.

9. Wherein possible Departmental/Faculty staff rooms should be opened to research

students.

10. As UCL is aiming to expand, acquire smaller institutions and build new spaces, the

specific space requirements for PGR students must be kept in mind.


