
 

NWSSDTP Research Assistant Placement Scheme 

The North West Social Science Doctoral Training Partnership (NWSSDTP) is trialling a new 
Research Assistant Placement scheme for NWSSDTP students. A series of five projects have 
been proposed by academic members of staff from across the consortium, for which we are 
now recruiting postgraduate researchers. Further information on the scheme, including how 
to apply, can be found here:  

https://nwssdtp.ac.uk/current-students/research-assistant-placements/ 

Project 1: Liverpool Access to Advice Network 

Start Date: As Soon As Possible 

Project Supervisor: Dr Jennifer Sigafoos, University of Liverpool 

Project Outline: 

We are seeking a dynamic RA with an interest in social justice. We want you to work with us 
to talk to community and voluntary sector organisations about how people try to solve their 
problems. We will give you all the support you need to be part of this exciting real-world 
project that is influencing policy in Liverpool.  

For 3 years Dr Jennifer Sigafoos and Dr James Organ have led the ‘Liverpool Access to Advice 
Network’ (LATAN) research project (part-funded by Liverpool City Council (LCC)), which has 
analysed access to justice in Liverpool from the perspective of the providers and users of free 
legal advice services. This has built on our previous EHRC and LCC-funded access to justice 
research projects that formed part of an Impact Case Study submitted to REF2021 and are 
producing significant research outputs (e.g. Sigafoos and Organ 2021). You will work on a new 
phase of the research project conducting qualitative interviews and analysing data. 

The project’s access to justice research sits within the 'everyday legal problems' paradigm 
(Currie, 2009), focuses on social welfare 'justiciable events' (Genn, 1999) that occur in an 
individual’s life but are not resolved in a court of law, such as job loss or housing disrepair. 
The increasingly patchy network of advice agencies in a sector devastated by funding losses 
and problems with legal capability mean that individuals may or may not recognise that their 
‘everyday legal problems’ have a legal component, and may or may not seek advice to help 
resolve them. This research is coupled with and influences the practical elements of the 
project led by our main non-HEI partner, Citizens Advice Liverpool: the development of a 
Liverpool Access to Advice Network (LATAN) and client e-referral system. 

We will conduct 6-8 case studies, each focused around an organisation where people with 
everyday legal problems might seek help. In each setting we will conduct 3-5 client interviews 
and 1-3 staff interviews. The organisations (tbc) will be advice agencies (law centres, Shelter, 

https://nwssdtp.ac.uk/current-students/research-assistant-placements/


Citizens Advice Liverpool), and others (foodbanks, the Brain Charity) that are not primarily 
advice organisations but have advice projects connected to their main purpose, or that act 
regularly as a gateway to advice services. This co-location of free legal advice services, 
particularly in health settings, is a major new access to justice policy development. 

This research will develop understanding of advice networks from the perspective of service 
providers, and actual and potential advice seekers. Specifically, we will explore the extent 
that: 

- Liverpool advice organisations collaborate to provide social welfare law advice and 
related activities, and the impact of the research project activities. 

- people know their problem has a legal dimension. 
- people understand advice could help address their problem, and that advice is 

available. 
- people can find the help they need, and their experience of Liverpool’s advice 

network. 

The PhD candidate will gain an understanding of running a multi-annual collaborative 
research project strongly embedded in an important local and national policy context, and 
experience of engagement with multiple community and voluntary sector organisations, 
carrying out qualitative research activities involving service users and providers, and data 
analysis. It will also give an insight into academic impact and the development of academic 
outputs from qualitative research projects. 

Student Specification: 

This project could be relevant to students on a number of NWSSDTP pathways, including 
Criminology, Social Policy and Social Work, Social Anthropology, Sociology and Socio-legal 
Studies. 

It is suited to students with strong qualitative social research skills. The student will provide 
research assistance, including conducting semi-structured interviews at eight sites in 
Liverpool. They will assist the transcription and analysis using NVIVO of data from this project 
phase, and data from earlier phases. Experience of semi-structured interviews and analysing 
data would be desirable. 

There will be opportunities to meet and work with representatives from a number of different 
Non-HEI organisations, including Citizens Advice Liverpool, Law Centres, foodbanks and 
Liverpool City Council. It would suit a student who is interested in understanding how 
community and voluntary sector organisations function and adapt to changing environments, 
as well as those interested in local government. 

In the event that potential candidates have experience of some, but not all, of these desired 
skills, we will help the Research Assistant to further develop their qualitative research skills in 
post.  


