
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
ESRC funded PhD Studentship in Social Network Analysis & Data Science: Tracking news 
exposure through online social networks 
 
University of Exeter 
 
Supervisors: Prof Susan Banducci, Dr Hywel Williams 
 
The rapid shift to online delivery of content has radically altered the way in which people 
consume news media. Rather than reading a single newspaper from cover-to-cover, individuals 
share and receive news stories through social media and online social networking platforms. This 
PhD project will apply social network analysis and machine learning to understand how social 
sharing of online news affects the variety of content and opinions to which users are exposed. 
Media exposure plays an important role in shaping attitudes and behaviour, making this research 
relevant to many areas of study, from politics to health behaviour and consumer choice. 
 
The project will apply a variety of computational methods to analyse large datasets including 
traditional news text and social media. Network analysis will be used to track the flow of news 
content between individuals. Machine learning will be used to identify topics and themes from 
shared content. Models of opinion diffusion will be applied to understand the outcomes of social 
news-sharing in large online networks. The student will work within an interdisciplinary team of 
computer scientists and social scientists (including acclaimed computational social scientist Prof 
David Lazer at Northeastern University, USA), gaining transferable skills in data-mining and 
analysis of large and complex datasets. The studentship will be hosted by the Department of 
Politics at University of Exeter, but the appointed doctoral researcher is expected to interact 
closely with colleagues from Computer Science and Mathematics. 
 
Candidates will require a strong quantitative background (e.g. computer science, mathematics, 
physics, statistics  and/or quantitative social science methods) and some prior programming 
experience (or desire to learn). Knowledge of machine learning, network analysis, statistics or 
natural language processing are desirable. 
 
The project is fully funded by ESRC for three years, covering tuition fees and a maintenance 
allowance of £14,057 per annum.  
 
Eligibility requirements: This studentship is available to applicants who are ordinarily resident 
in the UK and are classed as UK/EU for tuition fee purposes. Applicants who are classed as 
International for tuition fee purposes are not eligible for funding. 
 



Applicants should have achieved at least a 2:1 undergraduate degree in a relevant subject area 
and have completed or be in the process of completing a masters in a related area.  
 
How to apply: Details about the application process are available HERE. You will be asked to 
submit some personal details and upload a full CV, covering letter and details of two academic 
referees. Your covering letter (2 pages maximum) should outline your academic interests, prior 
research experience and reasons for wishing to undertake this project. Application deadline is 
April 29, 2016. 
 
Enquiries: We welcome informal enquiries about this PhD project – please contact Prof Susan 
Banducci (s.a.banducci@exeter.ac.uk) or Dr Hywel Williams (h.t.p.williams@exeter.ac.uk). 
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