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[bookmark: _Toc228198949]Introduction
This guide brings together key points to help you support students with questions about long-term access and use of their PhD theses.
These issues matter because theses often underpin future research and may be accessed, used, and reused many years after submission. Without some thought during the research and writing process, parts of a thesis—such as links, certain file formats, or web-based content—may become difficult to access or understand over time.
[bookmark: _Toc228198950]You can play an important role in helping students anticipate and avoid these issues. By reinforcing key messages in your interactions, you can support them in building resilience and long-term usability into their thesis throughout its development. Signposting relevant resources and responding to common questions will help equip students to tackle these challenges.





[bookmark: _Toc228198951]How to use this guide
This guide is designed as a quick reference to support conversations with students about the long-term access and use of their theses. You do not need to read it in full—use the sections below as needed, depending on the situation. You are also encouraged to adapt the guide to suit your local context, for example by adding links to institutional guidance, including frequently asked questions specific to your student cohort, or tailoring sections so they align with your policies and procedures.
The guide includes the following sections:
[bookmark: _Toc228198952]What students need to know (in a nutshell)
A short summary of the key ideas that students should be aware of. Useful for quickly orienting yourself or drawing out the key messages for conversations with students.

[bookmark: _Toc228198953]Key principles to reinforce
Five core principles that can guide how students prepare their thesis over time. These can be introduced informally in discussions or built into training and guidance.

[bookmark: _Toc228198954]Helpful prompts for conversations with students
Questions you can use in conversation to encourage students to think through potential risks and make informed decisions, particularly for more complex or non-standard theses.

[bookmark: _Toc228198955]Frequently asked questions
Suggested responses to common queries from students, covering topics such as copyright, embargoes, websites, links, and file formats. These can be used directly or adapted to fit your institution’s policies and guidance.

[bookmark: _Toc228198956]Further support and resources for staff
A list of internal teams and external resources that may provide additional guidance. This section can be customised to reflect your local context and help you identify where to go for further advice.

[bookmark: _Toc228198957]What students need to understand (in a nutshell)
· Their thesis may be used many years from now, in different systems and contexts.
· Digital content is fragile and may break or become inaccessible over time.
· Students need to make informed decisions that support the long-term accessibility and usability of their theses.
· When considering long-term access, not everything in a thesis needs the same level of attention—encourage students to focus on the parts that are most important for others to understand or reuse.
[bookmark: _Toc228198958]Key principles to reinforce
1. Plan for change
Digital content is not fixed—software changes, formats become outdated, and web content may be updated or disappear. This means it is likely that parts of a thesis may not work or be accessible in the future. Encourage students to plan for this by choosing suitable formats, avoiding reliance on specific tools or platforms, and thinking carefully about how they use web content.
2. Prioritize what matters
Students are often pulled in many directions when working on their thesis, with a lot to think about and manage. Considering how their work will be accessed and used in the future adds an additional challenge, but reminding students that not every part of their thesis needs the same level of attention can make this feel more achievable and less overwhelming. Encourage students to focus on the parts of their work that are most important for others to access, understand, or reuse, and to use this to guide decisions about formats, documentation, and how they prepare their work for future use.
3. Provide alternative ways to access content
For important elements of a thesis, don’t rely on a single way of accessing content. Encourage students to provide alternatives where possible—for example, saving or archiving web content as well as linking to it, providing simpler versions of complex files alongside the originals, or including transcripts, code, or short descriptions for content that may not always work. This helps ensure that if one version fails, another can still support understanding and use.
4. Document decisions and context
Encourage students to keep notes about their files, formats, and sources. For their own content, this might include how it was created and how files relate to each other. For third-party content, it should include the source, any permissions or licences, and whether anything is missing. The level of documentation should reflect the complexity of the thesis—it might be fairly minimal for a single PDF, but more detailed for work with multiple files, data, or web content. Documentation can be included in the thesis or as separate files (e.g., a short README file explaining what is included and how to use it). This context can help others understand and use the work over time, support a smoother submission process, and provide some of the information needed to manage and preserve the content in the future.

5. Engage early with guidance and support
Whenever possible, encourage students to familiarise themselves with submission requirements and available guidance early in their PhD, rather than leaving this until the end. Signpost training, resources, and support services so they can make informed decisions as they go and be better prepared for submission.
[bookmark: _Toc228198959]Helpful prompts for conversations with students
Use these prompts to guide conversations with students, especially those working with more complex or non-standard thesis formats. 
· “What parts of your work are most important for others to understand or use?”
· “If this link or file didn’t work in a few years, what would someone need instead?”
· “Is any component of your thesis dependent on a single piece of software or platform? If that software or platform isn’t available in the future, how else could someone access or understand your work?”
· “Have you checked the university’s guidance and requirements for thesis submission and access? What questions do you have?”
[bookmark: _Toc228198960]Frequently asked questions
These are examples of questions that commonly arise when discussing theses with students. What questions are most helpful to you—and the appropriate responses—are likely to vary between universities, depending on your local policies, procedures, and guidance.
Feel free to use these questions on your website or in other guidance you provide for students. You may need to adapt and edit these questions and responses to suit your context. This could include adding links to relevant university guidance, including questions specific to your institution, and editing responses so they align with your requirements and policy.
“Can I use copyrighted material in the thesis?”
Yes, although you may need permission. UK copyright law sometimes allows use of limited amounts of copyrighted material without permission, as long as the use is relevant, no more than necessary, and properly acknowledged. However, these exceptions are narrow and it’s important to understand what is and isn’t permitted. If you include material without the right permissions (and it is not covered by a copyright exception), your thesis may need to be restricted, delayed, or made available with content removed or replaced.
“Should I apply an embargo to my thesis?”
An embargo is typically needed in situations where you need to delay public access to your thesis for a defined and limited period. This may include cases where your thesis contains sensitive or confidential information (for example, about research participants or locations that could pose a risk if made public), material covered by non-disclosure agreements or commercial partnerships, or where there are short-term publication considerations. 
Making your thesis available online does not usually affect your ability to publish a book or articles based on it later, as publishers expect substantial revision from a thesis. This is therefore not typically a reason to apply an embargo. 
“Can I submit a website as my thesis?”
It is likely that you can create a website or web-based project as part of your thesis, although be sure to check your university’s guidance. However, it’s important to recognise that websites are not stable by default. They rely on hosting, software, and ongoing maintenance, and may change or become unavailable over time—even if created and hosted by you. A website on its own may not provide a reliable, long-term record of the research.
If you are considering this approach, you need to think about how your work will be understood and accessed in the future. In practice, this might mean providing a more stable version of the site alongside the live version—for example, submitting the underlying website files or capturing an archived version of the site using web archiving tools. Documentation can also help explain how the site is structured and how it relates to other parts of your thesis and research. For particularly complex or interactive content, additional materials (e.g., screenshots or screen recordings, transcripts, or underlying code) can help ensure that your work remains understandable and meaningful over time.
“How do I make sure that links to online content in my thesis don’t break?”
It’s not possible to guarantee that links to online content will continue to work over time. Web content changes frequently, and links may break even on well-maintained sites. Instead, it’s safer to assume that links will eventually stop working and plan for this.
Start by considering which links are most important to your research and take additional steps to support their long-term use. This might include using persistent identifiers (such as DOIs, Handles, and ARKs) where available, creating and linking to an archived version of the content (as well as the original), submitting copies of relevant files or screenshots where possible and permitted, and/or providing a short description so the content can still be understood even if the link no longer works. These approaches help ensure that the meaning and context of the work are preserved when the original link fails.
“What file formats are best suited for long-term access and use?”
No file format is perfect, but in general, formats that are widely used, well-documented, and not tied to specific software are more likely to remain accessible over time. When choosing formats, consider what matters most about your content and let that guide your decisions.
For example, if maintaining layout and formatting is important, PDF may be a good option. If you are working with audio or video, you may want formats that preserve quality rather than reducing file size through compression. Where possible, avoid formats that depend on specialist or proprietary software. If such software is needed, consider providing more than one version of the content (e.g., the original file alongside a simpler, more accessible format).
There is no such thing as a future-proof format—but thoughtful choices can help support long-term access and usability.
[bookmark: _Toc228198961]Further support and resources for staff
[bookmark: _Toc228198962]The examples below suggest where additional guidance or specialist support may be helpful, but available services, contacts, and resources will vary. This section is intended to help staff identify relevant teams and expertise within the university that they can contact for further advice or support—it is not expected that students will be referred to these services directly.
[bookmark: _Toc228198963]In some cases, engaging with these teams may highlight existing student-facing resources or guidance that can be shared more widely. You are encouraged to tailor this section to reflect your local context—add relevant contact details and links to guidance, remove anything that does not apply, and include any additional support or frequently used resources within your institution.
[bookmark: _Toc228198964]Internal guidance and support
Research Data team/department
Can advise on managing, organizing, and sharing research data, including file formats, documentation, and data accompanying a thesis.
Local contact and/or guidance: [INSERT]
University Archives
May support the long-term preservation of theses and related materials, particularly where content has enduring research or institutional value.
Local contact and/or guidance: [INSERT]
Digital Preservation team/department
Can advise on file formats, specific tools and methods, and approaches to ensuring long-term access to digital content, especially for complex or non-standard materials.
Local contact and/or guidance: [INSERT]
Copyright team/department
Can provide guidance on using third-party content, permissions, licences, and any restrictions affecting what can be included or shared.
Local contact and/or guidance: [INSERT]
Student Support team/department
Can advise on submission requirements, accepted formats, embargoes, and how theses are made available after submission.
Local contact and/or guidance: [INSERT]
Library 
Often provide general guidance and training on a broad range of topics, including research methods, referencing, and open access, and can help direct students to appropriate specialist support.
Local contact and/or guidance: [INSERT]
[bookmark: _Toc228198965]

External guidance and support
The following resources provide additional guidance on topics covered in this guide. Institutions may wish to adapt this list to include or prioritize resources most relevant to their students and staff.
Preserving E-Theses Resource Pack
Short, practical resources explaining the importance of preserving e-theses and offering actionable guidance for universities to use in their own training and support.
https://www.dpconline.org/digipres/prof-development/preserving-e-theses-resource
Digital Preservation Coalition (DPC)
Provides guidance, training, and resources on digital preservation. If you are employed by an organization that is a member of the DPC, you are also able to benefit from many other activities including events, special interest groups, and community discussions about digital preservation.
https://www.dpconline.org
The following DPC resources provide introductions to digital preservation:
· The Digital Preservation Handbook: https://www.dpconline.org/handbook
· Novice to Know-How (free, online digital preservation training): https://www.dpconline.org/digipres/prof-development/n2kh-online-training
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