
Job Description – Post-doctoral Research Associate 
 

Change your career, change lives 

The Open University is the UK’s largest university, a world leader in flexible part-time education 
combining a mission to widen access to higher education with research excellence, transforming lives 
through education. 

 

About the role 

Applicants are invited to apply for the post of Postdoctoral Research Associate (PDRA) to a research 
project funded by the European Research Council entitled ‘REDEFINE (Re-orienting development: the 
dynamics and effects of Chinese infrastructure investment in Europe)’. The successful candidate will 
be based in the Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences (FASS) at The Open University in Milton Keynes and 
will work with Professor Giles Mohan (The Open University). The project is due to be completed on 
the 31st November 2025.  

Project Description 

The project – Re-orienting development: the dynamics and effects of Chinese infrastructure investment 
in Europe or REDEFINE – started in November 2020 and lasts for 5 years.  While seeking to advance 
inter-disciplinary theoretical debates,  REDEFINE is centred on understanding how a range of Chinese-
backed infrastructure projects are assembled and implemented in a range of European countries (UK, 
Greece, Hungary and Germany) and with what impacts on local, regional and national development. 
The successful candidates will use their research knowledge, skills and networks to understand the 
country- and project-specific dynamics of Chinese investments, and to work with the REDEFINE team 
to analyse what these mean for China-Europe interdependencies as well as wider debates about the 
very meaning of ‘development’. Overall, we are looking for dynamic researchers who will seek to play 
an active part in building the research culture of the REDEFINE project and contributing to its success. 

The project is structured around three work streams  

Work stream 1: Driving - Understanding the motives for China’s move westwards & Europe’s 

infrastructure needs China has increased investment and trade with resource-producing countries, but 

Chinese firms are also seeking technology, know-how and experience of international business. 

REDEFINE aims to better understand the range of Chinese firms operating in Europe, assess their 

business models, and track China’s changing policy environment that shapes their internationalisation.  

Work stream 2: Gathering - Understanding the multi-scaled modalities of infrastructure projects 

China’s involvement in Europe will include both state-sponsored investment vehicles and corporations 

and private sources of investment that tend to be less regulated. This WS focuses on the nature and 

experience of the emergent partnerships between Chinese and European firms, as well as the 

engagement of Chinese investors with national state agencies at local, regional and national levels.  

Work stream 3 - Understanding the outcomes of & reactions to Chinese investment as recent EU policy 
has acknowledged, regulation of Chinese investments is critical given a range of concerns around 
financial probity, security, intellectual property and standards. Linked to analyzing regulation are other 
outcomes so REDEFINE aims to assess a range of issues including economic localisation, regulation, 
political resistance, and broader changes in identity.  

Given the lack of knowledge around how Chinese investment project play out it is a critical time to 

provide government, civil society and corporate actors on both the Chinese and European sides with 

rigorous and accessible analysis. By better understanding how infrastructure deals are assembled, 

REDEFINE’s will connect Chinese and European government and corporate actors in order to influence 

their strategies and practices at this critical juncture.  



 

Key responsibilities 

The successful postholder will play a full role in the design, execution and dissemination of the project. 
Specific duties will mainly focus on designing the fieldwork strategy in each country, undertaking 
extended periods of data collection, analysing data and working on peer-reviewed publications and 
other outputs from the project. The postholder will be expected to contribute to the REDEFINE’s team 
activities including reading groups, management team and advisory group meetings, and various user 
and academically focused workshops. 

Main Duties: 

• Work closely with the Open University to deliver the aims, objectives and outputs of the 

research project; 

• Take a leading role in the design, execution, reporting and dissemination of the relevant case 

study; 

• Responsibility for planning and carrying out fieldwork in relevant case study country; 

• Setting up and keeping digital data storage systems, data analysis and interpretation; 

• Conduct literature searches and reviews; 

• Assist in the writing up of work package reports, annual reports, team meeting notes and 

advisory group reports, briefing documents and policy documents; 

• Assist with the preparation of papers for publication and make presentations at meetings 

and/or conferences; 

• Organise and participate in a UK based project conference, regular research meetings, 

management and finance meetings where applicable (face-to-face, video); 

• Day-to-day responsibility for some project management tasks including financial monitoring, 

and day to day communication with the UK and EU partners; 

• Any other duties given by the PI commensurate with the level and responsibility of this post. 

 

Skills and Experience  
 
Essential: 
 

• A PhD in a relevant social science discipline, including but not limited to human geography, 

planning, politics, international relations, sociology, economics, social anthropology, or 

development studies; 

• Deep experience of studying Chinese economic and/or political relations with at least one 

of REDEFINE’s case study countries - UK, Greece, Hungary and Germany; 

• An undergraduate or Master’s degree in a relevant field; 

• Being a bilingual or multilingual speaker;  

• Experience of working and interacting with businesses, particularly from culturally diverse 

backgrounds; 

• Experience of authoring or co-authoring academic outputs (e.g. journal articles, books, 

research reports); 

• Ability to work within, and develop, research networks that include non-academic 

stakeholders; 

• Experience of writing or communicating research ideas with non-specialist audiences; 

• Experience of contributing to the planning of project activities and outputs; 

• Willingness and evidence of successful teamwork and collegial approach; 



• Ability to work unsupervised and take responsibility for setting and meeting targets of your 

own work; 

• Excellent IT skills in email and advanced word processing (Microsoft Office); 

• Be able to show initiative and have the confidence to take a role in the design, conduct, 
analysis and dissemination of research;  

• Ability to plan and organise own work to ensure deadlines are met; 

• Ability to adapt to changing situations in a timely manner;  

• A commitment to, and understanding of, equal opportunities; 

• Commitment to own personal development; 

• Flexibility, resilience and a team player, but also capable of working independently;  

 

 Desirable: 
 

• The ability to speak one of the main Chinese languages; 

• Experience of updating and maintaining research project websites and engaging in social 

media and communications activities; 

• Links with research networks on China in Europe; 

• Experience of generating impact from research amongst a diverse range of audiences; 

• Excellent data management skills; ability to collate and record information accurately using a 

variety of media; 

• Experience of conducting collaborative research with non-academic stakeholders;  

• Experience of designing, organising or delivering knowledge exchange activities; 

• Experience of using qualitative research methods, especially face-to-face interviews and 
participant observation;  

• Experience of analysing quantitative data; 

• Initiative to resolve problems that might arise. 


