
DomCom/01.10.2012 

 

PhD Project 
 

Dept / School / Faculty: 
Graduate School, College of Physical Sciences | Aberdeen University 

 
Project Title: 
Reconstructing variations in the timing and intensity of past climate 
perturbations in Northern Europe: the ‘Little Ice Age’ (LIA) or Younger Dryas 
(YD). 

 
 

Application Deadline: 
12 October 2012 

 
 
Past episodes of climate change are key analogues for improved understanding and 
prediction of future scenarios. This project will focus on one of two crucial climate 
perturbations, either cooling during the LIA (ca AD 1200-1900) or during the YD (ca 
12,900-11,700 BP). The former is important because it displays many similar 
characteristics to the YD, and can be analysed with unprecedented precision (e.g. 
through climatic proxies, including measured and anecdotal historic records). The 
latter is significant because the cooling was likely caused by a “sudden” input of 
freshwater into the North Atlantic, a scenario which may have implications for the 
near future due to increased runoff from the Greenland Ice Sheet. A broad range of 
proxy data, most of which is already available, will be used and some will be newly 
acquired for the purpose of this project. These data will then provide an ideal spatial 
and temporal framework combining fast response (climate and human) data (i.e. low 
signal-to-noise ratio), and slower response (glaciers) data (i.e. higher signal-to-noise 
ratio). This multidisciplinary study will improve our understanding of the temporal, 
spatial and magnitude response of the pan North Atlantic environments to past 
climate perturbations. Individuals who are highly motivated, with a desire and 
confidence to take control of their own research agenda from a background in earth, 
environmental, ocean or atmospheric sciences are particularly encouraged to apply.  
Outline programme of work:  
 
Year 1: A critical evaluation of data on either the Little Ice Age or Younger Dryas 
period from (mainly) the Northern Hemisphere, with special reference to the North 
Atlantic area. This would consider all relevant data sources – e.g. climatic, 
sedimentological, geomorphological, palaeoecological, archaeological and 
geographical. By the end of year 1 the aim is to produce a critical review paper, 
hopefully suitable for publication. This will form the basis for identification of 
evidence gaps. Based on the skills and interest/s of the individual appointed, they will 
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then pursue a programme of empirical data collection and/or numerical modelling.  
 
Year 2-mid year 3: Start specialist training where necessary (e.g. in sedimentology, 
palynology, GIS, modelling) and apply this to materials already available and/or to 
samples to be collected by the appointee. This will provide the opportunity to pursue 
and develop more specific research expertise and interests and to undertake 
fieldwork. We would anticipate at least one research paper to be produced during this 
period.  
 
Mid-year 3 onwards: Writing-up the PhD thesis.  
 
 
Wider Programme:  
This PhD will form part of the interdisciplinary project Fragility, Adaptation and 
Resilience to Climate Change in the North (FAR), which aims to assess the resilience 
of northern communities and ecosystems to the effects of climate change. It will 
address long-, medium- and short-term patterns of climate change across the higher 
latitudes of the northern hemisphere, ecological and societal impacts of climate 
change through studies of biodiversity and ecosystem functioning, and the ways in 
which humans have adapted to the effects of such changes across northern latitudes.  
 
 
 

Funding Notes: 
Candidates should have an Honours Degree in a related subject area with a minimum 
requirement of a 2:1 Honours Degree.  
 
Studentship includes fees at the Home/EU rate plus a stipend of £12,000 per year. We 
will consider applications from international applicants providing they are aware that 
they have to pay the difference between the UK/Home Tuition. Some additional 
support for fieldwork, lab costs, and attendance at conferences will also be available.  
 
 
References: 
Formal applications can be completed online: 
http//www.abdn.ac.uk/postgraduate/apply. You should apply for a relevant Degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy in Geosciences, to ensure that your application is passed to the 
correct College for processing. Please note you should apply at least 4 days before 
the deadline to allow us to contact you for further information, if required.  
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