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Early Stage Researchers in English Higher Early Stage Researchers in English Higher 
Education InstitutionsEducation Institutions

A Study for the Higher Education Funding A Study for the Higher Education Funding 
CouncilCouncil

Context: Fears about skills shortages in key Context: Fears about skills shortages in key 
fieldsfields

–– Demographic factorsDemographic factors
–– Expansion of the HE sectorExpansion of the HE sector
–– Losses through external and internal brain drainLosses through external and internal brain drain

Focus on improving the ‘attractiveness’ of Focus on improving the ‘attractiveness’ of 
research careersresearch careers



DealingDealing withwith DiversityDiversity

IsIs itit possible to possible to beginbegin to to developdevelop a a 
commoncommon operationaloperational definitiondefinition as as thethe
basis for national or basis for national or European policyEuropean policy??

National National diversitydiversity
DisciplinaryDisciplinary
SectoralSectoral
institutionalinstitutional



Defining the Early Stage?Defining the Early Stage?

The Role of the Masters Qualification? The Role of the Masters Qualification? 
–– Is it a precondition to PhD entry?Is it a precondition to PhD entry?
–– Is it part of research training at all in some fields?Is it part of research training at all in some fields?
Or a form of income generation and therefore Or a form of income generation and therefore 

devalued?devalued?
The Doctorate?The Doctorate?
–– UK UK –– Roberts Review Roberts Review –– First five years (post First five years (post 

doctoral)doctoral)
–– European Commission European Commission –– First four years (including First four years (including 

doctoral research)doctoral research)



Defining the ‘Early Stage’Defining the ‘Early Stage’-- The The 
role of the Doctorate?role of the Doctorate?

Is doctoral research part of Is doctoral research part of prepre--careercareer training or training or 
part of the early stage of a research career?part of the early stage of a research career?

Assumption that it is part of preAssumption that it is part of pre--career training based career training based 
on the ‘science’ model on the ‘science’ model –– based on presumption of based on presumption of 
linearlinear career progressioncareer progression

Linked to issue of contractual status of doctoral Linked to issue of contractual status of doctoral 
candidates: students or employees?candidates: students or employees?
In practice this is highly complex and hybrid status is In practice this is highly complex and hybrid status is 
increasingly commonincreasingly common



Aspects of Diversity in the UKAspects of Diversity in the UK
Only 41% academic staff in the UK have a doctorateOnly 41% academic staff in the UK have a doctorate
Staff at new universities and in some disciplines are Staff at new universities and in some disciplines are 

much less likely to have a doctoratemuch less likely to have a doctorate
NonNon--linear transitionlinear transition
The majority of entrants into UK HE move from The majority of entrants into UK HE move from 

other forms of employment (and not directly from other forms of employment (and not directly from 
a doctorate)a doctorate)

70% PhD graduates in arts/humanities worked 70% PhD graduates in arts/humanities worked 
before registering for a PhD before registering for a PhD –– same for business same for business 
schoolsschools

66% biologists moved directly onto a PhD (linked to 66% biologists moved directly onto a PhD (linked to 
funding funding –– the majority of doctoral scholarships the majority of doctoral scholarships 
(over 70% are in science)(over 70% are in science)

Men are nearly twice as likely to follow a linear route Men are nearly twice as likely to follow a linear route 
(18% compared to 10%)(18% compared to 10%)



LinearityLinearity and Career Changeand Career Change

OnlyOnly oneone thirdthird of academic of academic staffstaff in in thethe UkUk areare
recruitedrecruited directlydirectly fromfrom studyingstudying ((incinc
doctoratesdoctorates))
DFES DFES studystudy –– 61% academic 61% academic staffstaff hadhad
previouslypreviously heldheld a a nonnon--academicacademic positionposition
36% 36% consideredconsidered themselvesthemselves to to havehave mademade a a 
‚‚careercareer changechange‘‘
((mostmost commoncommon in in businessbusiness and and alliedallied studiesstudies
–– 81% and least 81% and least commoncommon in in biologybiology and and 
physicsphysics --15 and 13%)15 and 13%)



Part TimePart Time

Little Little mentionmention of of partpart--timetime doctoratesdoctorates –– a a significantsignificant
proportionproportion of UK of UK doctoratesdoctorates areare registeredregistered partpart timetime
In 2001/2, 11,340 In 2001/2, 11,340 fulltimefulltime PhDsPhDs werewere awardedawarded in in thethe
UK and 3,535 UK and 3,535 partpart time time PhdsPhds ((aboutabout a a thirdthird))
MoreMore womenwomen thanthan menmen

2001/2 58% UK 2001/2 58% UK doctoratesdoctorates awardedawarded to to homehome
studentsstudents so so aboutabout 42% 42% doctoraldoctoral candidatescandidates areare
‚‚foreignforeign‘‘
Part time Part time candidatescandidates areare moremore likelylikely to to bebe homehome
studentsstudents..



–– In many disciplines recruitment into In many disciplines recruitment into 
permanent lectureships takes place prior to permanent lectureships takes place prior to 
doctoral completion or even registrationdoctoral completion or even registration

–– Significant institutional variation (the new Significant institutional variation (the new 
or less research intense universities are or less research intense universities are 
more likely to recruit people without more likely to recruit people without 
doctorates doctorates –– egeg Sunderland)Sunderland)



Research PositionsResearch Positions

What kinds of positions do doctoral What kinds of positions do doctoral 
candidates in the UK occupy?candidates in the UK occupy?

What are the trends and how might this What are the trends and how might this 
affect moves to harmonise affect moves to harmonise 
programmes?programmes?



Systemic factors in England: New and Diverse Systemic factors in England: New and Diverse 
‘entry points’‘entry points’

MassificationMassification of HE of HE –– increased UG increased UG 
recruitmentrecruitment

Research Funding MechanismsResearch Funding Mechanisms
–– Pressure to generate external incomePressure to generate external income
–– The Research Assessment Exercise (and its link to The Research Assessment Exercise (and its link to 

HEI income)HEI income)

Further growth in the proportion of people on fixed Further growth in the proportion of people on fixed 
term contractsterm contracts



The types of positions doctoral candidates The types of positions doctoral candidates 
might increasingly find themselves in:might increasingly find themselves in:

Lectureships Lectureships –– completing conventional doctorates/ undertaking completing conventional doctorates/ undertaking 
doctorates by publication (academic staff only!) doctorates by publication (academic staff only!) 

More common in less research intense institutions and some disciMore common in less research intense institutions and some disciplinesplines

Big increases in the number of fixed term teachingBig increases in the number of fixed term teaching--intense positionsintense positions
(to cover research buy(to cover research buy--out; support sabbaticals and additional student out; support sabbaticals and additional student 

numbers)numbers)

Casual (hourly paid) teaching assistantsCasual (hourly paid) teaching assistants
temporary lectureshipstemporary lectureships

teaching fellowships teaching fellowships –– more teaching hours than abovemore teaching hours than above
graduate teaching assistantships (linked to graduate teaching assistantships (linked to PhdsPhds))



Growth in researchGrowth in research--only positions only positions 

Significant year on year growth in the number of contract Significant year on year growth in the number of contract 
research positionsresearch positions
96% of staff in such positions are on temporary contracts ( 24% 96% of staff in such positions are on temporary contracts ( 24% 
increase in last ten years)increase in last ten years)

–– May be completing doctoratesMay be completing doctorates
–– May be used to enable people to register for a doctorateMay be used to enable people to register for a doctorate
–– (many institutions waive fees for  staff working more than 50% (many institutions waive fees for  staff working more than 50% 

FTE )FTE )

Research FellowshipsResearch Fellowships
Usually but not always postUsually but not always post--docsdocs

(depends on discipline and institution)(depends on discipline and institution)

–– Many of these people are BOTH students and employees Many of these people are BOTH students and employees –– an an 
increasingly common and flexible hybrid.increasingly common and flexible hybrid.



LAWLAW

Few law undergrads progress into MAs or researchFew law undergrads progress into MAs or research

Law Masters are predominantly populated by foreign Law Masters are predominantly populated by foreign 
students and are not linked directly into research students and are not linked directly into research 
careers.careers.

It is common to appoint new lecturers into permanent It is common to appoint new lecturers into permanent 
positions before they complete, or without, doctoratespositions before they complete, or without, doctorates

Publications are more important on the CV than a Publications are more important on the CV than a 
doctoratedoctorate

It is increasingly common for those who enter without It is increasingly common for those who enter without 
a doctorate to register for a doctorate by publicationa doctorate to register for a doctorate by publication



There is little funding for Masters or doctorates in There is little funding for Masters or doctorates in 
law. Those that do register thus use a combination of law. Those that do register thus use a combination of 
methods to support their research.methods to support their research.

These include temporary lectureships, teaching These include temporary lectureships, teaching 
fellowships or casual teaching positionsfellowships or casual teaching positions

Graduate teaching assistantships Graduate teaching assistantships –– big increasesbig increases

Contract research staff Contract research staff –– less common in law than less common in law than 
other disciplines. May waive feesother disciplines. May waive fees

Mobility is rare and not expected or rewarded but law Mobility is rare and not expected or rewarded but law 
attracts people from abroad.attracts people from abroad.



ApproachedApproached meme aboutabout takingtaking an MAan MA
I I advisedadvised againstagainst itit –– no no fundingfunding and no and no needneed
DecidedDecided to do to do PhDPhD butbut no no fundsfunds..

StartedStarted in a in a clericalclerical post post forfor meme and and lawlaw paidpaid her her partpart--
timetime PhDPhD feesfees. . SheShe also also diddid somesome ((paidpaid) ) teachingteaching

WeWe appliedapplied forfor projectproject grantsgrants togethertogether..
WeWe gotgot oneone and and sheshe startedstarted workingworking fullfull--timetime as a as a 

researcherresearcher on on thethe 18 18 monthmonth projectproject (so no (so no feesfees
necessarynecessary))

WeWe appliedapplied forfor a a researchresearch councilcouncil CASE CASE awardaward ––
specificallyspecifically links her links her intointo an ‚an ‚industrialindustrial‘ ‘ partnerpartner

(3 (3 monthsmonths therethere overover 3 3 yearsyears))



To To keepkeep her her employmentemployment continuitycontinuity and links in and links in thethe
researchresearch groupsgroups workwork wewe continuedcontinued to to paypay her 1 her 1 dayday
per per weekweek ((thethe maxmax allowedallowed) to ) to writewrite up up thethe projectproject
findingsfindings forfor publicationpublication

Last Last termterm sheshe workedworked on a on a consultancyconsultancy basisbasis on on thisthis
HEFCE HEFCE projectproject..

To To enableenable her to her to focusfocus on on writingwriting up up sheshe has has decideddecided to to 
taketake 3 3 monthsmonths unpaidunpaid leaveleave –– maintainsmaintains contractualcontractual
continuitycontinuity (and (and rightsrights etc.)etc.)

OnlyOnly thethe firstfirst clericalclerical positionposition was was advertisedadvertised!!
No No mobilitymobility was was involvedinvolved butbut sheshe spendsspends a lot of time a lot of time 

aboradaborad at at meetingsmeetings etcetc



A Common Programme?A Common Programme?
TheThe levellevel of of diversitydiversity in in approachesapproaches isis enormousenormous and and 
increasingincreasing and, in and, in somesome keykey respectsrespects veryvery positivepositive
IsIs itit possiblepossible oror desirabledesirable to to attemptattempt to to regulateregulate oror
controlcontrol thesethese processesprocesses at national at national oror EU EU levellevel
IsIs thethe apprenticeshipapprenticeship modelmodel inherentlyinherently exploitativeexploitative oror
cancan itit bebe seenseen as a form of as a form of partnershippartnership??
IsIs therethere a a riskrisk of `of `levellinglevelling down‘ (down‘ (reducereduce bad bad practicepractice
at at expenseexpense of of innovationinnovation and and excellenceexcellence))
MightMight redulationredulation potentiallypotentially reducereduce thethe supplysupply??
CanCan wewe restrictrestrict regulationregulation to to outcomesoutcomes butbut notnot thethe
processprocess??
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