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INTRODUCTION 
From Lord Drayson to the  
National Action Plan on  
researcher careers and  
mobility in the european  
research area.
For Europe to fulfil its economic potential and address the 
great challenges of our times, it must invest in research. 
That includes creating an environment in which the 
brightest young people choose research careers. 

Our institutions need not only recruit talent wherever 
it exists; they must also provide attractive working 
conditions and equip researchers with the broad skills and experience necessary to 
develop their careers, such as working abroad and moving between academia and 
industry. National governments need to back these opportunities.

For these reasons, the United Kingdom strongly supports the careers and mobility 
pillar of the European Research Area initiative. Together with the UK research base, the 
Department for Business, Innovation and Skills has created this UK National Action Plan.

The UK already has one of the most open science communities globally, with our 
universities enjoying a high level of autonomy. For several years, our research institutions 
have been working to address issues such as skills training, workforce diversity and closer 
relations between academia and industry. 

Such initiatives are all described in the Plan, alongside case studies which may be of 
interest to European partners. At the same time, it outlines areas where we are seeking 
to improve.

I look forward to seeing progress achieved across Europe on this important subject 
through close collaboration among institutions and nation states.

Lord Drayson











MEETING THE SOCIAL SECURITY AND SUPPLEMENTARY 
PENSIONS NEEDS OF MOBILE RESEARCHERS
CURRENT UK PRACTICE

UK institutions offer pensions and social security provisions for mobile researchers  
in a variety of ways:

•  The Universities Superannuation Scheme (USS) is a multi-employer superannuation 
scheme that covers academic staff at many (though not all) UK universities. 
Researchers working in the UK are recognised as a clearly eligible group whatever 
their national origins and many join the scheme. Researchers at other institutions 
are covered by other schemes (e.g. Teachers Pension Scheme or Local Government 
Pension Schemes).

•  The USS is able to accept the transfer of pension rights for anyone transferring 
from within or outside the EU into their scheme (so long as the former scheme was  
a recognised overseas pension scheme).

• With regard to transferring out, the USS is willing to pay transfer values to all  
recognised pension arrangements, including recognised qualifying overseas  
pension schemes.

•  The USS does not offer pensions advice, though it does provide a list of independent 
financial advisors to members of the scheme.

•  If a member of a UK scheme is moved abroad for a short period (whilst remaining 
in the employment of a UK university) the Pensions Regulator allows for them to be 
treated as a seconded worker for (generally) up to five years. During this time they 
would benefit from all UK pension rights, including the ability to remain a member  
of a UK-based pension scheme.

•  Universities UK is undertaking a long term examination of pensions provision in the 
UK university sector with the Guild of Higher Education and the Universities and 
Colleges Employers’ Association.

•  Within Government, the UK’s Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) works 
to ensure that the EU level coordination of social security systems guarantees the 
rights of persons exercising their right to free movement – i.e. that persons are not 
disadvantaged in terms of social security when they move from one EU country to 
another. The regulations provide for equality of treatment; aggregation of insurance 
periods; and the possibility to export benefits. 

•  DWP also works to ensure that comprehensive information is available regarding 
the rights and responsibilities of those wishing to move to another Member State, and 
where necessary, encourages them to make appropriate provision for themselves.
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CASE STUDIES

•  Information on and transparency of international job opportunities is being reinforced 
in order to establish an environment which creates opportunities for worker mobility. 
Public employment services have a key role in this, in cooperation with the services 
provided by the European Employment Service (EURES). In the case of the UK, this 
involves the Jobcentre Plus service working with EURES and each year participating in 
more than 40 European job days throughout the European Economic Area to promote 
vacancies in the UK in occupations where there is a UK skills shortage. Many of these 
events are targeted at graduates and take place on university campuses.

•  If an overseas researcher comes to the UK for a short period of time before moving 
on, they can participate in USS and receive pension rights which they have accrued in 
the scheme. These can either be preserved and held until such point they are payable 
at retirement, or transferred-out of USS to another pension arrangement – which may  
be back in their home country – provided it is a qualifying recognised occupational 
pension scheme.
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FUTURE INITIATIVES

•  Relevant UK institutions will work to further develop the coverage and depth of advice 
on pensions and social security issues available both to mobile researchers coming to 
the UK and to potentially mobile researchers from the UK looking to move elsewhere. 
This advice might also be integrated with careers advice.

•  Universities UK and others have suggested that the transferable skills training of 
researchers should encourage a greater awareness of pension rights and systems  
so they are empowered to manage their financial affairs more proactively. This advice 
might also be integrated with careers advice.

•  UK institutions will seek to make use of flexibility around the definitions of posted 
or seconded workers (from the UK to other EU member states and beyond) to improve 
provision for mobile researchers within existing legal frameworks.

•  UK institutions will also work with the relevant Government departments 
to further explore the scope for better transferability of pension rights within  
existing arrangements.

•  The UK will collaborate with Hewitt Associates in their feasibility study into the 
possibility of a pan-European pension scheme for researchers being undertaken  
on behalf of the European Commission.



ATTRACTIVE EMPLOYMENT AND WORKING CONDITIONS
CURRENT UK PRACTICE

The UK has a very diverse research environment composed of autonomous HEIs, PSREs 
and private sector research establishments. The autonomy of HEIs and other institutions 
allows for diverse and flexible approaches to issues like remuneration (which allows  
for incentives based on research impact and support for activities such as knowledge 
transfer and teaching) and in other areas related to employment terms and conditions. 
HEIs have implemented the national Framework Agreement for the Modernisation of Pay 
Structures. This has been carried out 2004 onwards in partnership with the trade unions 
and this has provided the framework within which HEIs have addressed the need to 
assure equal pay for work of equal value. There are national agreements and guidance  
e.g. Joint Negotiating Committee for Higher Education Staff (JNCHES) guidance and 
reports, and these fit within the UK legislative framework on employment. JNCHES in 
particular serves as a tool for ensuring equal pay for researchers in the higher education 
sector. Under JNCHES higher education institutions are required to conduct equal pay 
reviews. Remuneration in so-called “shortage” scientific areas has been the subject of 
attention. In particular, RCUK commissioned specific research on salary and stipend issues 
in 2006 which sought to examine the impact of pay issues on recruitment in these areas.11

A series of actions has been undertaken within the context of this diversity to ensure 
attractive employment and working conditions for researchers:

•  UK institutions are signatories to the Concordat, which states that “Researchers 
are recognised and valued by their employing organisation as an essential part of 
their organisation’s human resources and a key component of their overall strategy 
to develop and deliver world-class research… In particular, employers should ensure 
that the development of researchers is not undermined by instability of employment 
contracts. This approach should be embedded throughout all departmental structures 
and systems” (Principle 2) and that “The importance of researchers’ personal and 
career development, and lifelong learning, is clearly recognised and promoted at 
all stages of their career.” (Principle 4). In addition, “Diversity and equality must be 
promoted in all aspects of the recruitment and career management of researchers” 
(Principle 6). These principles are being implemented by HEIs and other  
research institutions.

•  Vitae works with HEIs and PSREs to provide specific support for doctoral researchers 
and research staff. It also champions the common needs and interests of all 
researchers and undertakes research to build the evidence base necessary for policy 
development in this area.

•  The UK HE funding bodies have encouraged action in this field. For instance, the Higher 
Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) encourages HEIs to have formal human 
resources strategies and provides funding to support these under the Rewarding and 
Developing Staff in HE initiative; it also encourages institutions to develop recruitment 
and retention schemes. 

•  HEFCE has developed an HE workforce framework, which is intended to identify key 
issues and challenges in the sector and inform strategic planning at the institutional 
level; this is currently being revised in the light of ongoing research on staffing in 
English HEIs. 

11 See http://www.rcuk.ac.uk/cmsweb/downloads/rcuk/researchcareers/salariesstipends.pdf
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•  The Scottish Funding Council (SFC) has supported the launch of the Scottish Research 
Career Co-ordination Forum which brings together research career professionals 
(including HR staff) and university senior managers to share best practice and to  
co-ordinate development activities. SFC explicitly recognises the contribution to early 
career researchers in its Research Excellence Grant funding model and continues 
to support international mobility through the Scottish Overseas Research Student 
Awards Scheme (SORSAS). SFC continues to support research career and mobility 
development through individual university launch events across Scotland.

• All HEIs in the UK are required to audit their practices in terms of their impact on staff  
and students, in terms of race, gender and disability. This includes assessing the impact 
of their policies and practices on the career progression of researchers. Where negative 
impact is identified, then procedures should be put in place to address that impact 
where possible. 

•  The Athena SWAN Charter, funded by the UK Resource Centre for Women in Science 
and the Equality Challenge Unit, recognises and celebrates good employment practice 
for women working in science, engineering and technology (SET) in higher education 
and research. Any university or research institution which is committed to the 
advancement of the careers of women in SET in higher education and research  
can apply for membership. The total number of awards to date is 53 (1 gold, 24 silver 
and 28 bronze).12 

•  Evidence has shown that women, particularly women with partners and children, 
face the greatest obstacles to their mobility in pursuing a career in scientific research. 
Initiatives to promote the role of women in science have therefore been important in 
helping women to break into scientific careers in the UK.13 The UK Resource Centre 
for Women in Science is the Government’s lead organisation for the provision of 
advice, services and policy consultation regarding the under-representation of women 
in science, engineering, technology and the built environment (SET). It was launched in 
September 2004, and is funded by the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills 
(BIS). It works with employers; professional bodies; education institutions; women’s 
organisations and networks; policy institutes; sector skills councils; the Government 
and many others to promote gender equality in SET. It offers tailored services and 
support for women at all career stages: including getting started, returning after  
a break, seeking promotion and aspiring to leadership.

12 See http://www.athenaswan.org.uk/html/athena-swan/
13 Universities UK (2008) Researcher mobility in the European Research Area: Barriers and Incentives, p9-10
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CASE STUDIES

•  The University of Sheffield’s Women Academics Returners’ Programme 
(www.shef.ac.uk/hr/diversity/warp.html) provides a grant of £10,000 to women 
academics and researchers who return to work after maternity leave, to cover teaching 
duties or to support research activities. The university has committed over £1.5m 
to the programme. 54 women have participated to date. Prior to introducing the 
programme, nearly all female academics and researchers returned to work following 
maternity leave but nearly one in four of them would subsequently leave the university. 
Since introducing the programme, this proportion is now one in seven. The university 
estimates that the women who participated in the programme have subsequently 
generated over £6.2m in research income for the university, benefiting the university  
as well as their own careers.

•  HEFCE has supported the development of a self-assessment tool for people 
management in HEIs. This self-assessment tool is intended to enable institutions  
to assess their own progress in people management, while providing assurance  
to stakeholders that they are supporting continuous improvement.

• V itae have produced a series of six briefing documents providing guidance and case 
studies on implementing the Concordat principles.14 These are targeted at different 
stakeholders within higher education, e.g. human resources, senior management  
and principal investigators.

•  The Vitae report of the 2009 Careers in Research Online Survey (CROS) provides 
evidence of researchers’ job satisfaction, how valued they feel and whether their 
contributions are recognised. It explores researchers’ views of institutions’ approach  
to equality and diversity policies and practice. 

•  The Universities of Birmingham, Bristol, Derby and Leeds have come together with 
funding from HEFCE to transform staff wellbeing across higher education. This is a 
new initiative that is designed to:

 – find out what work is being done in staff wellbeing across the sector

 – help institutions learn about staff wellbeing from each other

 – share best practice

•  There are a number of funding schemes for postdoctoral scientists who have recently 
decided to return to high-quality research after a career break.

•  The Wellcome Trust provides the holders of its non-clinical research fellowships with 
significant salary enhancements which are awarded in addition to the fellows’ basic  
pay as set by their employing institutions.15

14  Vitae (2009) Concordat briefings to engage stakeholder groups http://vitae.ac.uk/policy-practice/56351/Concordat-
briefings-to-engage-stakeholder-groups-.html 

15  See http://www.wellcome.ac.uk/Funding/Biomedical-science/Grants/Fellowships-and-personal-awards/Basic-
biomedical-fellowships/WTD004380.htm



FUTURE INITIATIVES

•  The UK HEI sector will take additional evidence-based actions to address the continuing 
problem of high levels of “attrition” of female researchers over the course of the career cycle.

•  The revised version of the HEFCE HE Workforce Framework will build on the results 
of surveys of the UK research base workforce to develop recommendations to HEIs  
on researcher careers issues. 

•  The Concordat Strategy Group will shortly send a survey to all UK HEIs asking them 
to describe how their own policies and practice promote the seven principles of 
the Concordat. A report will be published in 2010. The UK has in principle reached 
agreement with the European Commission that this survey will be the basis of a 
UK process that is equivalent to the objectives of the ‘HR Strategy for Researchers 
Incorporating the Charter and Code’.

•  Vitae is currently undertaking a research study designed to explore the implementation 
of legislation on fixed-term employment within research oriented universities.16 
This will examine how universities and researchers themselves have responded to 
changes in the fixed-term employment legislation and will contribute to the knowledge 
base in implementing the Concordat principles. 

•  Vitae, in collaboration with Sheffield University, is also undertaking a national survey 
which aims to collect information that will help to illustrate the current researcher 
labour market, recruitment processes and trends, as well as career development of 
people with doctorates within non-HE organisations. Results will also be shared with 
HEIs to improve the current training and development programmes in order to enhance 
the employability and skills of doctoral graduates.

•  Career development is taken account of in some research council grant schemes 
(e.g. EPSRC first grant; BBSRC new investigator and ESRC grants). Further work  
in this area and its visibility will form part of the research councils’ implementation  
of the Concordat.

18

16  Researchers, Fixed-term Contracts and Universities: Understanding Law in Context, Vitae, www.liv.ac.uk/law/elprg/
Fixed_term_Employment_Project/

www.liv.ac.uk/law/elprg/Fixed_term_Employment_Project/
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ENHANCING THE TRAINING, SKILLS AND EXPERIENCE 
OF EUROPEAN RESEARCHERS
CURRENT UK PRACTICE

The UK Government has recognised for some time that researchers need to acquire high 
quality skills which will enable them to be flexible and employable in a wide range of 
situations. HEIs and research establishments also should take adequate account of the 
need both to develop the careers of researchers and to work effectively on the transfer 
of knowledge. According to Lord Leitch, in his review on skills, which reported to the 
UK government in December 2006, “higher level skills are the key drivers of innovation, 
entrepreneurship, management, leadership and research and development.”17 

In order to meet these requirements, UK institutions have developed a number of 
strategies:

•  The Concordat states that “Researchers are equipped and supported to be adaptable 
and flexible in an increasingly diverse, mobile, global research environment” (Principle 
3) and recognises the need to support researchers in developing professional skills 
that they will need to be both effective researchers and highly skilled professionals in 
whatever field they choose to enter. Signatories to the Concordat have also committed 
to ensure that “the importance of researchers’ personal and career development, 
and lifelong learning, is clearly recognised and promoted at all stages of their career.” 
(Principle 4).

•  Actions on career development and the acquisition of broader skills by researchers in 
the UK have been underpinned by a separate funding stream (‘Roberts funding’) over 
and above the direct funding which research institutions receive to undertake research 
projects. This funding (committed to 2010/11) is currently distributed to universities 
through RCUK, on behalf of the research councils for the researchers they support. 

•  The Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) in conjunction with the 
other UK funding bodies is currently conducting a consultation exercise on a new 
framework for assessing the quality of research – the Research Excellence Framework 
(REF) – which will be used to allocate research block grant funding in future. One 
proposal is that the REF should explicitly assess the impact that university research 
departments have made on the economy and society. The REF will also seek to 
facilitate greater mobility of researchers between academia and research users (such 
as business and policymakers).

•  Vitae has been very active in supporting the activities of universities in the skills field, 
particularly in the sharing of good practice. In addition the Rugby Team, a sector-led 
group with an interest and expertise in this area, currently considers ways to evaluate 
the effectiveness of skills development in early career researchers on behalf of the UK 
HE sector.18 

•  The QAA Code of practice includes a joint statement of skills that doctoral research 
students funded by the research councils are expected to develop during their 
research training.19 

17  Leitch Review of Skills (December 2006), Prosperity for All in the Global Economy: World Class Skills – Final Report
18  The Rugby Team’s mission is to ‘propose a meaningful and workable way of evaluating the effectiveness of skills 

development in early career researchers’. www.vitae.ac.uk/rugbyteam
19  Joint Statement of the UK Research Councils’ Training Requirements for Research Students www.vitae.ac.uk/jss
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