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1

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









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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