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This survey was carried out over the Summer of 2012 by Lancaster University Researchers’ 
Networking Group with the assistance of Lancaster UCU. The purpose of the survey was to 
gather feedback and information from staff on research contracts who were, at the date of the 
invitation to participate in the survey, employed at Lancaster University. The results of this 
survey provide detailed information on the experiences and aspirations of Lancaster 
researchers, together with examples of good practice from other universities which can be 
used to improve policies and practices here at Lancaster.   
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 
This report presents the main findings from an online survey of researchers at Lancaster University 
which was conducted by representatives of the researchers’ networking group, with the assistance of 
Lancaster UCU, during the summer of 2012. Feedback following the presentation of the Careers in 
Research Online Survey (CROS) 2011 institutional results to researchers at Lancaster, along with issues 
raised by researchers at professional researchers’ networking sessions, helped identify additional areas 
in which the views and experiences of researchers at Lancaster needed to be sought.  
 
The survey builds on the CROS results by providing more detailed information on researchers’ 
experiences at Lancaster. It also captures specific examples of good practice from other universities in 
order to assist discussions at Lancaster with regard to implementing the Concordat and improving 
policies and practices affecting researchers here. 
  

 
KEY FINDINGS 
 
Respondents 

 Of 223 researchers employed at Lancaster University in the summer of 2012, 69 responded to the 
survey. This is a response rate of 30.9% and compares well with a response rate of 19.6% to the 
institutional CROS in 2011 

 The age range of respondents was between 25 and 62 with most respondents falling into the 31-35 
years (39%); 36-40 years (13%) and 46-50 years (12%) categories 

 Researchers based in all four of Lancaster University’s faculties responded to the survey 

 The majority of researchers who responded to the survey hold a doctoral qualification (88.4%) 
 

Qualifications and employment 

 Over 50% of respondents had been employed as researchers prior to completing their highest 
degree  

 Over 50% of respondents have been employed as researchers elsewhere prior to working at 
Lancaster 

 76.8% of respondents were currently employed on a fixed-term contract and 18.8% on an open-
ended, permanent or indefinite contract 

 Nearly 80% of respondents have been employed on 2 or more fixed term contracts 
 
Career and future aspirations 

 Although nearly two thirds of respondents considered themselves to be in the early stages of their 
career, another third of respondents did not 

 71% of respondents reported that they had never been promoted whilst working as a researcher at 
Lancaster University, with 58.8% reporting that they had never had the opportunity to discuss their 
case for promotion with their line manager or Principle Investigator 

 The majority of respondents (79.7%) reported that they would like to continue working in higher 
education in the future 

 Over 70% of researchers wishing to work within higher education would choose ‘research’ as their 
preferred career 

 
Reported barriers to career progression at Lancaster University 
Respondents were invited to identify any perceived or experienced barriers to career progression at 
Lancaster University. Their responses included: 

 Culture and attitudes towards researchers 

 Lack of integration into departments 

 Poor line management and access to resources 

 Lack of mentoring support and/or career guidance 

 Fixed term or short term contract issues 
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 Poor employment practices 

 Lack of promotion prospects 

 Funding, time, bureaucratic or other issues 
 
Respondents were also invited to identify any local initiatives or examples of good practice that are 
already taking place at Lancaster. Their responses included: 

 Some departments were more inclusive of researchers 

 The establishment and support of representation and action-based researcher groups 

 Listening to researchers 

 The encouragement of partnership and collaboration 

 Career support and access to resources and training 

 Good line management 
 
Respondents were asked to identify ways in which Lancaster University can improve the experience and 
development of researchers. Their responses included: 

 More inclusivity and less isolation within departments and the university 

 More partnership and collaboration 

 The provision of decent office space and access to resources 

 Better employment contracts, more flexible job roles and bridging funding 

 Clearer career paths and career support 

 The introduction of a mentoring/buddy system 

 Changes to established culture and practice around the employment and development of 
researchers 

 
Finally, examples of good practice from Higher Education Institutions around the UK were highlighted 
and included: 

 Career pathway models at Bristol University 

 The Study Leave Scheme for researchers at Warwick University 

 A comprehensive Researcher Staff Career Development Skills Programme at Cardiff University 

 Support for grant development and publications at the Universities of Leeds and Warwick 
 

CONCLUSIONS 

 The researchers who responded to the survey are highly qualified, have a wide range of 
experience of working as researchers both within and beyond this institution and are 
committed to working as researchers within the Higher Education sector  

 Not all researchers saw themselves as being in the early stages of their career:  this should be 
reflected in the employment, training and support offered to researchers at Lancaster  

 The survey highlights major concerns around career progression. Chiefly: 
o Most respondents are currently employed on fixed term contracts and have not been 

promoted whilst working at Lancaster University 
o The probability of obtaining a permanent contract falls with the number of fixed 

contracts and the number of institutional moves 
o From the responses obtained to the survey we estimated the probability of a male and 

female obtaining a permanent contract, using pooled means by gender. We found that, 
based on our sample, males have a 30% chance of obtaining a permanent contract after 
3.2 years at an institution, whereas females have only a 4.1% chance. 

 Inclusivity and integration, line management and the provision of support were identified as 
examples of both good practice and as barriers to career progression by researchers working at 
Lancaster University. This suggests that there may be wide variations in how researchers are 
treated across Lancaster University 

 Examples of good practice that enhance researchers’ employment experiences and support 
their career progression within the higher education sector were identified which should be 
used by Lancaster University to build upon its existing provision for and responses to 
researchers  
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1  The Researchers’ Networking Group at Lancaster 

The Researchers’ Networking Group1 was set up at Lancaster in April 2012 following a University and 
College Union (UCU2) half-day workshop for researchers at Lancaster University. The Researchers’ 
Networking Group is run by researchers – for researchers.  The network is actively supported and 
facilitated by the Lancaster UCU Branch but is open to all researchers at Lancaster.  

The purpose and aims of the networking group are: 

 to provide a forum for the discussion of matters of interest or concern to staff on research 
contracts (open-ended/permanent/fixed term) 

 to create momentum for positive improvements to be made at Lancaster 
 to raise the visibility of researchers at Lancaster  
 to enable researchers to network informally and support each other 

All researchers are invited to attend the networking sessions and the number of attendees is around 15-
20. 
 
Activities and Networking Sessions held to date 

Friday 12th October 2012 - Researchers' networking session held. Professor Geraint Johnes, chair of the 
university concordat monitoring group and Dean for Graduate Studies joined the forum to share his 
views on the implementation of the Concordat3 at Lancaster 

25th July - 5th September 2012 - Online survey of researchers’ views, aspirations and experiences 
conducted at Lancaster. 
 
28th June 2012 - Researchers' networking group meeting takes place to discuss the feedback and views 
expressed by researchers and senior managers at the CROS survey session on the 12th June. Key actions 
arising from the session include: a campaign to be launched to raise the visibility of researchers at 
Lancaster and an internal survey of researchers' views, aspirations and experiences to be undertaken 
over the summer. 

12th June 2012 - A special forum for researchers was held by the university to discuss the results of the 
careers in research online survey (CROS). The CROS survey forms part of the monitoring and 
implementation of the Concordat to Support the Career Development of Researchers. 

27th April 2012 - Lancaster UCU Branch hosted a half-day workshop for researchers at Lancaster 
University which identified a number of concerns and issues being experienced by researchers. The 
Professional Researchers' Networking Group was formed that day with the purpose of improving the 
visibility and treatment of researchers at Lancaster. 

  

                                                           
1
 www.lancs.ac.uk/users/ucu/campaigns/researchers.htm 

2
 www.ucu.org.uk 

3
 www.vitae.ac.uk/policy-practice/505181/Concordat-to-Support-the-Career-Development-of-Researchers.html 

http://www.lancs.ac.uk/users/ucu/campaigns/researchers.htm
http://www.ucu.org.uk/
http://www.vitae.ac.uk/policy-practice/505181/Concordat-to-Support-the-Career-Development-of-Researchers.html
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2 Context and Drivers 
 
2.1 The Concordat to Support the Career Development of Researchers4 
 Launched in June 2008, the Concordat is an agreement between the funders and employers of 
researchers in the UK regarding the ways in which the careers of researchers should be supported, 
providing: ‘a single, unambiguous statement of the expectations and responsibilities of researchers, 
their managers, employers and funders’. 
 
It is based around 7 principles relating to the way that researchers are recruited, recognised and valued; 
the way that researchers and research careers should be supported by managers, employers and 
funders; researchers’ own responsibilities; diversity and equality; and the implementation and review of 
the Concordat. The Concordat is also the mechanism through which UK institutions can demonstrate 
alignment with the principles of the European Charter for Researchers and Code of Conduct for their 
recruitment. A UK-wide process, incorporating both the QAA Code of Practice for Research Degree 
Programmes and the Concordat to Support the Career Development of Researchers, enables 
institutions that have published Concordat implementation plans to gain the ‘HR Excellence in Research’ 
badge. Lancaster University gained this award in 2011. Lancaster University has an Action Plan5 to 
ensure that the University fully meets its responsibilities under the Concordat.  
 

2.2  Vitae6 
Research Councils UK funds the Vitae programme, which was launched in 2008. Its vision is for the UK to 
be world-class in supporting the personal, professional and career development of researchers. From 
April 2011, Vitae assumed responsibilities for the implementation of the Concordat alongside its 
researcher development activities.  
 
2.3 Careers in Research Online Survey (CROS)  
The Careers in Research Online Survey (CROS) was originally developed in 2002 as part of a project 
funded by HEFCE, amongst others. CROS is now supported by Vitae. It is aimed at anonymously 
gathering data about working conditions, career aspirations and career development opportunities for 
research staff and provides a means by which progress towards meeting the Concordat to Support the 
Career Development of Researchers can be monitored. Lancaster University participated in the 2009 
and 2011 CROS survey.  
 
CROS is useful for monitoring trends over time and for benchmarking Lancaster’s performance against 
other institutions. Consequently, comparisons with the CROS 2011 data are made wherever possible 
throughout this report.  
 
 

3 Lancaster Researchers’ Online Survey (2012) 
 
3.1 Target audience 
The survey was targeted at research staff employed at Lancaster University as defined in the Concordat 
to Support the Career Development of Researchers:  
 
‘Researchers are broadly defined as individuals whose primary responsibility is to conduct research and 
who are employed for this purpose. It is recognised that this broad category of staffing covers a wide 
range of staff with different disciplinary backgrounds, levels of training, experience and responsibility, 
types of contract (fixed or open-ended, full- or part-time), and different career expectations and 
intentions.’ 
 
 

                                                           
4
 www.vitae.ac.uk/policy-practice/505181/Concordat-to-Support-the-Career-Development-of-Researchers.html 

5
www.lancs.ac.uk/hr/development/files/Lancaster_University_concordat_Actionplan_2011_v2.pdf   

6
 www.vitae.ac.uk/ 

http://www.vitae.ac.uk/policy-practice/505181/Concordat-to-Support-the-Career-Development-of-Researchers.html
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3.2 Methodology  
The survey was hosted on the BOS (Bristol Online Surveys) platform, which provides a secure web 
environment for the design, delivery, administration and analysis of online surveys. The survey schedule 
is reproduced in full in Appendix 2. 
 
All researchers who were known to be employed at Lancaster University (223) were invited to 
participate in the online survey which was launched on 25th July 2012 and closed on 5th September 
2012. At the point of survey closure, 69 responses had been received which represented an overall 
response rate of 30.9%. 
 
CROS COMPARISON: The 30.9% response rate compared favourably to the institutional CROS 2009 
response rate of 27.1% and the CROS 2011 response rate of 19.6% 
 

4 Results 
 

4.1  Respondents 

 Researchers’ Online Survey 2012 Lancaster CROS 2011 Lancaster CROS 2009 

Male: 55.1%  44.2% 40.0% 

Female: 44.9%  55.8% 60.0% 

Response Rate:  30.9% 19.6% 27.1% 

 

Q2. What is your host department at Lancaster University?   

Department Surveys Completed % of Returns x Researchers in Dept  

Lancaster Environment Centre (LEC) 21 53% 

Physics 13 24% 

Health Research (DHR) 12 55% 

School of Computing and Communications 5 14% 

Sociology 3 23% 

Mathematics & Statistics 3 33% 

Applied Social Science 2 67% 

History 2 50% 

Engineering 2 22% 

Economics 2 100% 

Institute for Contemporary Arts 1 50% 

Politics, Philosophy & Religion 1 100% 

Lancaster Medical school 1 33% 

Accounting and Finance 1 33% 

Total 69   

 

Responses were received from researchers across all four faculties at Lancaster. Percentage response 

rates are clearly skewed by the small numbers of researchers in certain departments. However, 

amongst the larger departments, it is noticeable that response rates seem to be highest for LEC and 

DHR – both departments which have well supported researcher groups. The existence of such 

departmental groups may thus encourage researchers to get more involved in local and institutional 

policy issues affecting researchers. 
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Q3. What age are you? CROS 2011  

25 and under           1% [1:25] 3.7%  

26-30         10% [7: 26-30] 14.8% 

31-35         39% [27: 31-35] 27.8% 

36-40         13% [9: 36-40] 20.4% 

41-45           9% [6: 41-45] 11.1% 

46-50         12% [8: 46-50] 11.1% 

51-55         10% [7: 51-55] 7.4% 

56-60           4% [3: 56-60] 3.7% 

61 or older           1% [1: 61+] 0% 

Average Age: 39-40 
Age Range: 25-62 
Most Common Age Range of Respondents: 31-35 

 

 

CROS Comparison: The results show a high degree of similarity, with the 31-35 year age group being the 

most common across both surveys.  

 

4.2 Qualifications and length of service as a researcher 

Q4. What is the highest qualification that you hold? 

Undergraduate degree: 
 

1.4%  1 

Taught postgraduate 
qualification: 

 2.9%  2 

Research masters:  4.3%  3 

Doctorate:  88.4%  61 

Other  2.9% 2 

The majority of respondents hold a doctoral qualification. 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 

 

 

Q6/Q8. How many years have you been employed as a researcher: pre and post highest 
degree? 

 
Service Pre Highest Degree Service Post Highest degree 

None: 
 

47.8% (33)  1.4% (1) 

<1 yr: 
 

20.3% (14)  17.4% (12) 

1-2 yrs: 
 

2.9% (2)  17.4% (12) 

3-5 yrs: 
 

18.8% (13)  27.5% (19) 

6-9 yrs:  8.7% (6)  18.8% (13) 

10-14 yrs: 
 

0.0% (0)  11.6% (8) 

15+ yrs: 
 

1.4% (1)  5.8% (4) 

Over 50% of respondents have been employed as researchers prior to completing their highest degree. 
 The most common length of service post receipt of highest degree is between 3-5years. 
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Researchers are often assumed to be ‘early career’ – however, the survey results show that many 

respondents have considerably more experience than this. In particular, over 50% of respondents have 

been employed elsewhere prior to working at Lancaster, while  36.2% have been employed as a 

researcher for six years or more since receiving their highest qualification. 

 

CROS Comparison: The CROS data show distinct similarities with the results presented here. In 

particular, the most common total length of service as a researcher was 3-5 years (31.5% of 

respondents), with 37% having over six years’ experience as a researcher. Equally, the CROS data 

showed that 46.7% had worked as a researcher at other HEIs within the UK before coming to Lancaster, 

while 23.9% had worked at HEIs outside of the UK. Again, it is clear that being a researcher does not 

necessarily mean that a person is ‘early career’ or ‘inexperienced’. 

 

Q6abcd. How many years have you been employed as a researcher SINCE receiving your 

highest qualification?  

 
At Lancaster Other HEI / Research 

Institutions in UK 
Other HEI /research Institutions 

outside UK 
Other Bodies 

None: 2.9% 63.8% 82.6% 92.8% 

<1 yr: 23.2% 7.2% 7.2%  2.9% 

1-2 yrs: 26.1% 10.1% 5.8%  2.9% 

3-5 yrs: 26.1% 8.7% 2.9%  1.4% 

6-9 yrs: 11.6% 8.7% 1.4% 0.0% 

10-14 yrs: 7.2% 1.4% 0.0%  0.0% 

15+ yrs: 2.9% 0.0% 0.0%  0.0% 

TOTAL 97.1% 36.1% 17.3% 7.2% 

Q7/Q9. How many institutions/organisations have you been employed at as a researcher: 
pre and post highest degree? 

Number of Institutions Pre Highest Degree Post Highest Degree 

None:  88.4%  2.9% 

1:  34.3%  53.6% 

2: 
 

10.4%  21.7% 

3:  1.5%  13.0% 

4: 
 

-  5.8% 

5: 
 

-  2.9% 

43.4% of respondents have worked at 2 or more institutions as a researcher since receiving their highest degree. 

Q10. What type of contract do you currently hold at Lancaster? 

Open-ended/permanent/indefinite:  18.8%  13 

Fixed-term:  76.8%  53 

Other (please specify): 
 

4.3% 3 

The majority of respondents are employed on fixed-term contracts at Lancaster University. 
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CROS Comparison: CROS data on the number of FTCs held by an individual whilst at Lancaster were 

almost identical to the results presented here, with 43.4% having just one contract and 56.6% having 

had two or more contracts at Lancaster. However, CROS did not provide data on how many fixed term 

contracts individuals had had over the course of their career as a whole – this survey thus adds to the 

picture available through CROS by showing that almost 80% of respondents have had two or more FTCs 

over the course of their career as a whole. 

 

CROS did, however, provide information on the length of respondents’ current FTCs at Lancaster. Here, 

the most common contract lengths were 7-12 months, 13-24 months and 25-36 months (24.3%, 24.3% 

and 27% respectively). However, 16.2% of respondents within CROS also had contracts of 6 months or 

less.  

 
4.3 Career to date and future aspirations 
Q12. Do you consider yourself to be in the early stages of your career? 

Yes:  65.2% (45) 

No:  34.8% (24) 

Over a third of researchers at Lancaster University who responded to the survey do not consider themselves to be 
in the early stages of their career. 

 

Q13. During your career as a researcher at Lancaster, have you ever been promoted? 
Yes:  29.0% (20) 

No:  71.0% (49) 

 

Q14. Have you ever had the opportunity to discuss your case for promotion with your line 
manager/PI?  

Yes:  41.2% (28) 

No:  58.8% (40) 
The vast majority of respondents haven’t been promoted and more worryingly, a high proportion report not 
having had the chance to discuss promotion opportunities with their line managers.  

 

Q11. Over the course of your career as a researcher, how many fixed-term contracts have you 
had? 

 At Lancaster Other HEI / Research 
Institutions in UK 

Other HEI /research 
Institutions outside UK 

Other Bodies In Total 

None: 4.3% (3) 63.8% (44) 84.1% (58) 94.2% (65) - 

1: 44.4% (31) 14.5% (10) 13.0%  (9) 4.3% (3) 21.7% (15) 

2: 18.8% (13) 7.2% (5) 1.4% (1) 1.4% (1) 23.2% (16) 

3: 14.5% (10) 5.8% (4) - - 13.0% (9) 

4: 10.1% (7) 1.4% (1) 1.4% (1) - 15.9% (11) 

5: 4.3% (3) 1.4% (1) - - 8.7% (6) 

6: 1.4% (1) 2.9% (2) - - 4.3% (3) 

7: - - - - 2.9% (2) 

8: - - - - 1.4% (1) 

9: - - - - 1.4% (1) 

>10 1.4% (1) 2.9% (2) - - 7.2% (5) 

Nearly 80% of respondents have had 2 or more fixed term contracts over the course of their career 
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Q15. Would you like to continue to work in higher education in the future? 
Yes:  79.7% (55) 

No:  1.4% (1) 

Not sure:  18.8% (13) 

Nearly 4/5ths of respondents would like to continue to work in higher education. This demonstrates a significant 
degree of commitment to the sector. 

 

 

Building on the results presented in section 4.2, the data indicate a mismatch between the skills, 

experience and aspirations of researchers and the career progression opportunities available. Over a 

third of researchers currently employed at Lancaster do not consider themselves to be ‘early career’ 

and this is reflected in a strong commitment to the HE sector, with the vast majority of respondents 

wanting to pursue research oriented jobs within HE. However, the survey data highlight two key 

problems: firstly, the absence of promotion opportunities. Over two-thirds of respondents have never 

been promoted whilst working as a researcher in Lancaster and almost 60% have never been able to 

discuss the possibility of promotion with their line manager. Secondly, the data illustrate a lack of 

flexibility in terms of potential career pathways. At present, the only accepted route to job security and 

promotion at Lancaster is via the traditional ‘research and teaching’ route of a lectureship. However, 

only 42.1% of respondents would choose this as their first choice option, with over 70% preferring a 

research-only career pathway. This lack of diversity in terms of career pathways is discussed in more 

detail in the next section. 

 

CROS Comparison: Direct comparison is difficult as CROS did not ask for in-depth information on career 

aspirations or promotions history. This survey thus allows us to access a more detailed picture of 

researcher careers at Lancaster than is available through CROS. However, some partial comparisons are 

possible. For example, only 40.7% of CROS respondents agreed that Lancaster treated them fairly in 

comparison with other types of staff in relation to opportunities for promotion and progression. Equally, 

CROS asked respondents which areas of work they aspired to be in five years time. Percentage 

responses were not available for this question. However, the most popular choices were careers in HE, 

with research and teaching (chosen by 31 respondents) coming out slightly ahead of research only posts 

(23 respondents). Research careers outside HE were also chosen by 14 respondents. There thus appears 

to be some disagreement between the two surveys, with CROS respondents showing a slight preference 

for the traditional academic career route of research and teaching (as opposed to research only 

pathways) and a higher willingness to work outside the HE sector. However, these differences should be 

treated with caution as the questions were phrased differently. In particular, allowing participants to 

rank career options in order of preference, as we have done here, may have resulted in a more accurate 

and detailed picture of respondents’ career preferences. 

 

 

Q16. If you answered yes to the above question - please tell us what your preferred career 
in higher education is  

 Research Research and Teaching Teaching Administration Other 

1
st

 choice 71.7% (43) 42.1% (24) - - - 

2
nd

 choice 23.3% (14) 52.6% (30) 21.4% (9)  6.2% (1) 6.2% (1) 

3
rd

 choice 5.0% (3) 1.8% (2) 52.4% (22) 31.2% (5) 31.2% (5) 

4
th

 choice - 3.5% (2) 26.2% (11) 62.5% (10) 62.5% (10) 

Over 70% of researchers wishing to work within higher education would choose ‘research’ alone as their preferred 
career   
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4.4 Reported barriers to career progression at Lancaster University 

The following section reports on the qualitative data arising from the survey. Responses have been 

grouped according to theme in order to aid the analysis. 

 
Q17. During your career as a researcher at Lancaster, what, if any, professional 

development or career-related barriers have you encountered? 
Barrier Quotes from Respondents 

 
 
 

CULTURE & ATTITUDE 
TOWARD  

RESEARCHERS 

There seems to be a wider university culture that suggests researchers aren't 
valued - also visibly evidenced by the employment practices of the university 
 

Barriers - attitude to contract workers by university 
 

There seems to be no recognition of the fact that some researchers want to 
stay in the research environment and not move to academic positions. I feel 
there is an antagonism to repeated employment on research contracts. Even if 
the research has been productive by the individual there appears to be no 
interest from the University in maintaining the knowledge base and expertise 
 

People think that being a researcher is a step to being a lecturer and express 
sympathy to you about this  
 

In terms of the wider institutional culture there is very little that encourages 
researchers to get involved as equals and play a full role in the life of the 
institution 

Varied teaching and research background given no weight  
 

The results indicate that many researchers want to be accepted as colleagues who can play a full and 

varied part in the life of Lancaster University. However, they experience frustration at an institutional 

culture which they perceive views them as somehow secondary and of lesser importance to their 

lecturer colleagues. Interestingly, there is also a strong desire for research to be viewed as a distinct and 

legitimate career pathway in its own right, whereas at present it is viewed as inferior to – and only a 

stepping stone towards – a lectureship. 

 

CROS Comparison: CROS did not ask directly about barriers to career progression and hence the data 

from this survey add significantly to our understanding of these issues. However, it is worth noting that, 

in the 2011 CROS, Lancaster scored very badly in comparison to its 2009 results and its closest 

competitors with regards to the percentage of researchers feeling recognised and valued for their 

contributions (percentages ranged from just 18-44% across a range of spheres including external 

collaborations, supervising staff and students, public engagement work, etc.). The cultural issues 

presented here could be one reason for Lancaster’s poor scores in this area and this is supported by the 

qualitative data available from CROS. For example, one respondent said: “I feel very isolated... we are 

not valued. Any input is attributed to the academic member of staff/PI on the project.” 

 

 
 

LACK OF  
INTEGRATION INTO 

DEPARTMENT 

Would have been useful to be integrated into department through things like 
internal REF assessment 
 

Not being able to teach, attend staff meeting and be a PI or co PI 
 

Teaching - not actively involved in teaching (lecturing and tutoring), not 
actively involved in student supervision, hierarchical structure prioritising 
teaching staff over researcher staff etc.  
 

There are some significant barriers to integrating researchers into the 
functioning of the departments, and utilising their skills both for their own 
career development, and the benefit of the whole department 
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Sense of reliance/dependency on line manager rather than being member of 
team in organisation 
 

 

Here we see a strong sense of disconnect between the diverse and extensive skill base of researchers 

and the limited extent to which they feel able to contribute to the wider work of the department. The 

results presented in the following section (4.5) suggest that there may be considerable variation 

between departments here, with some doing a much better job of welcoming and integrating their 

researchers than others. Nevertheless, the comments here indicate frustration that researchers are 

being pigeon-holed into their project/PI-relationship and not encouraged to work as part of a wider 

team. 

 

CROS Comparison: The 2011 CROS results support these findings. The percentage of researchers saying 

that they felt integrated into the research community of the department had declined since the 2009 

CROS, whilst the percentages of those saying that they felt integrated into the institution’s research 

community were lower still (44.5% for Lancaster 2011 as opposed to 58.5% for the Russell Group 

universities and 54.6% for Lancaster in 2009). Equally, only 57.4% of Lancaster CROS respondents felt 

that the research culture of the university was stimulating to their work, as opposed to 68% for the 

Russell Group universities and 75.4% for Lancaster in 2009. The qualitative results from CROS also 

supported these findings, with respondents expressing concern about the lack of opportunities for 

researchers to become involved in wider departmental activities, such as teaching and supervision.  

 

 
 

POOR LINE MANAGEMENT  
&  

ACCESS  
TO RESOURCES 

New line manager (non-academic) was dismissive of my work 
 

My PI seems to know very little about researcher management and has very 
poor leadership skills. There has never been anything proactive from him in 
terms of career development 
 

Degree of volunteered help, rather than available help, depends upon line 
manager 
 

I have not been allowed to supervise research students I have been misled in 
reference to research opportunities within the department 
 

Lack of library online subscription to some journals in physics and 
mathematics 
 

The data show how the people-management skills, expectations and leadership qualities of the PI are 

crucial to researchers’ experiences of Lancaster. Here, we see the problems that result when PIs lack the 

time, interest or level of knowledge needed to support their researcher’s careers. To a certain extent, 

more experienced researchers may be able to cope with these issues, since they are able to recognize 

that they are not getting what they need from their PI and, as a result, they are sometimes able to 

access support from elsewhere. However, new researchers are much more vulnerable as they are 

unlikely to recognize poor practice or unrealistic expectations on behalf of their PIs and may not realize 

that they need to go elsewhere for help. Once again, it is likely that there is a lot of variability across the 

university – with some researchers having excellent support and advice from their PIs and others having 

very negative experiences which risk damaging their future career prospects. 

 

CROS Comparison: CROS does not ask about relationships with line managers. The results presented 

here thus highlight a crucial area of concern which is not addressed by other surveys. 
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LACK OF MENTORING 

SUPPORT/CAREER 
GUIDANCE 

There is no clear career guidance. I think we need clear guidance on what 
postdocs should and should not do (e.g. sorting printer problems, general 
admin for supervisors), and these guidelines should clearly show a career 
progression path 
 

Lack of mentoring and support. Also there is a lack of a sense that my career is 
being nurtured and actively encouraged - I feel that I am just the means to an 
end (delivering a research project) at the moment 
 

The data show that researchers may feel that they are not on any kind of career/progression path and 

that the focus of attention is always on the shorter-term needs of the research project, rather than their 

longer-term development needs.  

 

CROS Comparison: At first glance, the CROS results appear to contradict the results presented here. For 

example, Lancaster performed relatively well on support and career development in the 2011 CROS, 

with 79.6% of respondents saying that they felt encouraged to engage in personal and career 

development. However, CROS also revealed issues with how career development was playing out in 

reality. For example, 77.7% of Lancaster CROS respondents had spent just 5 days or less on continuing 

professional development in the last year.  The percentages of researchers who had actually got 

involved in particular forms of ‘on the job’ career development opportunities (such as applying for a 

fellowship, supervising students, participating in departmental and institutional decision-making) were 

also much lower than the percentages of researchers who said that they would like to do these things. 

CROS also did not ask about mentoring – which is specifically mentioned here.  

 
FIXED /SHORT TERM  

CONTRACT  
ISSUES 

I would say that fixed-term contracts are the biggest barrier to professional 
development. The whole system just does not seem geared up to encouraging 
researchers to stay at Lancaster or get more fully involved in the life of the 
university 
 

Just the uncertainty of employment. How can I push for career development 
and promotion when my contract lasts 6 months? 
 

The system of fixed-term contracts is rubbish, and the attitude of permanent 
research staff is 'that's just the way it is' - 'you need to move round if you're a 
postdoc' 
 

Inability to submit grant proposals as PI whilst on short-term contracts, no 
permanent post offered at end of fellowship when expected condition of 
fellowship award 
 

Help with moving costs is not extended to those on contracts of less than two 
years, which surely are those that need it most as they are likely to move most 
often and have the least resources (as they are likely to be early career 
researchers) 
 

I have no desire to be a lecturer so limited to fixed term contracts 
 

Here the data point to more systemic issues – namely the difficulty of trying to progress your career in the context 

of fixed term contracts. The respondents’ comments relate, not only to the insecurity of FTCs but the ways in 

which they can result in more structural problems – for example, an inability to submit grants that may further a 

researcher’s employment and the expense and challenge of being expected to constantly move around in search 

of jobs.  

 

CROS Comparison: Whilst CROS provided data on the percentage of Lancaster researchers on FTCs and the length 

of those contracts, it did not ask detailed questions about the impacts of these contracts on researchers. The data 

presented here thus provide additional information on this important subject. 
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POOR EMPLOYMENT 

PRACTICES 

The lack of job security inherent in a fixed term contract is made much more 
stressful when the University moves so slowly to give definitive answers to 
your status in the future 
 

There is very little institutional knowledge and expertise about how to support 
fixed term contract staff during times when it matters most. I have found HR 
really unhelpful when trying to negotiate multiple contract scenarios (for 
example, getting correct information about redundancy offerings, getting 
contracts to join up and link over so there are no breaks in service and so that 
part-time work can be juggled, etc.) plus the fact that you aren't likely to get 
the right information or advice from your PI either (not because they aren't 
interested, just because they don't have time to find out the rules or don't 
even realise that they don't know) 
 

Being made unemployed and then re-hired a week later so as to start the 
clock ticking again for 'time employed' 

I was frustrated at being offered a job on a certain grade and then when the 
contract came through, just days before I was due to move from another 
country for this position, it was for a grade lower than I was offered. When I 
approached the department about this issue they refused to honour their offer 
and I had to take the job on the lower grade. Needless to say this has 
influenced my salary for the foreseeable future 
 

Despite covering a large percentage of my time through awarded grants, the 
University are unable to support my position while additional grants are 
sought, leaving me looking for alternative employment and potentially 
causing severe difficulties for those projects already awarded funding 
 

I have yet to make the career transition from post-doctoral researcher to full-
time lecturer as, when opportunities do arise, invariably external 
appointments will be made 
 

Used as tool for others promotions 
 

The data show that the difficulties of negotiating fixed term contracts can be exacerbated by the ways in which 

these scenarios are handled by the university. Key difficulties include inconsistent/inaccurate information on 

redundancy options and lack of knowledge within some parts of the university administration on how to smooth 

transitions between and across multiple contracts.   

 

CROS Comparison: CROS does not provide any information on how end of contract and redundancy issues are 

handled. This is a key problem as the data presented here show that this is a crucial stage for researchers and that 

considerable problems can present themselves during this time. Interestingly, CROS does provide information on 

start of contract issues. Here, again, Lancaster scores poorly against its competitors and its CROS 2009 results. For 

example, only 17.3% of respondents said their departmental induction was useful or very useful, with 63.5% 

saying this was not offered. Equally, less than 30% of respondents were given useful information on institutional 

procedures, their rights and responsibilities, the institution’s research strategy and information about equality and 

diversity, with the remaining 70% saying that they weren’t given this information or, if they were, it wasn’t useful.  

 
LACK OF  

PROMOTION  
PROSPECTS 

Promotion criteria are not appropriate to my employment 
 

No possibility of promotion above present grade 
 

No chance to move into teaching/lecturing without being appointed to this 
position 
 

I'm at the top of my pay scale and cannot advance unless my job title and task 
change... and I have to be at this scale for 5 more years... 
 

Hitting top of pay grade 
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There is no clear career progression from an RA to a lecturer in Physics and no 
opportunity to give lectures unless you already hold a lectureship 

I don't feel particularly prepared for the need to win research income and the 
fact that many bodies will only award to staff on permanent contracts, except 
for fellowships, which require a certain level of experience to stand a realistic 
chance of success. I feel trapped between wanting to pursue my research 
interests and having to apply for postdocs that are not really related 

In support of the figures presented previously in section 4.3, the qualitative evidence from the survey indicates 

that a lack of promotion opportunities is a major problem for many researchers. The data suggest that it is not so 

much a case of researchers being passed over in terms of the opportunities for promotion. Rather, it appears that 

such promotion pathways simply do not exist for those doing contract research work. 

 

CROS Comparison: CROS does not ask detailed questions about promotions history – only about knowledge of 

procedures relating to promotion (interestingly, Lancaster scores higher here than its competitors and the last 

CROS). However, the data presented here show that such knowledge has little effect on the experience of 

researchers because the opportunities themselves do not exist at Lancaster. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

FUNDING 
TIME 

BUREAUCRACY 
OTHER 

Relatively little career development because focus on contract work - time 
lines 

I very much enjoy my job here and feel as though I work within a positive and 
supportive team. However, staff are stretched very thinly over many projects 
and at times the work load can feel overwhelming 
 

Time constraints, financial constraints, the timing of my availability when 
training or something educationally relevant is being delivered etc 
 

Level of competition and lack of time to focus on own research and writing  
 

A pressure to perform at 110% the whole time. If you don't you risk not being 
considered or approached about future research contract work and your 
existing contract just 'expires' 
 

There is no time to develop your own ideas; to move in a direction beyond the 
confines of the project which worries me when I think about my future options 
 

Difficulty in carving out a research 'niche' because of having to work on a 
specific project that may not fit with own research ideas 
 

Being on a funded, fixed term contract does mean that the focus is on the 
project rather than on developing my own research agenda for which there is 
little time and if I was an early stage researcher this would not encourage or 
rather would slow down any aspirations I may have 
 

Goals that would improve career prospects not always prioritised by 
employers (e.g working on publications, presenting at conferences) 
 

Not being able to be PI on research grant applications 
 

Not being able to apply for own grants   

Finding funding was initially tough 
 

I have been involved in creating opportunities for industrial funding. We found 
the barriers to setting up the contracts tedious and obstructive. This could well 
be a lack of legal knowledge on our part or a lack of communication of the 
legal needs from the University. Perhaps a workshop could address this issue 
 

There are a series of bureaucratic and administrative burdens that complicate 
and delay research bidding process, which ultimately reflect a mistrust of 
central administration in the capacities and qualities of researchers 
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The findings suggest that respondents often have trouble finding time for career development in the context of 

fixed-term contract work with demanding project deadlines. This, in itself, can make it hard for researchers to 

develop their own ideas and grant proposals and make the transition to independent researchers. Others report 

the trade-offs that exist when the need to find employment necessitates a move away from their preferred 

research area. Finally, there seem to be major structural barriers for those who seek to find independence through 

putting in their own grants. These include rules which prevent contract researchers from being principal 

investigators and internal bureaucracy within the university which makes the grant application process more 

demanding than would otherwise be the case. 

 

CROS Comparison: CROS did not ask specific questions about these aspects of the researcher experience. 

However, in its free text, qualitative sections, respondents expressed concern about the barriers to researchers 

becoming PIs on grants. They also commented on the need for more structured support for researcher career 

development. One respondent said: “The University should clearly state how much time researchers can be 

allowed for career development... Many universities... have sabbatical policies for researchers, for example 

Warwick University offers that after two years of continuous service, researchers can take two months off for their 

career development. It is unfair and harmful that there is no such scheme in Lancaster.” 

 

 

 

4.5 Good practice (and where it takes place) at Lancaster7
 

Q18. We'd like to find ways of enabling Lancaster to support its researchers better. But first, 
we'd like to hear about any local initiatives or examples of good practice that you yourself 
have experienced, or heard about, that are already taking place at Lancaster. Please share 
your information in the box below. 

Reported Good Practice  Quotes from Respondents 

INCLUSIVITY OF 
RESEARCHERS 

 LEC researchers are actively encouraged to attend staff meetings and take part 
in  the departmental seminar series 
 

 Involvement of CRs in staff meetings, research committee meetings in some 
departments (inc LEC) as part of a more inclusive management style 
 

REPRESENTATION  
& 

 ACTION-BASED 
RESEARCHER GROUPS 

 

 A number of contract researcher groups being formed (e.g. H&M, LEC) 
 

 My department has instigated a committee specifically to pick up issues from 
researchers/technicians/administrators and feed them to the highest level of 
management in the department. There is one rep for each staff group: 
Academics, Senior researchers, junior researchers, technicians, admin staff. This 
has led to personal budgets for "senior" researchers, as already enjoyed by 
academics, plans to appoint more technicians, and may result in provision of 
showers for runners and cyclists. All these issues were originally raised by this 
group 
 

Activities initiated by the union including the researchers’ forum 
 

DHR has a research career development support group which is very good 
 

Within the Environment Centre we have a researchers group which meets to 
discuss issues relating to researchers in the department and organises career 
development activities such as employability and entrepreneurship workshops 
 

  

                                                           
7
 CROSS comparisons are not included in this section as CROS did not ask for good practice examples. 
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Networking in health research through a researcher career development group 
has been positive in terms of raising profile of researchers, raising awareness of 
issues at faculty level and in running professional development activities (There is 
a similar group in LEC). Researchers are also represented on the research 
committees in DHR and FHM. We have had a supportive and responsive head of 
department in last couple of years. The action plan and its monitoring group is in 
theory a positive development but I do not think it gets to grips with key systemic 
and cultural issues 
 

The DHR RCAD group attempts to raise and address many of the difficulties that 
contract researchers experience while supporting their development. This is being 
supported within the faculty 
 

LISTENING TO 
RESEARCHERS 

Surveys like this are good in order to help the University improve what it currently 
offers to research staff (particularly those on fixed-term contracts) 

Respondents spoke very positively of the development of local researchers groups within two departments of the 

university (LEC and DHR). In addition to creating a forum in which areas of concern can be aired and, hopefully, 

addressed, these groups create a voice for researchers so that they can be listened to by the departments. Here, we 

see that bespoke training needs can also be designed and delivered through such groups. Other, more general, 

positive developments include examples of researchers being actively encouraged to play a wider role in the life of 

their departments, including attending staff meetings and contributing to departmental seminar series.  

PARTNERSHIP AND 
COLLABORATION 

Colleagues from LEC (science and engineering) have been more open and 
collaborative. We have developed proposals and collaborated with vice-
chancellor i.e. spotlight of Lancaster 
 

Here we have a good example of researchers being treated as genuine colleagues by permanent staff. The result, in 

this case, was a collaboration which could benefit both the researcher’s career and the institution as a whole. 

 

CAREER SUPPORT/ ACCESS 
TO RESOURCES AND 

TRAINING 
 

IT training courses v.useful 

We (LEC) have our own budget for professional development and training events 
and are supported to take part in masters and PhD supervision where possible. 
We also have our own email list and (semi!) regular meetings 

I have been encouraged to take part in external courses and there are a range of 
courses available here 

Barbara Tigar was very helpful 

In addition to support for the existing training programmes offered by the university, here we see more examples 

of bespoke training being designed and delivered locally through departmental researcher groups. The reference to 

Barbara Tigar also shows the importance of having a dedicated staff member on hand to support contract 

researchers. Unfortunately, this position no longer exists within the university. 

GOOD LINE  
MANAGEMENT 

My supervisor is excellent at supporting my research and research career. He will 
go out of his way to help me onto courses / training if we think it would be 
beneficial. Good communication within the group as well with plenty of 
opportunities to present work to other members and find out what other people 
are doing 

My line manager was proactive about encouraging me to apply to be transferred 
to an indefinite contract when I had been on a fixed-term contract for over 4 
years 

The previous section showed how poor line management can impact adversely on the researcher experience. 

However, here we see the positive difference that informed and supportive line management can make in terms of 

encouragement, finding opportunities for researchers to take on responsibilities that will benefit their careers in 

the longer-term and linking researchers up with supportive frameworks that may exist at an institutional level. 
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4.6 Examples of good practice at other institutions 

“Elsewhere, research staff tend to be treated as colleagues rather than 'apprentices’”8 
 
Researchers were asked to give examples of good practice initiatives or policies used to support the 
employment or professional development of researchers at other universities that Lancaster could learn 
from.   
 
Further information about examples mentioned in the survey has been gathered from universities’ 
webpages.   This information note is also complementary to a report from a recent VITAE Conference 
compiled by Lancaster delegate Beccy Whittle. 
 

Q19. Are you aware of any examples of good practice initiatives or policies used to support 
the employment or professional development of researchers at other universities that you 
think Lancaster University could learn from? If so, please describe them here and tell us 
which institution they come from. 

Cited Institution  Quotes from Respondents 

Cambridge University Weekly seminars bringing researchers from industry and academia together  

Bristol University Research-only and teaching-only career pathways 

Imperial College London Bidding and preparation resources  

York University Progression to lab manager positions 

Birmingham University & 
Heriot Watt University 

Open research fellowships with no closed themes  

Warwick University & 
Leeds University 

Time-served sabbaticals for researchers  

Manchester University Permanent research fellows 

Cranfield University Indefinite contracts for Post Doc Ras as standard 

Durham University User-friendly systems for industrial funding 

Cardiff University 
A career guidance person specifically for researchers 

Various supportive policies, such as help with removal costs  

Salford University Bridging funding between contracts 

 

Good practice at university level 
 Cardiff University is highlighted to have a range of supportive policies for research staff (see 

later examples in note); 

 Policy implemented by University of Leeds to support the employment security of staff on fixed 
funding or fixed term contracts; 

 Creation at Bristol University of research-only and teaching-only career pathways that allow 
people to specify in their strengths. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
8
 Quote from respondent (Q19) 
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Professional development  
Examples were given of fellowship schemes in Birmingham, Manchester, Heriot-Watt Universities and 
the recent fellowships advertised at Lancaster (for specific themes). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Support for grant development and publications 
Warwick and Leeds Universities have study leave or sabbatical schemes that are open to research staff.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Shortlisted for its support to early career researchers by THE (see below), Imperial College was noted to 
make resources available to researchers for bidding and preparation of grants. For further information 
see http://www3.imperial.ac.uk/researchsupport 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Birmingham University ran their first round of Birmingham Fellowships in 2011 and have appointed 
over 30 Birmingham Fellows across disciplines and are currently seeking to recruit an additional 25 
Birmingham Fellows in 2012.  Fellows are appointed to a permanent academic post, for five years 
with protected time for high-quality research. The aim is to allow outstanding, high potential, early 
career researchers of any age to establish themselves as rounded academics who will go on to make a 
full and excellent contribution to research, teaching and academic citizenship. The goal is to cultivate 
the next generation of Birmingham academics, rather than to work with outstanding post-docs for a 
few years and then lose them from the university’s community [italics added].   
 
Further information: http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/staff/excellence/fellows/about/index.aspx 
 

The Study Leave Scheme is granted on a competitive basis and is open to all Research Staff at 
Warwick University with a period of three or more years’ continuous service, subject to support for 
the application from the department.  Research Staff are permitted to accumulate entitlement to 
leave such that for every 104 weeks, i.e. 2 academic years, worked at the University, they will be 
entitled to apply for 10 weeks leave. Research Staff may be permitted to take leave in blocks of 10 
weeks which could either run between contracts or within a contract where there is continuation of 
funding following the Study Leave.  
 
Further information:  
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/services/humanresources/newpolicies/studyleave 
 

The Academic Career pathways model at Bristol University provides staff with clear career pathways.  
The academic staff pathways are as follows: 
Pathway One is the pathway for academic staff whose responsibilities encompass both research and 
teaching. 
Pathway Two is the pathway for academic staff whose main focus is research. 
Pathway Three is the pathway for academic staff whose responsibilities are primarily to cover 
essential teaching, educational needs and, for more senior grades, pedagogic research. 
 
Further information: 
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/hr/grading/academic/ 
 

http://www3.imperial.ac.uk/researchsupport
http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/staff/excellence/fellows/about/index.aspx
http://www2.warwick.ac.uk/services/humanresources/newpolicies/studyleave
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/hr/grading/academic/pathways/pathway1.html
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/hr/grading/academic/pathways/pathway2.html
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/hr/grading/academic/pathways/pathway3.html
http://www.bristol.ac.uk/hr/grading/academic/
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Skill development  
Cardiff University is stated to have a range of good practice in support of researcher career 
development.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Other general examples 
In addition to more specific examples, a range of initiatives were noted by respondents including: 
 

 General observations made on use of bridging funds and indefinite contracts; 

 Employment of research staff (postdoc) at higher grades in other universities; 

 Peers at York University move into lab manager positions in recognition of their experience and 
quality of research;  

 University of Cambridge organises weekly seminars and brings researchers from industry and 
academia across the country/world to share knowledge; 

 User friendly system in place at Durham University to set up industrial funding. 

 
Post survey note 
Since the survey, it is also noteworthy that the following universities have been shortlisted in the Times 
Higher Education Awards 2012 for their outstanding support for early career researchers.   
 

 Imperial College London 

 King's College London 

 The University of Edinburgh 

 University College London 

 University of Strathclyde 

 University of York 
 
It is not clear exactly why these universities have been nominated (i.e. what was outstanding about 
their support) but activities by some (e.g. Imperial College and York) are listed in the report from the 
VITAE Conference referred to earlier.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The website sets out a range of support for staff including a comprehensive Research Staff Career 
Development Skills Programme that is designed for staff employed on research only contracts at 
Cardiff University.  The programme covers a wide range of skills and topic areas from transferable 
and cross discipline skills to those that are more closely aligned with specific discipline areas. 
 
Cardiff University also organises an annual Research Staff Policy Forum to provide information about 
the support available for research staff and the University’s policy and obligations to them, both 
Institution-wide and at School level; to increase awareness of national developments in relation to 
the management and career development of research staff; and to provide research staff with the 
opportunity to meet and discuss their experiences with other researchers from across the Institution, 
and to feed their views into the management structure of the University. 
 
Further information 
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/humrs/research/events/index.html 

http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/humrs/research/training/training/researchers/index.html
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/humrs/research/training/training/researchers/index.html
http://www.cardiff.ac.uk/humrs/research/events/index.html
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4.7 Improvements suggested for Lancaster 

Q20. This is a free text question. Please add as much comment as you like about your 

experience of working as a researcher at Lancaster  

Key Themes  Quotes from Respondents 

MORE INCLUSIVITY  
WITHIN THE 

DEPARTMENT/UNIVERSITY 
& 

LESS ISOLATION 

Research Staff seen as departmental Staff/faculty staff rather than PI 

Having college/institution/department-wide research groups where 
researchers within those colleges etc. can get together and discuss not only 
college etc. level things, but also the practicalities of being a research in 
that college etc 

I sometimes feel isolated in my department, as I'm one of the only 
researchers. I get the sense that they are a bit ignorant of what researchers 
do and what they 'deserve' (e.g., desk space, computers, access to the 
library). This can be a bit annoying, as I don't always think the other staff 
believe I am an equal member of department staff 

There are really big problems when researchers are stuck in a PI - 
researcher relationship. There are just two in our 'team' and it is difficult to 
handle this. It's isolating and there is very little 'management' beyond the 
needs of the project 

Here we see some specific examples of ways in which researchers could be better integrated into their 

departments and the institution more generally. A key suggestion is to ensure that the researcher is seen, first and 

foremost, as having a direct relationship with the department and institution, rather than the primary point of 

contact and reference for everything being the PI. Secondly, we see the benefit that localised researcher groups 

can bring. However, there is also a need to think about how to include researchers working in departments with 

low numbers of research staff where such researcher groupings may not have evolved. 

MORE PARTNERSHIP  
& COLLABORATION 

Arrange seminars regularly and invite researchers across the country to 
share the state-of-the-art knowledge 

Collaborative work helps enormously - good practice would be for senior or 
academic staff to learn how to appreciate and work in positive partnership 
with researchers and not see their work as secondary because it may not 
have an initial 'international reach' 

This suggests that one of the best ways to integrate researchers as genuine colleagues is to involve and encourage 

them in what they do best – namely to use their skills to work up new research collaborations with other 

academics in their departments and across the institution more generally. Inclusive seminars and workshops 

which include both lecturers and researchers are an excellent way of helping these relationships to develop. 

DECENT OFFICE SPACE 
& 

ACCESS TO RESOURCES 

The main problem is over-crowded offices (more than 10 people) even for 
postdocs 

Generally good although sometimes feel isolated / stuck in no-man’s land in 
terms of suitability of office space and facilities. E.g. sharing fairly small office 
space with other researchers when you supervise students and so need to have 
meetings with them can be difficult and feel intrusive 

(My PI) offered me a desk in the PHD students office! I am currently a Senior 
Research Associate. I made it clear I would not be happy sharing with PhD 
students and it looks like an alternative office has been found for me to share 
with an honorary researcher. It's things like this that really make me feel 
unvalued 

This shows how cultural attitudes towards researchers can also be expressed through the kinds of facilities they are 

provided with and the office spaces that they are given access to. Poor treatment in this respect can lead to 

researchers feeling undervalued. It can also hamper their ability to work satisfactorily.  
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BETTER EMPLOYMENT 
CONTRACTS 

 
MORE FLEXIBLE JOB ROLES 

 
ACCESS TO  

BRIDGING FUNDING 

Research(ers to) be given permanent position, where possible 

There are issues with submitting work to journals. If you contract is fixed you 
have no certainty about getting it extended or getting a new one. Submissions 
to journals require your email address, if you lose your job you cannot be 
contacted without your email account. Secondly you are (or at least I was) 
barred from applying for research funding as the ESRC for example requires 
applicants to have a contract beyond the term of the funding period 

I am on an indefinite contract, when my current project comes to an end next 
year, I fear that I will be forced to take on more of a teaching role - I already 
supervise a number of PhD students. I do not think that the University really 
values its research staff; many of us are stuck at the top of grade 7 (if we are 
lucky enough to have got that far) with no prospect of progressing onto a  
grade 8 without having to switch to a lecturer role 

The transition from one RA post to another can be very inefficient as often the 
final few months can be lost which is when much of the write-up would be 
done. I would love to see a mechanism that smooths the transition from one 
post to the next 

The data show that fixed term contracts compromise researchers’ ability to become PIs on grants, transition 

between posts and write up papers from previous projects. Tackling this problem is seen as central to improving 

the researcher experience at Lancaster.  

CLEARER CAREER PATHS  
&  

BETTER CAREER SUPPORT 

I do feel though that the paths to making progress in my career are not 
particularly clear and this longer term uncertainty makes me wonder how 

 I can stay in research 

One change that I think would make a big difference would be a cultural shift 
whereby everyone becomes more supportive of careers for researchers outside 
academia 

A MENTORING/BUDDY 
SYSTEM 

LEC has a researchers group, and a more experienced researcher met me for a 
chat about how I could improve my research opportunities at Lancaster. This 
buddy system could be rolled out for all researchers in LEC 

As described above, creating clear and sustainable career pathways for researchers was perceived as being vitally 

important. Mentoring schemes were also seen as an important way to help new and existing researchers  

negotiate these complex career pathways for themselves. Strengthening the links with pathways outside academia 

and fostering a culture where these are valued as successful careers in their own right (rather than seen as a 

fallback option) was also suggested by one respondent. 

CHANGES TO  
ESTABLISHED 

CULTURE  
AND PRACTICE 

A lot could be done and done well but it needs to be thought through - the 
purpose and position of researchers, what they can contribute and how they 
are integrated into the system rather than thrown in and out of 'jobs'. They do 
have specialist knowledge and skills but this is rarely acknowledged and  
valued! 

Lancaster seems to persist with a very traditional model whereby 'academics' 
are expected to do everything well. This puts tremendous stress/pressure on 
academics but also misses the point that research skills or public engagement 
skills are very different from teaching. I am not advocating for research only  
or teaching only pathways necessarily but think more flexibility could be built  
into current 'job roles' currently in place with more emphasis on investing in 
perm research staff roles. Secondly if focusing on fixed term contracts, should 
not forget those in similar but much more poorly paid positions (e.g. admin 
staff) - they provide vital support to research 

I think it's important to address the workaholism culture that pervades 
Lancaster (and academia more generally 

The data suggest considerable frustration with the perceived inefficiencies of a promotions pathway which forces 

everyone down the same route if they wish to gain permanent employment. This is supported by a feeling that the 

university would benefit if it moved towards a system where staff are able to specialise, since an excellent teacher 
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and communicator may possess very different skills from a research leader who, in turn, may have very different 

skills to a researcher who is skilled in the practicalities of implementing and analysing research. Currently, there is 

only one promotions model which requires that all permanent staff must do all of the above, rather than 

supporting people to specialize and progress in the areas in which they excel. Addressing the workaholism culture 

was seen as another way in which to improve the experience of researchers at Lancaster. 

 

 

 

4.8 The probability of a researcher with a PhD being appointed to a           
permanent post 
 
Data from the online survey amongst researchers were used to evaluate the probability of a researcher 
with a PhD being appointed to a permanent position. We also investigated the prevalence of late 
qualifiers and the impact this might have on their likelihood of being in permanent employment. 
 
There were 61 researchers in the survey who had a PhD. From this sample, 25 males and 22 females had 
fixed term contracts whilst 3 females and 11 males had permanent ones. Using the binomial distribution 
the likelihood of obtaining these permanent figures is approximately 1:50, (very unlikely). Of course this 
might just be because fewer female permanent researchers took part in the survey than males.  
 
Table 1 lists the key variables and their statistics. From this we see that 23% of the sample have 
permanent contracts, and 54% of the sample are males.  
 
 
Table 1. Descriptive Statistics  

Variable  Obs Mean Std. Dev Minimum Maximum 

Permanent contract 61 0.23 0.423 0 1 
Male 61 0.543 0.503 0 1 
Age at PhD (both) 61 32.7 6.8 25 51 
Male age at PhD 33 31.52 6.07 25 48 
Female age at PhD 28 34.14 7.42 26 51 
Current age (both) 61 39.2 8.6 26 60 
Male current age 33 39.03 7.9 29 60 
Female current age 28 39.46 9.47 26 59 
Length 61 5.64 5.9 0 28 
Fixed 61 3.86 2.96 1 14 
Average fixed term 61 1.73 2.58 0 15 
# Institutions 61 3.5 1.04 1 5 
Average # institutions 61 3.5 4.5 0 28 

# is number. 

 
Figure 1 (see next page) illustrates the age at which respondents obtained their PhD and their current 
employment status by gender. We can see that the age distribution of females at the point of qualifying 
is wider than that of males, with more females having obtained their PhD when older. 
 
Figure 2 (see next page) illustrates employment status at current age. We can see from the profile of 
fixed term contracts that males who qualified at an early age, appear to have remained on fixed 
contracts longer than their female counterparts. A gap in the age distribution for females exists 
between the mid-thirties to early forties, signifying that females appear to opt out of the labour market 
during this time, although they re-appear later. 



 
 

Figure 1: Age of at Date of PhD, by Contract Type and Gender. 
 

Figure 2: Current Age with a PhD, by Contract Type and Gender. 
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4.9 Conclusion 
 
The online survey had a moderate response rate, with 69/223 researchers at Lancaster responding, of 
whom 61 hold a PhD. The survey, whilst representing the views of those who responded, may be based 
upon a biased sample meaning that it may be difficult to generalise to the university’s wider researcher 
population. It should however be noted that we obtained responses from researchers based in all four 
faculties. Further a response rate of 30.9% compares favourably with a response rate of 19.6% to the 
Institutional CROS in 2011.The researchers who responded to the survey are highly qualified, have a 
wide range of experience of working as researchers both within and beyond this institution and are 
committed to working as researchers within the Higher Education sector. Over a third of the researchers 
who responded to the survey did not consider themselves to be in the early stages of their career. 
 
Given the sample we found that a significant number of researchers (47/61) have fixed term contracts, 
and that more males (11) than females (3) reported that they had permanent positions. The age profiles 
suggest that females obtain their PhD over a larger age range than males, and appear to be under 
represented in the mid-thirties to early forties age range. This under-representation might be due to 
issues such as child-rearing or it could also be due to sample selection, where they have not responded 
to the survey. In order to verify this we would need to obtain anonymous data from the university on 
age, gender and contract status for all researchers. Alternatively these may be issues that Lancaster 
University’s Equality and Diversity Committee might like to explore. 
 
Although, we saw that the average length of time in a fixed contract raises the probability of permanent 
employment more than the average length at an institution, the second is more significant, suggesting 
that one cannot be in a fixed contract for longer than they are at a particular institution. The probability 
of obtaining a permanent contract falls with the number of fixed contracts and the number of 
institutional moves. 
 
Finally, given the sample, we have estimated the probability of a male and female obtaining a 
permanent contract, using pooled means by gender. We found that males have a 30% chance of 
obtaining a permanent contract after 3.2 years at an institution, whereas females have only a 4.1% 
chance. 
 
Respondents to the survey also described their experiences of barriers to career progression as well as 
examples of good practice at Lancaster University. Interestingly we found that inclusivity and 
integration, line management and the provision of support were identified as examples of both good 
practice and as barriers to career progression by researchers working at Lancaster University. This 
suggests that there may be wide variations in how researchers are treated across Lancaster University. 
 
Examples of good practice that enhance researchers’ employment experiences and support their career 
progression within the higher education sector were identified at other universities. These could be 
used by Lancaster University to build upon its existing provision for and responses to researchers. 
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APPENDIX 1 - List of Employing Organisations 

 

Where respondents have worked over the 
course of their research career 

Number of times cited 

 Pre Highest Degree Post Highest Degree 

Bristol University - 1 

British Antarctic (Cambridge and Overseas) 1 0 

Cardiff - 1 

COAMA 1 - 

CSIRO (Land and Water) Australia - 1 

Curtin University Western Australia - 1 

Dublin City University - 1 

Forest Improvement Centre (Guadalajara, Spain) - 1 

Glamorgan University - 1 

Helsinki Institute of Physics 1 - 

Imperial College - 2 

Institute for Theoretical and Experimental Physics, Moscow 1 1 

IPSOS,Mori 1 - 

K.U. Leuven, Belgium - 1 

King's College-London - 1 

Leicester University 1 1 

Mediterranean Env Studies Centre (Alicante, Spain) - 1 

NHS  1 1 

Open University - 1 

Politechnic University of Madrid (Spain) 1 1 

Queen's University Belfast - 1 

Royal Holloway University - 1 

Royal Marsden NHS Trust - 1 

Salford University - 1 

Scottish development centre for mental health 1 1 

Soas - 1 

University of Bangor 1 1 

University College Dublin - 1 

University College London - 3 

University of Bristol - 1 

University of Cumbria 1 - 

University of East Anglia 2 2 

University of Edinburgh 2 1 

University of Hertfordshire 1 - 

University of Iceland - 1 

University of Leicester - 1 

University of Munich - 1 

University of Salford - 1 

University of Sheffield 1 2 

University of Sussex - 1 

University of York - 1 
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Appendix 2 - Lancaster Researchers’ Online Survey 2012 Questionnaire 

Lancaster University Researchers' Survey 2012 
 

Welcome 

This survey has been put together by members of the Lancaster University 

Researchers' Networking Group.  

 

The Networking Group has been set up with the support of the Lancaster University and College 

Union (www.ucu.org.uk/joinucu). The Researchers' Networking Group serves to provide a forum 

for professional researchers at Lancaster to raise and discuss matters of interest or concern and 

to create momentum for positive improvements to be made. 

 

The results of this survey will enable us to gather a profile of experience, aspirations and 

suggestions from researchers which we hope can be used to assist discussions at Lancaster with 

regard to improving policies and practices which currently affect researchers. 

 

The information you provide is confidential and any data used in future reports or 

presentations will be anonymous. 

 

If you would like to join the Lancaster University Researchers' Networking Group, or find out 

more, please contact lbanton@ucu.org.uk 

 

This survey can be saved part way through and takes around 15 minutes to compete. 

 

Note that once you have clicked on the CONTINUE button at the bottom of each page 

you cannot return to review or amend that page 

About you 

1. Are you.... 

Male 

Female 

2. What is your host department at Lancaster University? 

 

3. What year were you born in? 

1987
 

About your qualifications and length of service as a researcher 

4. What is the highest qualification that you hold? 

Undergraduate degree 

Taught postgraduate qualification 

Research masters 

Doctorate Other (please specify): 
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5. What year were you awarded your highest qualification? 

Select an answer
 

 

If you selected Other, please specify: 

 

6. How many years have you been employed as a researcher SINCE receiving your highest 
qualification? 

 Length of service post receiving your highest 

qualification  

 None  <1 

yr  

1-2 

yrs  

3-5 

yrs  

6-9 

yrs  

10-14 

yrs  

15+ 

yrs  

a. In total 
       

b. At this institution 
       

c. At other HE or research 
institutions in the UK        

d. At other HE or research 

institutions outside the UK        

e. At other bodies not listed above 
       

 

7. SINCE receiving your highest qualification - how many 

institutions/organisations have you been employed at as a researcher?  

 

Select an answer
 

 

It would helpful if you could please provide a list of these institutions. 

 
 

8. How many years had you been employed as a researcher PRIOR to receiving your 
highest qualification? 

 Length of service prior to receiving highest 

qualification  

 None  <1 

yr  

1-2 

yrs  

3-5 

yrs  

6-9 

yrs  

10-14 

yrs  

15+ 

yrs  

a. In total 
       

b. At this institution 
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c. At other HE or research 
institutions in the UK        

d. At other HE or research 

institutions outside the UK        

e. At other bodies not listed above 
       

 

9. BEFORE receiving your highest qualification - how many 
institutions/organisations had you been employed at as a researcher?  

 

Select an answer
 

 

It would helpful if you could please provide a list of these institutions in the box below. 

 
 

10. What type of contract do you currently hold at Lancaster?  

Open-ended/permanent/indefinite 

Fixed-term 

Other (please specify): 

 

11. Over the course of your career as a researcher, how many fixed-term contracts have 
you had? 

 Number of fixed term contracts for research engagements  

 0  1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  >10  

a. In total 
           

b. At this institution 
           

c. At other HE or research 

institutions in the UK            

d. At other HE or research 

institutions outside the UK            

e. At other bodies not 

listed above            
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About your career to date and your future aspirations 

12. Do you consider yourself to be in the early stages of your career? 

Yes 

No 

 

Please feel free to expand/explain your answer in the box below 
 

 
 

13. During your career as a researcher at Lancaster, have you ever been promoted? 

Yes 

No 

 

Comment Box 

 
 

14. Have you ever had the opportunity to discuss your case for promotion with your line 
manager/PI?  

Yes 

No 

 

Comment Box 

 
 

15. Would you like to continue to work in higher education in the future? 

Yes 

No 

Not sure 
 

If you answered 'No' or 'Not sure' to the above question - please use the box below to 
explain what your preferred career outside of higher education might be 

 
 

16. If you answered yes to the above question - please tell us what your preferred career in 
higher education is 

Comment  
 1st 2nd 3rd 4th 
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choice  choice  choice  choice  

a. Research  
    

 

b. Research & teaching  
    

 

c. Teaching  
    

 

d. Administration 
    

 

e. Other 
    

 
 

17. During your career as a researcher at Lancaster, what, if any, professional development 

or career-related barriers have you encountered? 

 

What's good and what needs to be improved 

18. We'd like to find ways of enabling Lancaster to support its researchers better. But first, 
we'd like to hear about any local initiatives or examples of good practice that you yourself 
have experienced, or heard about, that are already taking place at Lancaster. Please share 
your information in the box below. 

 

19. Are you aware of any examples of good practice initiatives or policies used to support 
the employment or professional development of researchers at other universities that you 
think Lancaster University could learn from? If so, please describe them here and tell us 

which institution they come from. 
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20. This is a free text question. Please add as much comment as you like about your 
experience of working as a researcher at Lancaster 

 

 


