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Someone needs to fight science’s 
corner – who better than scientists? 
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A stunning and successful career? 
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Or a shocking waste of disposable talent? 



- The Royal Society Scientific Century, 2010 



The current science career structure is broken 

Nik Papageorgiou 





“Science careers: has the science 
establishment let down young researchers?”  

Royal Institution, 24 May 2011 

“Careering out of control: a crisis in the UK 
science profession?”  

A broader online consultation, June-Sept 2011 
(emailed 17K scientists from petition database, amplified via 
social media) 



Working our press contacts  





An old problem 

Our current report complements that of Sir Gareth 
Roberts, a 2002 review commissioned as part of 
the Government's productivity and innovation 
strategy. Roberts identified the lack of a clear 
career structure, and uncertain career prospects 
associated with work on a short-term contractual 
basis, as a major barrier to the recruitment and 
development of postdoctoral researchers.  

“ 

” 
- SET for Success. Sir Gareth Roberts (2002) 

 



a full 49% of respondents named this issue as 
the top problem. 

The most pressing problem 



An ignored problem 

The 2008 Concordat to Support the Career 
Development of Researchers recommended that all 
research staff be employed on open-ended contracts. 
According to a 2011 survey by the research staff 
organisation Vitae, however, a full 77% of the 7,000+ 
respondents reported being on a fixed-term contract. In 
reality, even those on open-ended contracts usually 
find those contracts terminated when their PI’s grant 
money runs out.  

“ 

” 
- The Concordat to Support the Career Development of Researchers http:// 
www.researchconcordat.ac.uk/ 
 
- Careers in Research Online Survey (CROS) 2011: Analysis of UK Results. 
Vitae and Careers Research and Advisory Centre Ltd.  



A problem for women and families 

A woman who left research permanently after a 
postdoctoral position said: 
 
[A] downside to the constant moving of contracts is that 
I missed out on full maternity pay because I’d had to 
move contracts and hadn’t been in my current position 
long enough. Fitting children in with short term contracts 
is very hard – you’ve got to be in post for 6 months to 
get full maternity pay, and then stay for at least 6 
months afterwards as well – that’s a full year of your 
contract, and mother nature is rarely predictable so it is 
a problem... 

“ 

” 



A problem for older workers 

A number of our respondents emphasised that the 
system is weighted against experience: the longer a 
postdoc has been working on short-term contracts, the 
harder it is to continue. Fellowship eligibility 
requirements are skewed towards people who are 
within a set number of years past their PhD vivas, and 
older postdocs are deemed ‘too expensive’. With a glut 
of younger postdocs swelling the ranks behind, the 
system encourages discarding experience in favour of 
cheaper and often less proficient options. It is safe to 
say that in very few other professions would years of 
experience and enhanced expertise count against a 
prospective employee. 

“ 

” 



After the Report… 

 

-   We met with David Willetts 

-  We were invited to a Round Table with BIS and the Royal 
Society 

-  People agreed it was an important problem 

-  Nothing seems to have happened 

 

 What’s the next step? 
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Get involved: www.scienceisvital.org.uk 

Or contact me directly: jenny@lablit.com 


