
Summary

• A powerful and internationally competitive research
base, essential to the present and future vitality of
Europe, depends fundamentally on a strong cohort of
highly creative researchers, and therefore on Europe’s
capacity to attract some of the best minds in each
generation, not only from Europe, but also from the
global pool of talent.

• The institutions in which research is done must
respond to four vital contemporary imperatives: 
- the need for “critical diversity” as well as critical

mass, recognising that many of the most powerful
ideas arise from unexpected areas of study; 

- that many major challenges facing the contemporary
world require systemic thinking that draws on a great
variety of disciplines, and that researchers must be
adept in working in such a setting;

- that research in many domains is a global enterprise
and must be able to engage globally;

- that national interests not only require collaboration
but competitiveness by international standards.

• The uniqueness amongst human institutions of com-
prehensive research-intensive universities, because of
the breadth of knowledge they encompass, makes
them ideal locations for the development of the
researchers that society needs. They play the crucial
role of educating and training Europe’s researchers in
their early careers, and therefore carry a heavy
responsibility to offer attractive and stimulating
careers and a productive setting for research. They
must play a central role in developing the European
Research Area if this is to become a powerful agent in
developing Europe’s research capacity. 

• Although research careers can rarely compete with
the salaries of the private sector it is important that
they are seen to offer unique opportunities for well-
supported, creative freedom and personal satisfac-
tion. The key objectives of policy for research careers
must be: to attract highly talented graduates from the
international pool of talent; to support realisation of a
researcher’s potential for creativity; and to maximize
benefit to knowledge, learning and society. To do this,

we must maximize the potential for high achievement
and provide an attractive career framework.

• Realising the potential for high achievement depends
upon: 
- a research environment with a wide variety of

researchers working on cognate topics, strong links
with other disciplines in a cross-disciplinary setting,
good international connections, cross-fertilisation of
ideas from external researchers, and access to
appropriate facilities.

- independence and responsibility at an early stage
of a research career.

• An attractive and efficient research career structure
requires:
- well-designed posts that are adapted both to

research needs and career prospects of researchers;
- well-structured career perspectives that clearly

indicate avenues for progression including posts
outside academia;

- strong funding and facilitating processes that per-
mit competitive salaries to be offered; 

- career development support;
- advice and support for diverse career pathways;
- shared responsibility for research careers between

all key stakeholders, comprising universities, govern-
ments and those from public and private sector who
fund research.

• We identify five principal functional types of research
post that we believe exist amongst those researchers
not holding a full-time academic position:
- Personal research fellowships, which we strongly

advocate should be extended to five years or more; 
- Research associates employed through research

grants;
- Enterprise fellowships that offer holders support in

developing commercial applications from their
research;

- Research assistants employed through highly specif-
ic research contracts;

- Research assistants/high-level technical officers.
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The principles described in the previous paragraph
should be applied in different ways to all these func-
tional types. 

• There are considerable differences between research
careers in different European countries. A four-stage
model of research careers which permits comparison
between different European systems is presented,
together with career maps that illustrate the patterns
of progression between these stages across Europe.
They are designed for researchers in planning their
futures. The patterns reflect historical and cultural dif-
ferences and must be understood before any
attempts are made to unify elements of career struc-
ture across Europe.

CONTEXT

The importance of research careers

1. Research and the people trained in it are increasingly
vital assets in any modern society. They underpin the
shift from economies based on land, labour and cap-
ital to ones based on information and knowledge.
They are crucial in guiding a society’s response to
great contemporary challenges such as climate
change, food security and energy. They make essen-
tial contributions to the development of social and
public policy. They inspire many of the ideas, aspira-
tions and actions that contribute to the vitality of soci-
ety and its capacity for bold creativity in responding to
whatever the future might bring. 

2. These attributes crucially depend on people in whom
the capacity for creative thought and action has been
stimulated in an environment that encourages free
ranging enquiry, and who develop habits of rigour,
sceptical and persistent curiosity and sometimes the
capacity for towering intellectual achievement. They
tend to be stifled by top-down management of a pon-
derous and bureaucratic enterprise driven by pre-
determined strategic priorities. 

3. The institutions that attract and nurture young
researchers, and in Europe they are predominantly its
research-intensive universities, must maintain and

stimulate the development of these qualities, and
recognise that their seeds are sown by attracting
some of the best intellects into research and ensuring
that they are given every opportunity to grow in confi-
dence, capacity, ambition and creativity. 

Current imperatives

4. Policies designed to support and stimulate research
and young researchers need to recognise four con-
temporary imperatives:
a. The emergence of new understanding that may be

powerful in creating markets, social opportunities,
identifying risk or facing major global challenges is
highly unpredictable, and foresight exercises or
assessments of technological potential have had a
poor record of anticipating future developments
only a few years away. It is crucial that national and
European research bases maintain a full diversity of
excellence to prepare for an unknown future.
“Critical diversity” is as important as critical mass.

b. Major contemporary challenges require us to draw
on a wide range of disciplines. Many new and pow-
erful applications are based on great varieties of
input. For example, a study of ten key advances in
cardiovascular medicine were traced back to about
600 papers from different disciplines which provided
the basis for the advances. Over 40% of them had
nothing to do with cardiovascular medicine and
many of them were not carried out in medical
departments but in departments of chemistry, engi-
neering, physics, botany, agriculture, zoology, etc1.

c. Research in the modern sense has always been
stimulated and communicated through internation-
al networks. But now the research base itself is
becoming globalised, with research teams working
across international boundaries. Europe’s institu-
tions must respond to this trend.

d. However, the international domain of research is
not only one of increasing collaboration, but also
one of strong competition. The realisation of the
powerful role that research plays in catalysing the
economic and social dynamism of modern society
has stimulated major investments in national
research bases. For example, China’s systematic
investment in research, which has concentrated on
a handful of its top universities, has produced an
explosive rise in research output that has increased
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1 Paten, W. Man and Mouse. Oxford. 1984.


