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Rationale

In the UK supporters of research, including funding bodies and learned societies, are
increasing their focus on the culture of research, as a key component for a healthy and
productive research strategy'. There is a significant body of research that demonstrates the
importance of a positive, supportive and ultimately inclusive research culture for PGR
wellbeing and success. Members of the UKCGE lead much of this work, with the resultant
insights and recommendations providing a basis for any organisation or research group to
improve the experiences and success of PGRs they host.

However, the authors could discover very little work on PGRs’ understanding of research
culture, including how it influences how research is conducted, for example what is
considered a valid question or what results are valued. As this influences who is considered a
successful researcher, it has a role to play in how PGRs thrive and progress in research careers.

The Royal Society states?:

“Research culture encompasses the behaviours, values, expectations,
attitudes and norms of our research communities.”

In order to explore this, we have completed a pilot study to test questions intended to
determine what PGRs perceive as components of a positive research culture and how it
impacts what research is valued. We expect this will vary across academic disciplines, for
example depending on how overtly PGRs are expected to examine the research culture.

Methodology

We employed a questionnaire mechanism, gathering demographic and academic status data
and asking three questions about respondents’ views on a 5-point Likert scale:

1. To what extent do you agree that each of the following is a component of a positive
Research Culture?

2. Towhat extent do you agree that each of the following is part of the Research Culture
where you are/were studying?

3. Towhat extent do you think research culture determines...

For brevity the statements are provided within the results over the page. Respondents were
sourced via Prolific, where we filtered for doctoral students domiciled in the UK (n=210
candidates available). After discarding rapid responses made in 2 min or less, and one where
academic status data seemed inconsistent, we analysed n=74 valid responses.

Swansea University’s Research Ethics Approval Number for this work is 1 2025 14237 13912.

T For example UK Government Research and Development People and Culture Strategy Page 23, available from
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/research-and-development-rd-people-and-culture-strategy
(accessed 28/10/2025)

2 https://royalsociety.org/news-resources/projects/research-culture/ (accessed 28/10/2025)
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Results

As a pilot, we are interested in both the responses, and efficacy of the questions in eliciting
views or discriminating between differing understanding and perceptions. We present initial
results to reflect on what they are telling us and how we might improve in future iterations.
Figure 1 shows paired responses to four statements against Q1 and Q2 respectively.

Comparing expectations (Q1) and experiences (Q2) (n=74)

1.Isinclusive & respectful attracting a diversity of people

2.Is inclusive & respectful attracting a diversity of people

1.Emphasises conventional ways for research to be conducted & communicated
2 Emphasises conventional ways for research to be conducted & communicated
1.Encourages a diversity of thought that enhances the standard of research
2.Encourages a diversity of thought that enhances the standard of research

1.Promotes a fixed definition of success

2.Promotes a fixed definition of success
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Figure 1 comparing the responses to Q1 and Q2, as labelled against each statement. The order of the five possible responses
in each bar is the order they appear in the legend. The number of responses is included as a label on each segment.

We alternated statements that we perceived as aligned with an “open” and a “closed” culture.
We can see that open statements elicit more agreement in expectations (Q1) than experience
(Q2), and this is reversed for closed statements. Statements of both open and closed cultures
are seen as present in practice by the majority (Q2 responses majority Agree/Strongly Agree).

Figure 2 shows responses to Q3, where most respondents agree (at least 64/74). This may be a
selection effect, or indicate these statements are unsuitable to pursue this aim.

How Culture Shapes Research (Q3) (n=74)

Who is considered a successful researcher?
How research excellence is evaluated?
Which research results are considered valid?

What research questions are asked?
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Figure 2 Degree of agreement with statements exploring how culture influences research conducted. Labelling as Figure 1.

Further Work

We are yet to analyse variations across disciplines, demographics, or conduct a thematic
analysis of free text responses (n=21 non-null returns). We are keen to gain the views of other
researchers into PGRs’ experience of research culture, and identify any improvements we can
make. We are also seeking to broaden our collaboration to diversify perspectives on the work.
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