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Overview 

• Snapshot of the research landscape in the UK

• Doctoral candidates’ perspectives 

• Barriers and challenges

• Recommendations 

• Building a new pipeline and ecosystem 



CULTURE

“an integrated pattern of human behavior which includes but is not 
limited to—thought, communication, languages, beliefs, values, 
practices, customs, courtesies, rituals, manners of interacting, roles, 
relationships, and expected behaviours of an ethnic group or social 
groups whose members are uniquely identifiable by that pattern of 
human behaviour.” National Center for Cultural Competence (2001)



Wellcome (2020). What researchers think about the culture they work in



What is the culture of the doctoral 
academy (graduate school) at your 

Institution?



Report on the experience of PhD students PhD Life: 
The UK student experience by Bethan Cornell  

Rachel Hewitt (2020). New report suggests PhD students work 50% 
more than undergraduate. HEPI Blog

“‘The higher up you go, the more male and white-dominated the environment becomes. 
There’s only one full female professor in my whole institute, and I have genuinely never met a 
black PI [Principal Investigator] or professor since starting my PhD.’”



Experiences of doctoral students…
Headlines from the Nature PhD careers survey (2019) 

• 74% of respondents are satisfied with their decision to pursue a PhD. 71% of 
respondents are satisfied with their PhD experience 

• 19% of respondents have a job alongside their PhD studies. The main driver for this is to 
help make ends meet (53%).

• 27% of respondents report that they spend 41-50 hours on their PhD programme per 
week, and 25% report that they spend 51-60 hours. 

• 36% of respondents have sought help for anxiety or depression. 49% of respondents 
report a long-hours culture at their university.

• 21% of respondents had experienced discrimination or harassment in their PhD 
programme. Gender (39%) and racial (33%) discrimination were the most common 
forms. 

• Funding and work-life balance are key barriers to pursuing an academic research career.
• Only a quarter agree that their programme is preparing them well for a non-research 

science-related career.



Wellcome (2020). What researchers think about the culture they work in



If we address the barriers and challenges at 
doctoral level would that solve the problem?



A leaky pipeline and the degree 
awarding gap are among the major 
barriers to inclusive doctoral education 

White vs Global Majority - 12.3%, 
with some gaps of over 20% 
reported at several universities

White vs Black 19.3%. In 10% of 
universities the awarding gap is 
over 30% 

(data from UAL ethnicity 
representation index)
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Closing the awarding gap report, Universities UK (2019)



Leaky HE pipeline 

Equality in higher education: statistical reports 2022 | Advance HE

https://www.advance-he.ac.uk/news-and-views/equality-higher-education-statistical-reports-2022


Comparison of ethnicity breakdown and Black representation 

for chemistry, biology and physics students and staff at UK 

universities. Source: 2017/2018 HESA data. 



Achieving research career success a 
bleak vision for some 



Who is funded to do research?

UKRI equalities monitoring 2023 to 2024 – UKRI

https://www.ukri.org/publications/ukri-equalities-monitoring/ukri-equalities-monitoring-2023-to-2024/
https://www.ukri.org/publications/ukri-equalities-monitoring/ukri-equalities-monitoring-2023-to-2024/
https://www.ukri.org/publications/ukri-equalities-monitoring/ukri-equalities-monitoring-2023-to-2024/


Who gets to decide on funding?

UKRI equalities monitoring 2023 to 2024 – UKRI

https://www.ukri.org/publications/ukri-equalities-monitoring/ukri-equalities-monitoring-2023-to-2024/
https://www.ukri.org/publications/ukri-equalities-monitoring/ukri-equalities-monitoring-2023-to-2024/
https://www.ukri.org/publications/ukri-equalities-monitoring/ukri-equalities-monitoring-2023-to-2024/


How does this apply to PhD studentships?

UKRI equalities monitoring 2023 to 2024 – UKRI

“PhD students are the engine of scientific discovery, academic research, and university 
innovation”

https://www.ukri.org/publications/ukri-equalities-monitoring/ukri-equalities-monitoring-2023-to-2024/
https://www.ukri.org/publications/ukri-equalities-monitoring/ukri-equalities-monitoring-2023-to-2024/
https://www.ukri.org/publications/ukri-equalities-monitoring/ukri-equalities-monitoring-2023-to-2024/




There are wider implications 
beyond research 



Influence on the type of research we do

Estimated 376,000 deaths attributed to SCD in 2021 



Sickle Cell Disease

“In total, between January 2013 and 
December 2022, there were 19,506, 
9,569 and 7,289 individuals with a 
primary diagnosis of sickle cell, cystic 
fibrosis, and haemophilia respectively 
in the NHS Hospital Episode Statistics 
dataset”

“We calculated the average annual 
research funding per person for 
individuals with one of the three 
conditions considered. This amount 
was lowest for sickle cell at £184 (95% 
CI: £172 - £196), compared with £315 
(95% CI: £226 - £404) per person with 
haemophilia and £703 (95% CI: £697 - 
£709) per person with cystic fibrosis.”

Sickle cell comparative review to inform policy report (2025)



Sickle cell comparative review to inform policy report (2025)



Inclusive research - “intentional 
engagement of diverse voices, 
communities, perspectives, and experiences 
throughout the research process. This 
encompasses not only who conducts the 
research but also how it is governed, 
funded, and integrated into broader 
systems, such as policy and practice.”



Building Inclusive Research Cultures 

• Morrow, Vandrevala and Ross (March 2025). Building inclusive research 
cultures– How can we rise above EDI cynicism?



Wellcome (2020). What researchers think about the culture they work in



Suggestions for Improvement (OfS & Research 
England Widening Participation PGR workshop) 

• Charters and pledges
• Admission policies
• Increasing opportunity to participate in PGR study
• Information advice and guidance (IAG):
• Improved data
• Enhanced supervision
• Positive action
• Increased representation in leadership
• Contextual excellence

The following levers available to the OfS 
and RE were highlighted:
• Targeted Funding 
• Community of practice
• Research assessment
• Regulation



Inclusion as a strategic institutional 
priority 



It appears the undergraduate students, the 
doctoral researchers, the academics, the 
communities and the patients are saying 
the same thing…

• Improved and targeted funding
• Improved access at all levels 
• Better support 
• Using data to inform approaches 
• Involvement in decision making 
• Better policies 
• Changing the existing culture 
• Eradicating barriers and tackling discriminatory practices etc.





Features 
Impact-driven plenary sessions plus world leading experts

Posters and exhibition Excellent networking opportunities Belonging and building community

Professional development workshops



How to Engage with MLSFF 

• Individual participation
• Delegate or speaker 

• Institutional participation
• Promotion 
• Sponsorship opportunities 

• For future MLSFF events 
• For underrepresented participants 
• Prizes 

• Collaboration 
• Exhibition opportunities 
• Funding proposals for pipeline development Professor David Mba, Vice Chancellor BCU
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