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Credentialling

• Doctorate from Cambridge
• Research expertise in palaeontology, higher education, arts and 

culture
• Doctoral supervisor, Leicester and Edinburgh
• Doctoral examiner, various
• Have led faculties of arts, science, social science and engineering
• Trustee, AHRC
• Assessor, Leverhulme Doctoral Centres
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Overview

Who regulates research degrees and who 
should?

How many people should do a doctorate?

Can we be clear about purpose?

Costs and funding, what is a fair deal?

Can we be clear about prospects?

Towards a career pathway for researchers
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Regulation

UG provision is regulated by OfS via B conditions

Masters degrees are partly regulated by OfS

Initial teacher training is regulated by Ofsted

Student Loan Company is regulated by the 
Department for Education

Research Councils are regulated at arms-length by 
DfE

International student outcomes are not regulated

Doctoral Students are not regulated, though grants 
may be subject to terms and conditions
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What has 
regulation 
taught us?

Which of these 
apply to doctoral 
provision?

All academics distrust regulation but.....

OfS demonstrated that metrics matter and are 
powerful

B3 showed us that progression and outcomes 
matter

TEF demonstrated that enhancement should be 
ongoing and institution-wide

Ofsted showed us that we need to set expectations 
and then demonstrate that we have reached them
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Suggested 
self-
regulation

Determine key metrics for doctoral 
provision and collect them institutionally 
and nationally

Hold providers to account for 
improvements in these metrics.

Apply an institution-wide enhancement 
approach to doctoral provision, with KPIs 
to Academic Boards/ Board of Governors

Set clear expectations of quality in doctoral 
provision and collect evidence to 
demonstrate compliance
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Why do 
people do a 
doctorate?

Because people will supervise 
them

Because it is seen as a route for 
elite ability

(Because it is needed if you are 
already an academic)
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How many 
people 
should do a 
doctorate?

More than there are postdoctoral 
vacancies?

Working academics?

What about the rest?
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Vacancies and applications

Typical vacancy rate = 7%, annually around 10500 academic jobs in UK
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Applicants – minimum….
10k vacancies, for all 
academic stages, c70k 
applicants means that

>80% of people with 
doctorates will not get an 
academic job

Though the chances are 
higher in less research 
intensive settings…..

Typical applicant numbers 
University of Edinburgh 
30-120
Bath Spa University
15-40
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What is the 
purpose of 
a 
doctorate?

Being an academic

Industry/commercial R&D

Avoiding a glass ceiling in academic-related roles, 
eg curator

Self-actualization

Er, not harmful for a range of careers
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This is marketing, pure and simple

University of Portsmouth careers website, March 2024
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How well do these topics meet the multiple purposes of a 
doctorate?

University of Sussex
Leverhulme Doctoral Centre
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How well do these topics meet the multiple purposes of a 
doctorate?

University of 
Dundee
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Costs and 
funding, 
what is a 
fair deal?

Self-funding – costs

Philanthropic support

Research Councils?
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Self funding
(start with c£50k 
ug debt…, and 
c£25k pg debt)

lifetime graduate 
premium c £100k 
for women

SLC loan - £28k over course

Fees - £5k per year (home) + bench 
fees tba

Subsistence - £18600
(minimum wage = £22k pa)

Shortfall roughly £42000 over 3 
years
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International fees are a rip off……

University of Nottingham, 2024
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Scholarships?
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Grants?

Good –
putting 
money into 
career 
development

AHRC fees + £18622pa

BBSRC £4.7k fees, £5k bench fees, £18622

ESRC £4.7k fees, £17668

EPSRC £4.7k fees, £5k bench fees, £18622

MRC ditto

NERC £4.6k fees, £5k-£11k bench fees, £17668
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A post-
doctoral 
career 
bifurcation

Academic or academic related – subject 
matter and academic skills important

Industry/sector related - subject matter 
and non-academic skills matter

Not – non-academic skills critical, having 
a narrative for an employer

These pathways do not generally 
intersect later on
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Vitae has good resources for leaving, but is it 
still seen as a deficit outcome
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Future funding 
prospects  <10%
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Towards a career 
pathway for early 
researchers

• Develop future-favourable doctoral theses

• Be honest with students about funding 
futures

• Be clear about academic career options, by 
supervisor?, subject and EDI

• Help people leave an academic route, or 
explore less research-intensive settings

• Ensure Universities take a responsible 
approach to doctoral progression

• Work with research organisations to 
develop fair pathways to senior standing
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Future-favourable
PhD topics
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Towards a career 
pathway for early 
researchers

• Develop future-favourable doctoral theses

• Be honest with students about funding 
futures

• Be clear about funding directions, 
especially EDI

• Help people leave an academic route, or 
explore less research-intensive settings

• Ensure Universities take a responsible 
approach to doctoral progression

• Work with research organisations to 
develop fair pathways to senior standing
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A University strategy for doctorates

Internally regulate doctoral 
provision, using a metrics-
based, enhancement-led 
approach

Only supervise doctorates 
that are externally funded or 
are viable for external 
funding

Only supervise a few more 
doctorates than the post-doc 
opportunities in that field

Only allow successful 
academics to supervise 
doctorates

Internally train and promote 
good doctoral students onto 
a career pathway to lecturer
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A Research Council career path for doctorates

• Only fund doctorates where there is a good chance of a post-doc in 
that field

• Only fund a few more doctorates than the post-doc opportunities in 
that field

• Insist that doctoral titles are future-friendly
• Develop pathways to train and promote good doctoral students onto 

a career pathway to lecturer, being clear about EDI goals in so doing
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A fair deal for doctoral 
students – demonstrate 
good outcomes, narrow the 
funnel and retain the best 
talent

• Demonstrate tangible outcomes for 
doctoral provision

• Provide future-favourable PhDs

• Don’t offer too many

• Discourage self-funding

• Be clear about prospects

• Work at university and UKRI level to 
provide pathways beyond a doctorate 
so that we create a pipeline for the 
brightest future academics
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