
Laurence Hopkins 

Head of Research 

14 December 2015 





Literature Review Findings 

Challenges for early career 

researchers (ECR) 
• Funding and contract type - securing a stable job 

and  funding for research 

• Working conditions – terms and conditions of 

employment; coping with workloads; achieving work-

life balance; overcoming feelings of isolation. 

• Career development and progression - career 

guidance on progressing within and outside 

academia; developing transferrable skills; establishing 

networks; international and inter-sectoral mobility. 

 

 



Literature Review Findings 

Support mechanisms for ECRs. Uneven across EU 

states. 

Concerns about oversupply of PhDs and 

underemployment.  

Gender discrimination. Continuing issues, especially in 

terms of academic progression to professor  

Attraction of a research career. Researchers very 

satisfied with career in terms of autonomy, intellectual 

challenge and employer reputation 

  However – lower satisfaction with pay, opportunities  for 

 advancement and job security 

 



EU initiatives 

European Charter for Researchers 

Code of Conduct for Recruitment of Researchers 

HR Strategy on Researchers (HRS4R) 

European Framework for Research Careers 

RESAVER 



HE employment relations in the six countries 

National 

Collective 

Bargaining 

Institutional 

level 

State 

Regulation 

Finland 

Germany 

UK 

Italy  

Cyprus 

Romania 

Six case studies: Cyprus, Finland, Germany, Italy, 

Romania, United Kingdom (46% of EU by population) 



Research careers in industry 

Source: Eurostat 
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Research careers in higher education 

Phd 
candidate 

Research 
Fellow 
(postdoc) 

Assistant 
Professor 

Professor 

Positions 
beyond this 
stage based on 
open 
competition 
not progression 

Romania – PhD 
candidates 
given research 
assistant and 
teaching 
assistant roles 

Finland, Cyprus 
– tenure track – 
based on 
evaluation 

UK – ‘lecturer’ 
typically on 
open-ended 
non-tenured 
contract from 
this point 

Finland – PhD 
can be employee, 
grant funded or 
student 

UK /Germany– 
Possible to 
progress through 
research only path 

All countries – successive 
postdoc contracts / exit sector 

Germany – 
Beamte (civil 
servant) cannot 
take strike 
action 

In Italy 
‘Researcher - 
type A’ fixed-
term contract – 
max 5 years (no 
tenure track) 



Key challenges for ECRs 

Fixed-term contracts 

• Fundamental issue for trade unions 

Workload and the balance between research and other 

duties 

• Importance of recognition and balance 

• Work-life balance 

Transitions and managing expectations  

Level of awareness of careers outside HE 

Equity of treatment with other staff 

Mentoring and the role of line managers 
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35 – average age 

 

6.2 – average number of 

research contracts 

 

10.4% have had between 13 

and 30 temporary contracts 

 

1 in 3 working outside HE 

don’t use professional skills 

acquired during PhD and 

postdoc 

 

53% ‘can’t imagine their 

professional future’ 

 

Source: FLC CGIL  
(Italian trade union for academic staff) 
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Academic staff by contract level, Germany, England and USA 
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Specific issues 
Country Challenges 

Cyprus Very limited opportunities for research in the private sector 

Research culture is only just being established 

Limited funding for postdoc opportunities 

Finland Low outward and inward mobility 

Serial use of fixed-term contracts 

Status of PhD students 

Germany Restrictions to academic career progression 

ECRs find it difficult to change career paths 

ECRs feel undervalued in academia 

Italy Gelmini reform (2010) 

Cuts to HEI budgets affecting ECR opportunities 

Significant increase in fixed-term and casual contracts 

Romania History of underinvestment in research 

Reliance on EU funding 

Low salaries 

United Kingdom High level of competition for ECR posts 

Union level of concern about ‘casualisation’ 



Implementation and impact of the Charter & 

Code and HRS4R 

Declarations of 

Endorsement C&C 

HR Excellence in 

Research (HRS4R) 

Cyprus 13 2 

Finland 14 7 

Germany 14 1 

Italy 66 7 

Romania 9 2 

United Kingdom 16* 91 

• Trade unions supportive of C&C but do not appear to be 
involved in HRS4R process 

• Lack of awareness in some countries (e.g. Germany) & 
endorsement without action (e.g. Italy) 

• Employers - variability in approaches to HRS4R - 
comprehensive approach versus box marking 

 



Practical actions to address ECR challenges 

(1) 

Recognising duties and achieving an appropriate balance 

between teaching and research 

Supportive mentoring and line management 

Increasing visibility of research opportunities and providing 

support with proposals 

Improving transferrable skills (and awareness of these) 

Mobility grants to improve international networks 

 



Practical actions to address ECR challenges 

(2) 

Improving collaboration and relationships between 

universities and industry and research institutes 

Increasing demand for higher-level skills in industry 

Improving awareness of careers outside HE and managing 

expectations about careers in HE 

• Monitoring PhD and postdoc career progression 

Considering representation of ECRs within academic 

governance structures 

Increasing trade union membership among ECRs 

Specified time for training and development 



The role of trade unions - examples 

FLC (Italy) – funded research on experiences of early 

career researchers 

UCU (UK) – Involved in development of the Concordat. 

Provides resources on understanding contracts and 

navigating early career stage, surveys to identify key 

issues, ‘anti-casualisation week’ 

FUURT (Finland) – Network for early stage researchers, 

reduced membership fees, member surveys to 

understand key issues, and seminars on careers in 

academia 

GEW (Germany) – Templin Manifesto for better working 

conditions, advice on social security for PhDs 

 



What can social partners do together? 

Supporting Charter & Code and HRS4R 

• Invite trade unions to be involved in HRS4R activities 

– gap analysis, action planning etc. 

Establish platforms for dialogue about research careers 

and ECRs (where there are none) 

Work in partnership to understand challenges and improve 

the evidence base 

Peer learning from existing approaches such as the 

Hamburg Code of Conduct and the UK Concordat 

 



UCEA dissemination 
London conference – 21 November 2014- full presentation on findings 

http://www.ucea.ac.uk/en/empres/rs/ecr.cfm  

Publication of report on UCEA website 

Dissemination to over 160 HEIs in the UK 

Vitae Conference – 8 September 2015, Manchester – workshop 

session with the University College Union (UCU) covering findings of 

the research https://www.vitae.ac.uk/events/vitae-researcher-

development-international-conference-2015  

Research Fortnight – June 2015 – article by Laurence Hopkins 

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/entering-social-dialogue-early-

careers-laurence-hopkins?trk=prof-post (reprint with permission) 

Manchester Policy Week – 4 November 2015 - Rethinking Research 

Funding - presentation on the findings of research and participation in 

panel discussion on research careers. 

https://rethinkingukresearch.wordpress.com/  

Vitae special papers series – write up of research (forthcoming in 

January 2016)  
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