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Summary
Britain’s vote on 23rd June 2016 to leave the European Union will result in uncertainty for the
social science community, with implications for research funding, international collaboration,
freedom of movement, and capacity building. Until now, the UK social science community has
outperformed in terms of EU research funding. We also benefitted from collaboration with our
European colleagues and the freedom of movement afforded by our membership of the EU, which
allowed UK Universities and research organisations to draw on a pool of international talent and
students. This briefing note considers these factors in light of the UK referendum decision and
looks at the scale of its implications for UK research. The Government will need to
consider these issues carefully in its post-referendum negotiations if UK research excellence is to
be protected.
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The Current Situation
1. Social Science Funding and the EU
1.

The UK social science community has benefitted from EU research funding, and has
outperformed social sciences in other EU member states, and in comparison to other disciplines
in the UK, as detailed in Professor Linda Hantrais FAcSS’s Academy Professional Briefing Issue 8
on the ‘Implications of the EU Referendum for UK Social Science.’1
a.
EU Research funding in general:

Overall, between 2007 and 2013 the UK received an estimated €3.4 billion more than
it paid into the EU in terms of funding for research, development and innovation
activities, primarily through the EU’s Framework programmes, and to a lesser extent
through EU Structural Funds designated for research & development.2

The UK received the second largest proportion of Framework Programme 7 funding
in relation to the size of our economy as measured by GDP, 71% of which went to
universities,3 and ranked second in terms of both the number of participants and
budget share of signed grant agreements as of 2014.4

The UK currently has the largest share of signed grant agreements among
participating countries in the Horizon 2020 framework programme.5
b.
Research income for universities:

In general, EU sources of funding have risen steadily both in real terms and as a
percentage of total research grants and contracts for UK HE institutions, and now
account for over 14% of the latter. Funding to HEIs from the BIS Research Councils,
the British Academy, the Royal Society, and the Royal Society of Edinburgh has
declined in percentage terms (to just over 30%) in the past eight years, largely as a
result of austerity following the financial crisis.6 In absolute terms, research funding for
UK HEIs from EU sources (including research grants under Framework and other
agreements and other EU sources as defined by HESA)7 rose from £331 million in
2007/08 to £836 million in 2014/15.8

The Research Excellence Framework (REF) 2014 panel overview reports show that
EU funding of social science research has risen steadily since the financial crisis, and
appears to be outpacing a similar rise in other disciplines.9

This growth in EU government funding came at a time when the social sciences face
not only a decline in research council funding, but also a decline in UK government
departmental funding that is greater than in the other disciplines.10

The UK social science community has been particularly successful in obtaining
European Research Council funding, ranking first among EU member states for total
ERC starting grants between 2007 and 2015, and first in total advanced awards
between 2008 and 2014.11

A large proportion of agreed projects under Horizon 2020 are tagged as involving
social science and the humanities (SSH), although not all of these are pure research
projects or solely on SSH topics, and just 25% of ‘projects funded under the SSHflagged topics in the Societal Challenges and the LEIT [Leadership in Enabling and
Industrial Technologies] parts of Horizon 2020 are coordinated by an SSH partner.’12
The UK leads (or comes in second, or tied for second) in terms of the most
represented country across all 7 societal challenge areas and the LEIT Information and
Communication Technologies project.13

2. International Collaboration
International collaboration has had a positive effect on research impact.
a.
2

A recent Digital Science report found that, while UK research output has increased
significantly over the past 35 years, a significant portion of this overall growth has been due
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b.
c.
d.

to international collaborations, which now account for over half of UK research output.
Interestingly, while the growth in volume of STEM research in the UK is primarily from
international collaboration, the rise in volume of UK social science research is due to both
increased domestic output and a rise in international collaboration.14
The report also found that ‘the UK’s research collaboration with Europe has increased at a
faster rate than with other partners and now covers more than half of all collaborative
papers.’15
In addition, the report found that research publications resulting from international
collaborations had greater citation impacts relative to the world average; these were 42%
higher in 2001, increasing to 52% higher in 2011.16
This is a reminder of the importance of collaboration for the social sciences in particular. A
2013 report prepared by Elsevier for the UK’s Department of Business, Innovation, and
Skills (BIS) found that UK research had broadly seen an increase in its field-weighted citation
impact over time, ‘with the exception of Social Sciences, Business, and Humanities’,17 where
sole-authored papers have traditionally been the norm.

3. Freedom of Movement
1.

UK higher education and research communities have benefitted from freedom of movement as a
result of membership of the EU.
a.

b.
c.

d.

The UK has benefitted from access to a pool of international talent:

15% of all academic staff at UK HE Institutions are non-UK EU-domiciled (in total 27%
of academic staff are from outside the UK).18 In the social sciences, 16% of all teaching
and research staff are from elsewhere in the European Union (in total, 28% of social
sciences academic staff are non-UK).19 For the categories of ‘science and maths’ and
‘engineering and technology’ combined, the figures are 19% and 36% respectively.20

Participation in EU Framework Programmes has enriched the talent pool for UK
research, particularly through Marie Skłodowska-Curie actions, which have attracted
top talent to the UK and allowed UK researchers to engage in a larger
interdisciplinary research community.’21
Ease of travel has meant the opportunity to do field research within Europe, enabling UK
postdoctoral researchers to find research and teaching jobs abroad, facilitating international
collaboration.
UK higher education institutions have benefitted from the recruitment of EU students:

Foreign students ‘generate nearly £11 billion for the UK economy, and all UK regions
benefit’ through student fees and spending in the local economy.22

6% of all students in UK higher education are from the European Union, and EU
students make up 29% of all international students.23

The number of EU students has decreased since 2012/13, and total non-EU (i.e., other
international students) decreased in 2012/13 and 2013/14, with only slight rise in
2014/15 – even though more international students are now seeking higher education
abroad.24
UK students have benefitted from the Erasmus+ programme, which has been shown to
improve their employability,25 while also providing more intangible benefits.26 Although the
number of students from other EU member states who travel abroad is far greater than the
number of UK students, both categories have been trending upwards.27

4. Capacity Building & Research Excellence
1.

UK social scientists have contributed to, and benefitted from, capacity building efforts within the
European Union.
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a.

b.

Overall, ‘the UK punches above its weight as a research nation’ in terms of its expenditure
on research versus its impact globally,28 and social science research is a particular source of
excellence within this broader community.29
UK social science has played an important role in contributing to the development and
capacity building projects incorporated in the 7th Framework Programme, participating in 8
out of the 11 projects recently highlighted by the European Commission as examples of the
‘intense scientific collaboration [that] directly contributes to scientific capacity building in
developing countries’.30

Implications for the Future
In light of the UK referendum decision to leave the European Union, many of these benefits – in
funding and research income, international collaboration, freedom of movement and capacity building –
are at risk. Concerted action will be needed by both the UK Government and by members of our own
community if UK social science research to address this risk.
1. Research funding
Continued access to EU sources of funding and the conditions under which UK social scientists may
participate are now dependent on UK-EU negotiations.
1.

2.

3.

4

Continued participation in Horizon 2020, and at what level, will depend entirely on the
settlement negotiated by the UK Government with the EU. The Norwegian and Swiss
arrangements offer two possible models for engagement with the EU, and whether one of these
– or another model entirely – is chosen, there will be implications for UK participation in the
European Research Area (ERA).
Like FP7, Horizon 2020 has three primary categories of national participant relevant for this
discussion: EU countries, associated countries, and other third country participants.
a.
Having determined its shape and scope, EU countries in total have committed over €77
billion to H2020 (to be spread over its duration from 2014-2020), and obviously have full
participation rights in all aspects of the programme.31
b.
Third countries (i.e. non-EU countries) may become ‘associated countries’ – but to
do so they must pay into H2020 by negotiated agreement in order to fully ‘participate in
Horizon 2020 under the same conditions as EU Member States’.32 Associated countries
have the same eligibility for funding as EU member states, their researchers can be principal
investigators who lead projects, and their institutions may host principal investigators.33
However, even though they pay into the Framework, associated countries have no formal
role in deciding (i.e., voting on) its content or direction, though they may attempt to
influence this during the consultative phase. Associated countries can be those in the
process of EU accession, EFTA countries, or states that had been previously associated
with FP7 according to Article 7 of the H2020 regulations.34 Fifteen countries held this
status as of 29 April 2016.35
c.
Other third country participants must negotiate separate bi-lateral agreements with the
EU, but are ‘not automatically eligible for funding’, and instead ‘have themselves to
determine the sources of funding and find the resources for their part of the action’ of
H2020 within which they wish to participate.36 Nationals of this category of third country
non-associated participants may, for example, apply to be principal investigators for
European Research Council projects, but only if they are ‘engaged and hosted by a Host
Institution based in an EU Member State or an Associated Country for the whole duration
of the grant.’37
As members of the European Free Trade Association (EFTA), both Norway and Switzerland have
been able to participate in the European Research Area as ‘associated countries’ in the past. This
means they have had to pay into the Framework Programmes in order to participate, without
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4.

any formal input into the content and direction of the FPs themselves, but they have been
automatically eligible for funding, and could lead and host particular projects. Differences in their
models of engagement with the EU have however had consequences for their participation in the
ERA – leading to Norway’s continued participation as a fully associated member in H2020, while
Switzerland’s changed political stance on freedom of movement means that it is now only partially
associated with H2020, and may by next year be reduced to a third country participant. Why is
this?
a.
Norway is not only a member of EFTA, but of the more closely bound European Economic
Area (bringing it into the Single Market). As such, it adopts changes to EU law and directives
as they occur.38 Moreover, ‘the nature of the agreement signed between Norway and the EU
means that terms do not need to be renegotiated with each new Framework Programme’,39
because this is provided for in Part IV of the EEA Agreement,40 and Protocol 31 of that
Agreement.41 As associated members from the EEA, Norway and Iceland together
contributed over €2 billion to Horizon 2020, and are full participants in all of its areas (with
the exception of Euratom).42 Norwegian researchers, for example, have just been awarded
€5.7 million to lead on a marine environment monitoring project under H2020.43 Though
unable to vote on decisions made regarding the direction of H2020, as an EEA EFTA country
Norway has been able to participate in the Open Method of Coordination process, allowing
it to help ‘shape decisions’ and ‘develop good practice.’44
b.
The Swiss model is different. They are members of EFTA, but not the EEA, and thus do not
participate in the EEA agreement that provides for association in the Framework
programmes. They agree to adopt EU laws and directives only in batches, rather than
adopting them as they are made.45 When the Swiss voted to curb migration and declined to
adopt freedom of movement for Croatian citizens in February 2014, the European
Commission announced in that there would be ‘consequences for its participation into the
internal market and more generally for EU-Swiss relations.’46 The impact on Swiss
participation in Horizon 2020 was swift. As a result of their actions to limit freedom of
movement, they are currently only partially associated with H2020.

They are considered an associated country only for some aspects of Horizon 2020,
namely, ‘in the Excellent Science pillar and Spreading Excellence programme - allowing
Swiss partners to receive direct funding from the EU.’47 For all other aspects of
Horizon 2020 they are now considered a third country party, meaning that they are
not automatically eligible for funding, cannot host projects, and it is far less likely (for
practical and political reasons) that their researchers will be able to act as principal
investigators.
a.
This is the situation until the end of 2016 – at which point the Swiss must choose either to
become a fully associated member for Horizon 2020 as a whole or not, but this ‘choice’ is
conditional on their decision regarding freedom of movement.48 Meanwhile, the Swiss
government has had to give an undertaking to fund fully the participation of Swiss
researchers for those parts of Horizon 2020 for which they are no longer associated, to
make good the shortfall.49
Thus, the inability to be a full ‘associate’ of the framework programmes like Horizon2020, has
implications not only for funding, but also for research leadership.

2. International Collaboration
1.

2.

Irrespective of funding, the referendum result poses distinct challenges for the UK social science
community’s ability to maintain the current level of UK engagement with European research. The
EU research frameworks, and other research programmes, have provided an accessible platform
for international collaboration. UK social scientists helped construct research agendas and exercise
research leadership as well as benefitting from funding and opportunities for collaboration.
Depending on the settlement agreed with regard to the conditions for any UK access to EU
research funding, some of these opportunities may remain in place, though the UK research
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3.

community will no longer have the same say over the direction of these platforms or their
content, and may not have the same leadership opportunities on individual projects depending on
their level of association.
No matter what the settlement looks like, UK academics and researchers will need to work hard
to build new networks and pathways for international collaboration if we are to retain the impact
we already enjoy, much less improve it. This will require capacity building of networking skills
among UK academics, the building of outreach programmes at HE and other research institutions,
and the funding of greater opportunities for field research and international conference
attendance.

3. Freedom of movement
1.

2.

The decision to leave the European Union will have an effect on the freedom of movement of our
academic, research, and student communities. There is a question of whether any negotiated
settlement would, like Norway’s, allow continued participation in programmes like Erasmus+ for
our students to be able to study abroad, and to facilitate EU students to continue to study in the
UK.
In a global labour market for science and research, UK HEIs will still want to hire the best talent
to teach and work at our higher education and research institutions. Post-referendum
immigration policy will need to consider safeguards to permit hiring of the strongest possible
talent for UK positions, including for instance the exemption to the salary floor of £35,000 for
Tier 2 visas for those working at HE institutions. Providing new and additional safeguards to
protect a withdrawal of EU talent from the UK may also be needed, including a similar exemption
for other skilled educators and highly-skilled scientific and social science researchers in other
research institutions.

4. What next?
1.

The UK Government will need to decide the terms on which it wishes to negotiate continued
access to participation in EU-funded research.
a.
A first issue will be the nature and structure of access to Horizon 2020 funding and beyond,
including the conditions applying to UK research applicants. This will be affected by policy
decisions on whether or not the UK becomes an EFTA EEA country, and how it approaches
free movement, as with Switzerland.
b.
A second issue will be whether the UK government will (as Switzerland does) make good
any shortfall in funding if the terms of access do not allow UK researchers access to EU
funding, even if they are allowed to take part in projects as third party countries.
c.
The UK government will also need to consider how to mitigate the impact on the freedom
of movement of international social science research talent into the UK, by ensuring that
future immigration policies do not pose unreasonable barriers to entry to UK academic
posts and to specialist social science research posts outside academe.
d.
The UK government will also need to consider whether EU students, at undergraduate,
postgraduate and post-doctoral levels, will continue to have access to UK HEIs on the same
terms as UK students.

2.

The UK social science community will itself need to take steps to:
a.
Mend fences following the heated debate of recent months, and consider how to continue
and develop fruitful research collaborations with European peers.
b.
Consider how to foster programmes that allow members of the international research and
student communities, particularly those hailing from the EU, to study and work in the UK in
order build the relationships that advance international collaboration.
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