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Summary 
 
1. Britain needs a strong and competitive university sector to provide the graduates for the 

workforce of tomorrow, reskill the workforce of today, translate research to benefit businesses 
and contribute to productivity and the overall well-being of society by providing new 
opportunities to participate and study for a degree. BIS is not a protected department. As a 
result the Spending Review poses both challenges and opportunities for future investment in 
science.  

 
 The UK invests less in research and development than 22 other OECD countries. There is no 

case to reduce the science budget overall. 
 

 Research funding has become highly concentrated both geographically and in a small 
number of institutions. As a result, 72 universities now receive less than £5m pa in public 
investment to support research. This undermines regional growth and the capacity of 
universities to work with SMEs. The Spending Review provides the opportunity to create a 
new stream of funding to support translational research in these universities with the 
potential of positive spill-over effects for regional growth and SMEs. 
 

 Efficiency savings could be achieved by amalgamating some of the Research Councils but 
there is no case to transfer all research funding to the Research Councils themselves.  

 
Increasing investment in science and research  
2. The economic case for investing in science and research is overwhelming, with all political 

parties acknowledging that a strong, vibrant, resilient research base is vital if the UK is going to 
successfully compete for global growth. In a speech in Cambridge in April 2014 the Chancellor of 
the Exchequer said “support for and application of science is right at the centre of our long term 
economic plan.”1 
 

3. However, despite the view that science is central to the economy, Britain currently spends less 
on research as a percentage of GDP than the 22 leading OECD countries and the level of our 
private sector spending on research and development as a percentage of GDP ranks at number 
19 of the 34 OECD countries.2 The government should increase science and research investment 
as a percentage of GDP so that it is in line with the top ten OECD countries. This would require 
an investment of approximately 2.5% of GDP.  

 

  

                                                           
1 HM Treasury Chancellor of the “Exchequer’s speech on science in Cambridge” April 25 2014 
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/chancellor-of-the-exchequers-speech-on-science-in-cambridge  
2 million + “The Innovation Challenge: A new approach to research funding” September 201 4  

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/chancellor-of-the-exchequers-speech-on-science-in-cambridge
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High quality science and innovation – a new fund for translational research 
4. Universities across the UK are engaged in excellent research and seek to work with businesses and 

those delivering public services in their region to promote innovation but research funding is 
increasingly concentrated in 10-20 universities and further concentrated geographically (see 
Figure 1). In 2015-16:  

 
35 universities receive less than £1m in recurrent research funding  

 37 universities receive between £1m and £5m in recurrent research funding 

 15 universities receive between £5m and £10m in recurrent research funding 

 16 universities receive between £10m and £20m in recurrent research funding 

 13 universities receive between £20m and £50m in recurrent research funding 

 6 universities receive over £50m in recurrent research funding (almost 40% of the total 
budget) 

 
Figure 1 

 
Source: http://www.hefce.ac.uk/funding/annallocns/1516/  
 
5. The Government’s Science and Research budget is largely invested in areas of market success 

but the Chancellor has acknowledged that Britain is failing in translating much of its ground 
breaking research discoveries into practical and economic uses for the benefit of Britain and the 
economy.  

 
6. It also leads to geographical concentration. In July 2015, Jo Johnson MP, Minister for Science and 

Universities, acknowledged that 46% of investment goes to the golden triangle of universities 
(Cambridge, Oxford and some London institutions).3 

 

                                                           
3 JO Johnson MP, 16 July 2015: https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/one-nation-science  
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7. The CBI has pointed out that medium-sized businesses (MSBs) are the UK's 'forgotten army' with 
the potential to inject as much as £20bn into the economy by 20204. MSBs make up 1% of firms, 
23% of revenue and 16% of employment but MSB productivity has grown at less than 0.5% of 
large firms. In contrast German MSBs contribute twice the number of jobs.  

 
8. There is a particular problem in engaging SMEs and MSBs throughout the country in research. 

This is an area of potential market failure. The impact of modern universities on SMEs and their 
local economies is not captured in the Research Excellence Framework5.  The concentration of 
research funding leads to under-investment in projects to translate research into practical 
applications that promote innovation and improve systems, supply chains and productivity 
especially in smaller and medium sized businesses. Some of these universities are located in 
semi-urban and more rural areas in regions that need to develop capacity. Translational research 
should provide a minimum institutional threshold allocation with outcomes evaluated.  

 
9. The translational research fund would require a total allocation of £400m over the whole of the 

Spending Review period. This is approximately 3 per cent of the overall recurrent research 
budget currently allocated to universities.  

 

Opportunities for efficiency savings 
10. There is scope to consider some of the elements of administration associated with the 

management and assessment of research, particularly with regard to the current structure of the 
research councils. A greater alignment of the research council structure with that used to assess 
research outputs and impacts through the Research Excellence Framework (REF) would make 
sense. This could mean reducing the total number of research councils to around four to reflect 
the main panel approach of REF – which was arrived at through consultation with the sector – 
rather than seven different research councils. This may also help promote further inter and 
multi-disciplinary research.  

 

 
 

million+ is a university think-tank working with modern universities across England and Scotland 
which engage in high quality teaching, excellent research, knowledge exchange and innovation.  
 
For further information about this briefing or about million+ please visit www.millionplus.ac.uk or 
contact: Pam Tatlow, Chief Executive pamtatlow@millionplus.ac.uk 020 7717 1656. 

                                                           
4 CBI Pulling together: Unlocking growth in the UK’s medium-sized businesses 
http://www.cbi.org.uk/media/1196347/cbi_future_champs_a5summary.pdf 
5 http://www.ref.ac.uk/  

http://www.millionplus.ac.uk/
mailto:pamtatlow@millionplus.ac.uk
http://www.cbi.org.uk/media/1196347/cbi_future_champs_a5summary.pdf
http://www.ref.ac.uk/

