
 

Research Funding in Scotland 

UK 
Country 

Block funding for 
research and 
knowledge transfer 
2012/13             [% total]

1
 

RC funding for research 
grants, studentships and 
fellowships 2011/12 
                             [% total]

2
 

RC funding for RC 
institutions, independent 
research organisations 
and infra-structure 
2011/12                [% total]

2
 

Population estimate 
 
                     [% total]
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England £1,760 million 82.7% £2,285.3 million 84.2% £603 million 85.6% 53 million 83.9% 

N. Ireland £49.26 million 2.3% £17.4 million 0.6% £2.7 million 0.4% 1.8 million 2.8% 

Scotland £242.6 million 11.4% £356.3 million 13.1% £80.1 million 11.4% 5.3 million 8.4% 

Wales £76.5 million 3.6% £54.4 million 2.0% £18.4 million 0.3% 3.1 million 4.9% 

Total £2128.4 million £2,713.4 million £704.1 million 63.2 million  
 

Background 
In 2014 voters in Scotland face a yes/no vote on the question 
of Scottish independence. The continued stability of Scottish 
research funding has figured prominently in the debate about 
an independent Scotland. For instance, the Royal Society of 
Chemistry hosted a debate on the issue in November 2012 
and the Business, Innovation and Skills Committee announced 
an inquiry into the subject in May 2013. A key issue in the 
debate is whether an independent Scotland could negotiate 
access to EU and UK Research Council (RC) funding or 
whether it would seek to make other arrangements.
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briefing looks at current research funding arrangements for the 
UK and outlines possible future alternatives for Scotland.  

Current Sources of Funding 
UK funding 
There are two main strands to UK research funding in higher 
education (HE). First, there is block funding of HE institutions 
by the HE funding councils  (FC): HEFCE in England, HEFCW 
in Wales, the Scottish Funding Council (SFC) and the 
Department of Education and Learning Northern Ireland 
(DELNI). Block funding covers research, teaching and other 
activities and its research component is shown in the Table 
above for each UK country. It gives universities freedom to 
pursue their own research priorities  and provided 19 Scottish 
HE institutes with £242.6 million in 2011/12. Second, HE 
institutes can compete for research funding from the UK RCs. 
These cover the arts and humanities (AHRC), biotechnology 
and biological sciences (BBSRC), engineering and physical 
sciences (EPSRC), economic and social (ESRC) science, 
medical research (MRC), the natural environment (NERC) and 
science and technology facilities (STFC). RC funding for 
research grants, studentships and fellowships is shown in the 
Table above for 2011/12; Scottish universities received a total 
of £356.3 million. Some RCs also fund their own research 
institutes, independent research organisations and other 
infrastructure; Scottish institutions received a further £80.1 
million of such funding in 2011/12 (see Table above). 

EU funding 
Scotland has been successful in obtaining funding from the EU 
7

th
 Framework Programme (FP7) through the European RC 

(ERC). In 2007-12, 789 Scottish organisations involved in over 
4,000 projects received a total of €351 million of FP7 funding.
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Overall the UK has received 764 of the 3,400 (22%) ERC 
grants awarded since 2007. Eight Scottish HE institutes 
currently host ERC starting or advanced grants . 

 

 
Scotland’s performance under the current system  
It is widely perceived that Scotland punches above its weight 
under the current system, attracting more research funding per 
head of population than other countries. For instance: 
 the £356.3 million of research funding Scotland received 

from the RCs in 2011/12 represented 13.1% of total UK 
funding; as a comparator Scotland’s population represents 
8.4% of the UK population (see Table above) 

 the €351 million funding from FP7 in 2007-12 represented 
9.3% of total FP7 funds awarded to the UK 

 research commissioned by the Scottish Government shows 
that Scotland has a very high citation rate and has an 
increasing number of EU and international collaborations
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 ESRC is funding seven fellowships (£1.3 million in total) 
looking at the impact of constitutional change in Scotland. 

Options for an Independent Scotland 
A yes vote in the referendum would have no implications for 
block funding as this is controlled by SFC, an agency that 
reports to the Scottish Parliament. But it would impact on 
Scottish access to EU and UK research funding. There are two 
main routes by which an independent Scotland could remain 
eligible for EU FP7 or Horizon (the programme that will replace 
FP7) funding. First it could apply to become a member state in 
its own right; countries recognised as candidates for future 
accession are eligible for funding. Second it could become an 
associated country that has negotiated access to funding in 
return for contributing to the research budget.  

The associated country system could also serve as a model by 
which an independent Scotland could negotiate continued 
access to UK RC funding. Alternatively, Scotland could go it 
alone and set up research council(s) focused on its own 
priorities, a route already taken by similar sized countries such 
as Norway and Ireland. A key issue for small countries taking 
such a course is to engage a wide range of expertise in the 
peer-review process for allocating funding. 

Endnotes 
1 Sources HEFCE, DELNI, SFC and HEFCW 
2 Source Figures supplied to House of Commons Library by Research Councils UK 
3 Sources Office for National Statistics (England and Wales), Northern Ireland 

Statistics and Research Agency, Scottish Census 
4 www.guardian.co.uk/science/political-science/2013/feb/12/scottish-independence-

science-scotland 
5 www.nature.com/news/scottish-science-is-ready -to-go-it-alone-1.12314 

6 www.scottish.parliament.uk/parliamentarybusiness/CurrentCommittees/52647.aspx 
7 www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/Business-Industry/science/research-1
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