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Universities, scientists and lawyers have urged the 
Home Office to reform an underused visa aimed at 
attracting top researchers to the UK.

The Home Office created a tier 1 visa route for 
exceptional talent in 2011, in response to concerns 
that the government’s pledge to reduce annual net 
migration to “tens of thousands” would jeopardise the 
country’s international standing in research. 

The aim was for overseas researchers with a strong 
reputation in science or the arts to have their excel-
lence, and the prestige they could bring to the 
country, judged by their UK peers rather than by the 
Home Office. The Royal Society, the Royal Academy 
of Engineering, the British Academy and Arts Council 
England were appointed to coordinate peer review of 
applications. A fifth body, London’s Tech City, was 
added in December 2013.

But the number of applications has been minis-
cule from the start. Although about 1,000 of the visas 
can be granted each year, only 89 had been granted 
in total by June 2013. Figures for 2014, obtained by 
Research Fortnight, show little improvement so far: 
only 97 applications have been made since April 2013, 
of which 67 were endorsed. 

The academies say the problem comes from low 
numbers of applications, not peer review. Applications 
through the RAEng have the lowest success rate, at 
47 per cent. “The ones who don’t make it are very 
good researchers but not exceptional yet,” says 
Shane McHugh, head of international activities at the 
RAEng. The average success rate for researchers across 
the three academies is 76 per cent: 53 endorsements 
of 70 applications—for some 700 visas available. 

University human resources staff argue that they 
are more experienced with the conventional tier 2 
route for skilled workers, which provides more securi-
ty by tying the incoming researcher to the institution. 
A researcher granted a tier 1 visa, in contrast, is free 
to work at any institution and may be poached at any 
time. In addition, unlike for tier 2, the responsibil-
ity of applying lies not with a university but with the 
individual, who has to produce most of the paperwork.

Tom Rhodes, head of international relations at the 
University of Sheffield, says no academic at his insti-
tution has used the exceptional talent route. “Our 
impression is that tier 2 is a reliable and predictable 
route, but colleagues are unclear about tier 1,” he 
says. “They’re still trying to get their heads around it.” 

This is despite efforts by the Home Office to explain 
the scheme through roadshows and briefings. “Tier 
1 is scary,” says one scientist who wishes to remain 
anonymous but has successfully used the route. 
“Many people think the bar is too high.” He received 
no help from the university he was coming to work at 
and he only used it because of an unusual set of cir-
cumstances that meant he might have been blocked 
had he used tier 2.

“There needs to be a shift away from individuals 
and employers looking at tier 1 as an avenue of last 
resort rather than a first option,” says Caron Pope, an 
immigration lawyer with the firm Fragomen. She adds 
that scientists are “missing a trick” by not applying. “I 
don’t think it’s a well-publicised route.” 

The academies are considering how to promote the 
route more effectively and are set to discuss this with 
the Home Office and the Russell Group of research-
intensive universities. 

Ian Robinson, an immigration lawyer who designed 
the route in his former role at the Home Office, warns 
that reform is needed urgently if the scheme is to be 
saved: “We’ve got an election in a year and a half and 
afterwards officials will look at rationalising regula-
tions and what can be stripped away.”

Despite repeated efforts by Research Fortnight, the 
Home Office declined to comment 
on the issue. However, to boost the 
uptake of the scheme, it has recently 
split the application process into two 
stages: an applicant no longer needs 
to pay the full fee upfront, and does 
not have to submit his or her pass-
port until the second stage.
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