
Research Fortnight, 11 March 20156 news

Home economics
Housing is becoming an increasingly hot topic as the election approaches.  
Adam Smith investigates the situation for London’s next generation of academics.

‘London 
weighting 
never really 
correlates to 
how expensive 
London is.’  

“I’d move back in a heartbeat if I could. And it breaks my 
heart that I never will.” This quote from a PhD research-
er screamed across a huge, backlit billboard on Procter 
Street, close to Holborn in central London, earlier this 
month. The stark phrase was submitted to a research pro-
ject called London is Changing, which is using billboards 
to display the thoughts of Londoners who have left the 
city. The project is led by Rebecca Ross, a postdoctoral 
researcher at the University of the Arts London, who 
aims to trigger a discussion about the impact of recent 
economic and policy changes on the culture and diver-
sity of London.

It is no surprise that a PhD student responded to 
Ross’s online survey. London is filled with doctoral can-
didates who are squashed into small, shared flats.

All indices show London becoming increasingly 
cramped and more expensive to live in. “House prices rela-
tive to incomes in London are less affordable than they’ve 
ever been,” says Paul Cheshire, an urban economist at the 
London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE). 
“Rents are rising much more rapidly in London than else-
where, and much more rapidly than earnings.”

For London, this is business as usual. PhD students 
have been in this situation for years. But 2015 is a spe-
cial year. It is an election year in which some parties, 
including Labour, are trying to build campaigns around 
the rising cost of living. And it is the year in which the 
Francis Crick Institute will open on some of the most 
valuable land in the country, just a mile from the Procter 
Street billboard. 

The Crick is expecting to fill its labs with eager young 
scientists—just like every other research institution in 
the UK. These are typically funded by the research coun-
cils, which set a minimum stipend of about £14,000 a 
year. However, universities often pay about £2,000 extra 
in London weighting, to help researchers cope with the 

high costs of living in the capital. 
In London it still means that almost 

half of the total is spent on rent. “London 
weighting never really correlates with 
how expensive London is to live in,” says 
Max Ahmed, who did his biomedical PhD 
in London and then took a job at the 
University of Edinburgh two years ago. 
“The stipend matches inflation but rent 
outstrips inflation considerably.” Data 
on the rise in rental costs are scarce, but 

some reports put it at an inflation-busting 4 per cent a 
year. The most recent update to the English Housing 
Survey found that private rents in London were £281 a 
week: double the costs outside London.

The experts disagree on whether research funders 
have a responsibility to mitigate the situation. Cheshire 
says: “Stipends should try more explicitly to reflect local 
costs of living and differences that arise, mainly in hous-
ing.” Research Councils UK does not factor in housing 
costs when setting the PhD stipend minimum, but a 
spokesman says the body does recognise that costs dif-
fer throughout the country, and leaves institutions free 
to spend their money as they wish. 

Christine Whitehead, a housing economist at the 
LSE, adds that universities can do little things to help. 
Universities have tried to help researchers earn more 
money by allowing them to do extra work, she says, with 
junior researchers often topping up their stipends with 
money from lecturing and other jobs.

But the fact remains that the high costs could deter 
some people from moving to London. Franziska Sattler 
is finishing up her PhD in palaeontology at home in 
Germany but would love to continue her research in the 
UK, especially at one of the highly respected London 
institutions. “I have sleepless nights about the costs,” 
she says. “So I’m looking at the cost of living in London 
compared with smaller cities.”

Research leaders are not concerned: institutes such 
as the Crick do not need to worry that they won’t attract 
enough PhD students. In a statement, a spokesman said 
the institute would set a competitive student stipend, 
taking into account the cost of living in London. But 
there are plenty of people like Ahmed, who says that 
although it would be great to work at the Crick, he’s 
unlikely to swap his spacious flat in Edinburgh for some-
thing shabbier in London. It’s not acceptable that the UK 
pays its junior researchers so little, he says. “It’s rubbish 
compared with other professions.”

But it does seem like the situation is acceptable to 
many Londoners. PhD students are grumbling—but 
they’re also just getting on with it, even in an election 
year. Not so in India. PhD scholars across the coun-
try recently walked out of their labs in a mass protest 
because they felt exploited by low stipends and politi-
cians’ unwillingness to value their work. They may give 
their UK peers one or two gutsy ideas.
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