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Nearly half of the researchers, research office staff 
and senior university managers who took part in 
Research Fortnight’s survey on Scottish independence 
said they would vote against independence.

At 47.6 per cent, this was significantly more than 
the 34.5 per cent who said they would vote for inde-
pendence. The figures are based on an online survey 
of 267 people, carried out between 24 April and 
15 May. It is the first poll dedicated to finding out 
what people who work in research and in universi-
ties think about the referendum question that will 
be posed on 18 September: should Scotland be an 
independent country? 

The figures are very similar to an average of the lat-
est 10 polls of the general public in Scotland, carried 
out in May and June. On average, 35.9 per cent were 
in favour of independence and 46.5 per cent against, 
according to What Scotland Thinks, a website run 
by researchers funded by the Economic and Social 
Research Council.

Our figures also suggest that senior university 
managers are more likely than researchers or other 
university staff to vote against independence, at 56.7 
per cent and 45.5 per cent respectively.

The greatest concern to respondents is the risk of 
losing access to UK research funding, which has been 
the primary focus of academic campaign groups on 
both sides of the debate. Three-quarters of research-
ers and university staff named this as a concern, with 
one respondent saying: “The parochialisation of the 
research portfolio is inevitable. As a Biotechnology 
and Biological Sciences Research Council grant hold-
er, I fear the loss of the research councils.” Another 
claimed to be “very worried about the loss of access 
to Research Councils UK, and Holyrood massaging the 
research portfolio”.

Nearly two-thirds of respondents (65 per cent) said 
that academics were “not very engaged” in the debate 
on independence. Only one-fifth answered that aca-
demics were “very engaged”. 

One possible reason for this, according to Chris 
Whatley, a historian of the union from the University 
of Dundee, is that “there are many academics, par-
ticularly in science, who are very much on the side of 
the union and are very reluctant to get involved in the 
debate”. Whatley found himself engulfed in a political 
storm about academic freedom when he talked about 
his research at a pro-union debate in November 2013.

In contrast, Scotland’s cabinet secretary for edu-
cation and lifelong learning, Michael Russell, says 
“there’s no shortage of academic engagement”, cit-
ing ESRC-funded projects on independence as well as 
academic activism. “That needs to 
continue all the way to 18 September 
in a vigorous and respectful debate,” 
he says.

However, six survey respondents 
who plan to vote against independ-
ence told Research Fortnight that 
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Peer-review concerns get 
‘lukewarm’ EPSRC response 
Researchers have broadly welcomed the conclusions 
of the Engineering and Physical Sciences Research 
Council’s Review of Peer Review, but concerns remain 
about when the planned changes will come into effect.

The review panel, chaired by Julia Goodfellow, vice-
chancellor of the University of Kent, called for “far more 
focus” on peer review being a shared process between 
EPSRC staff and the peers themselves, and for the coun-
cil to be more transparent in its decision-making. 

In particular, the panel noted a widespread dis-
trust among applicants of the prominence of “national 
importance” in selection criteria for reviewers. It recom-
mended that the EPSRC change its review forms to show 
that the quality of science is the primary focus.

“I’m really happy the reviewers have picked out the 
issues that have frustrated us,” says Philip Moriarty, a 
physicist at the University of Nottingham and one of the 
council’s more vocal critics. “But the response from the 
EPSRC is fairly lukewarm. It is a positive step in the right 
direction, but needs a lot of openness and transparency.”

In its response, published at the same time as the 
review, the EPSRC promised to increase transparency, 

produce a twice-yearly report on peer review and update 
its website more frequently. It said it would make “every 
effort” to change the review forms, but that this would 
need to be agreed across all research councils. “This 
strikes me as a very nice method of kicking it very far 
into the long grass,” Moriarty says.

The EPSRC said it would set up a working group to assess 
the role of its peer-review college, as the panel found 
that just 56 per cent of reviewers in 2012-13 came from 
the college. Tim Hunt, emeritus group leader at Cancer 
Research UK’s London Research Institute, welcomes the 
reassessment. Good peer review requires “people whose 
opinions are valuable” on a case-by-case basis, he says, 
and colleges cannot always provide such people.

However, Mike Duff, a mathematical physicist at 
Imperial College London, says the review missed a funda-
mental issue. “The main problem with EPSRC peer review 
is that if the council doesn’t like your proposal, it won’t 
get to peer review in the first place. I would have preferred 
the panel to have addressed that issue more rigorously.”
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they fear the Scottish government may look unfavour-
ably on them and even cut funding if they speak out 
against its plans. Paul Gordon, a Scot who lectures in 
English at the University San Pablo CEU Madrid, says: 
“If I were working in a university in Scotland perhaps I 
would be a bit frightened.” 

One respondent claimed: “My university seems to be 
drifting towards the Scottish National Party view because 
the managers are eager to please the government.”

When we asked what factors influence a respondent’s 
decision not to speak publicly about their views on the 
topic, senior managers were more likely than researchers 
and research office staff to say they were “very con-
cerned” about what their boss would think. However, 
66 per cent of researchers said they were either quite or 
very concerned about what their boss would think. The 
corresponding figure for senior managers was 57 per cent. 

Two-thirds of all respondents cited loss of academic 
objectivity as a reason not to speak out. One senior pro-
fessor raised concerns about influencing students, and 
another argued that “all academics have a public role 
and responsibility to get involved”.

When we asked respondents for their opinions on 
potential concerns in the event of independence, 

researchers in academia and research office staff were 
more likely (25 per cent) than senior university manag-
ers (17 per cent) to say they were “very concerned” about 
their career prospects. However, 43 per cent of senior 
managers said they were “moderately concerned” about 
their prospects after independence. 

Meanwhile,  one cl inical  academic says  the 
impending referendum isn’t helping international 
academic recruitment to his lab. Malcolm Macleod, pro-
fessor of neurology and translational neuroscience at the 
University of Edinburgh, says that although his area has 
vacancies at the moment, “we don’t even bother adver-
tising because we’re unlikely to get applications”.

Our survey was conducted online using an open 
Google Form. It was promoted in print and online, shared 
on social media and sent to several individuals directly 
who were asked to promote it to their networks. 

Respondents were asked to choose their primary job 
from a list. Of the 278 people who took the survey, 197 
were researchers in academia, 34 were members of uni-
versity research office teams, 30 were senior university 
managers, 6 were researchers in industry and 11 were 
none of these. Responses from those whose work was not 
as a researcher or in a university were filtered out after 
the survey closed and were not counted, leaving a total 
of 267 respondents. 
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