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The UK research coUncils are trying to work out the 
real reasons for yet another review of their structure.

Sources in and close to the councils have told 
Research Fortnight that they believe the review, which 
is understood to have been arranged by Mark Walport, 
the government’s chief scientific adviser, has a hid-
den agenda. 

The review, to be carried out by Royal Society presi-
dent Paul Nurse, was unexpectedly announced as part 
of the government’s science and innovation strategy 
on 17 December. Many sources are relieved that Nurse 
is leading the review, but say its broad terms of refer-
ence could lead to the transfer of budget lines from 
other government departments into the ring-fenced 
science budget, and increased government direction 
of funding. The review might recommend how the 
research councils could allocate funding to support 
the government’s grand challenges in research.

“You just wonder if some people in government 
would prefer to have more control over what the 
research councils spend their money on...but that 
would be fought fairly vigorously by the research coun-
cils,” says Chris Day, a council member at the Medical 
Research Council and pro vice-chancellor of the faculty 
of medical sciences at Newcastle University. 

This view is backed by neurobiologist Colin 
Blakemore, a former chief executive of the MRC: “If 
research councils believe that the curiosity and intel-
lectual abilities of the research community should 
drive the process of science—and they should believe 
that—then they should defend that process and not 
collapse under pressure from above.” 

The Nurse review comes just eight months after a 
triennial review, carried out on behalf of the Cabinet 
Office, found that the research councils were fit for 
purpose and in no need of structural changes. One 
senior researcher says that the decision to hold a fur-
ther review suggests that the results of the triennial 
review were “not what certain people wanted to hear”.

However, the terms of reference of the Nurse review 
are slightly wider in scope than those of the triennial 
review and will look at the whole research council sys-

tem rather than whether individual councils fulfil their 
functions. Changes are expected to focus more on the 
research councils’ relationship with the government. 

This could be an opportunity to devise a clearer and 
more transparent process for distributing capital fund-
ing. Another possibility is a complete overhaul of how 
research council budgets are set—perhaps giving the 
responsibility to a committee rather than ministers. 
The post of director-general for research and innova-
tion in the Department for Business, Innovation and 
Skills could also be changed as a result of the review, 
either to become more or less powerful.

Another change being discussed concerns the role 
of Research Councils UK, which could be dismantled 
or, conversely, have its power increased—an issue 
talked about during the triennial review as a way of 
compelling councils to work together more.

Sources say that mergers are unlikely to be the main 
driver. “I don’t think there’s any hint that we’re going 
to have that discussion again,” says Day. However, 
some researchers have told Research Fortnight they 
would like the Arts and Humanities Research Council 
and the Economic and Social Research Council to 
merge—an option that has also been discussed before.

Paul Boyle, vice-chancellor of the University of 
Leicester and a former chief executive of the ESRC, 
says that mergers are unlikely. There is a large body of 
evidence from the triennial review that “changing the 
structure is not the right approach”, he says.

Sarah Main, director of the Campaign for Science 
and Engineering, says the timing of the review, which 
will report around the time of the 
spending review this summer, is 
worrying. “The research councils do 
a great job of marshalling research 
funding,” she says. “It is a shame 
that they have to undergo another 
review at a time when ideally their 
hand should be strengthened ahead 
of the spending review.”
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