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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

UCL has done sustained work to 
improve diversity among undergraduate 
students, yet this issue has received 
less attention at postgraduate 
level. Numbers of Black, Asian, and 
minority ethnic (BAME) students, 
women in STEMM, and students with 
disabilities are increasing at the level of 
Undergraduate (UG) and Postgraduate 
Taught study (PGT), but the rate of 
progress is not yet reflected in the 
Postgraduate Research community 
(PGR). 



In particular:

•	 UK-domiciled BAME students, and Black British 
students in particular, are consistently and 
considerably under-represented;

•	 Academic career progression for women does not 
reflect	the	numbers	of	women	trained	at	doctoral	
level;

•	 Students with disabilities experience persistent 
challenges to inclusive participation;

•	 The mental health of postgraduate researchers has 
become an area of growing concern.

This	report	collates	recent	research	to	identify	significant	
structural barriers to accessing and participating in 
doctoral education. These barriers may be experienced 
by any student considering a PhD or currently working 
on postgraduate research, but they are experienced 
disproportionately and sometimes cumulatively by students 
who identify under protected characteristics, including those 
from non-traditional and disadvantaged backgrounds. 

Financial factors, which restrict students’ educational 
choices, present one of the most challenging obstacles 
to accessing doctoral education, but there are also non-
financial	factors	which	have	an	important	influence	on	
progression to, and completion of, a PhD. These include the 
undergraduate	awarding	gap	as	a	disqualifier,	availability	of	
knowledge about the research environment and awareness 
of potential career paths, visible lack of role models, access 
to mentorship, inclusive and equitable treatment, connection 
to	community,	and	sufficient	and	appropriate	support	
mechanisms and resources.

As a sector leader in Equality, Diversity and Inclusion (EDI), 
UCL has the experience, expertise, and commitment to 
overcome many of the persistent structural and cultural 
barriers encountered by prospective and current PGR 
students. Some of the recommendations proposed in this 
report have been discussed and developed in collaboration 
with	UCL’s	Office	of	Equality,	Diversity	and	Inclusion	and	
other university stakeholders, including PGR students. Other 
recommendations are informed by examples of best practice 
across the sector: initiatives that have been operationalised 
at universities in the United States, piloted at other UK 
universities, or proposed by research funding organisations.

The relevance of these recommendations is heightened 
by the current Covid-19 pandemic, which is exacerbating 
structural	inequalities	for	different	groups	within	the	
postgraduate research community at UCL, including BAME 
students, students with caring responsibilities, students 
from low socio-economic backgrounds, and students with 
disabilities or health conditions. Acknowledging and acting 
on unequal impact now will help the University to mitigate 
some	of	the	negative	effects	in	the	longer	term.	These	
concerns are also particularly pertinent in the context of 
Black Lives Matter, as the university prioritises its work 
to advance diversity and inclusion and as it acts on its 
commitments to dismantling institutional racism.

This report contains a high number of recommendations, 
listed in full overleaf. It is recognised that UCL may not be 
able to implement all of these and will need to prioritise 
those	measures	that	are	most	likely	to	drive	effective,	
sustainable structural change.

“Financial factors, which restrict students’ educational choices, present 
one of the most challenging obstacles to accessing doctoral education, but 
there are also non-financial factors which have an important influence on 
progression to, and completion of, a PhD.”
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Academic Barriers Recommendations

Attainment: 

•	 Awarding gap and over-representation of PhD 
candidates from Russell Group institutions

Application: 

•	 Lack of consistent, transparent PGR application 
process and admissions data

(i)  Extend the UCL Access and Widening 
Participation agenda and workstreams to PGR 
recruitment and student support;

(ii)  Commission research study into current PhD 
student journey from secondary to PGT level; 

(iii)  Design a contextual PGR admissions process 
with an equity selection process built into 
decision-making;

(iv)  Require an EDI assessment for all PGR 
admissions and funding award panels;

(v)  Require targeted PGR EDI training for all 
members of PGR admissions and funding  
award panels;

(vi)  Propose a single application portal for PGR 
admissions (e.g. UCL Select) to enable collection 
of EDI data, facilitate transparent processes, and 
provide accessible data analysis;

(vii)  Introduce Equality Impact Assessment for PGR 
programmes that consistently fail to meet their 
own EDI targets;

(viii)  Establish a Postgraduate Diversity Advisory 
Council to promote and support PGR recruitment 
and retention.

RECOMMENDATIONS
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Financial Barriers Recommendations

Investment: 

•	 Accrued loan debt for self-funded students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds

  
Funding: 

•	 Financial need of disadvantaged and under-
represented students;

•	 Impact of awarding gap on competition for funded 
PhD positions; 

•	 Lack of transparency in funding decisions.

(i)  Provide one-year needs-based fully funded 
studentships or fee waivers at PGT and MRes 
level to under-represented/ disadvantaged 
students who enrol for 1+3;

(ii)  Create an enhanced reporting mechanism for 
CDTs	and	DTPs	to	evaluate	effects	of	funding	
decisions on the diversity of the cohort;

(iii)  Collect data on socio-economic characteristics 
for all PhD programmes;

(iv)  Fundraise to increase the number of UCL-ROS 
places	and	consider	other	dedicated	financial	
assistance programmes for disadvantaged 
populations;

(v)  Analyse the distribution of funded doctoral 
opportunities across UCL;

(vi)  Identify a percentage of research council funded 
places to be awarded to disadvantaged and/or 
under-represented students within the cohort; 

(vii)		Require	EDI	reflection	at	department	level	for	 
PhD funding decisions;

(viii)  Consider EDI Research Enrichment awards.
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Career Barriers Recommendations

Representation: 

•	 Lack of BAME role models
•	 Lack of Black role models
•	 Lack of women role models in STEMM 

Guidance: 

•	 Academic career preparation
•	 Early awareness of careers beyond academia 

Culture shift: 

•	 The framing of the PhD as an academic 
apprenticeship

(i)  Require contribution to diversity and inclusion 
criteria	for	academic	staff	appointments;	

(ii)  Adjust the professorial promotion criteria to 
recognise the way in which candidates support 
colleagues to succeed;

(iii)  Specialised academic career mentoring and 
advocacy schemes for under-represented 
communities, including BAME PGR students and 
female	PGR	students	in	STEMM	fields;

(iv)  Early and reiterative advice and information about 
careers beyond academia;

(v)  Develop training resources for supervisors, DGTs,  
and PGR administrators to provide structured 
support to engage in career development 
interviews with doctoral students.
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Knowledge Barriers Recommendations

Information: 

•	 Lack of knowledge about PhD and ability to  
make informed decisions.

•	 Inequity in how opportunities are communicated.
•	 Lack of targeted advice or mentoring for talented/

motivated students from under-represented 
backgrounds

Experience: 

•	 Lack	of	research	experience	that	affects	likelihood	
of application, chances of successful application, 
and	self-confidence	

(i)  Provide targeted early outreach and intervention 
programme; 

(ii)  Train PGR ambassadors for a PhD information 
and mentoring programme;

(iii)		 Offer	application	training	workshops	for	under-
represented groups;

(iv)  Explore how PhD opportunities are 
communicated and how current PhD students 
learnt about opportunities;

(v)		 Work	with	PGT	staff	and	personal	tutors	to	
increase understanding of barriers to PGR;

(vi)		 Offer	paid	research	placements	for	UG/PGT	
students under-represented in PGR;

(vii)  Explore summer bridging programmes for UG to 
PGT/PGR;

(viii)  Create a pre-doctoral programme: e.g.  
undergraduate pipeline fellows programme or  
talent scholarship scheme;

(ix)  Create a centre for undergraduate research 
experience.
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Research Culture & Wellbeing Barriers Recommendations

Exclusion: 

•	 Non-inclusive and discriminatory experiences

Supervision: 

•	 Lack of awareness of potential EDI barriers to 
doctoral education

•	 Lack of attention to inclusive learning
•	 Inconsistent pastoral role in supervisory 

relationship
•	 Identifying	mental	health	difficulties	

Community: 

•	 Ensuring inclusive and transparent opportunities 
for participation, consultation, and representation 
in governance

(i)  Support research funders to require 
demonstrable progress with Race Equality 
Charter action plans as a pre-requisite to funding 
approval;

 

(ii)  Prompt EDI initiatives that focus on intersectional 
impact	(e.g.	female	BAME) 

(iii)  Promote a campaign for inclusive language and 
introduce pronouns usage as standard (she/her/
hers; he/him/his; they/them/theirs);

(iv)  Recruit a trained disability advisor in each Faculty 
and embed accessibility (inc. BSL) in planning for 
conferences and public seminars;

(v)  Recruit ethnically diverse counsellors trained in 
BAME student needs in Student Psychological 
and Counselling Services;

(vi)		 Offer	alternative	learning	formats	as	standard	
and continue provision of UCL’s online doctoral 
skills training, remote upgrade, and remote viva 
process;

(vii)  Invest in Continuing Professional Development 
on equalities and inclusion issues for all 
supervisors and PGR administrators (new and 
existing). Include an EDI training module about 
PGR student experience and promote ally and 
active bystander training, and training on anti-
racism, racial microaggressions, white privilege.

(viii)  Encourage PhD supervisor participation in 
UKCGE’s Research Supervision Recognition 
Programme;

(ix)  Train, support and recognise supervisors’ and 
DGTs’ role in identifying and supporting wellbeing 
issues among postgraduate researchers; provide 
support	mechanisms	for	staff;

(x)  Include question section about PGR wellbeing in 
the next PRES (2021).
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Communication and Outreach Barriers Recommendations

Sharing best practice: 

•	 Building connection between UCL colleagues 
working in EDI, PGR, and WP

•	 Outreach to UK and international HEIs
•	 Leading the sector in dismantling the barriers to 

doctoral education

(i)  Facilitate forums for sharing initiatives, good 
practice, and policies across UCL;

(ii)  Host a national conference on barriers to 
doctoral education.
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1. Postgraduate 
Research Community  
at UCL

In the 2019-2020 academic year, UCL’s PGR community 
comprises over 5,900 students and is currently the largest 
population of doctoral candidates of any HEI in the UK. 
As a global leader in education and research, UCL is a 
highly attractive destination for postgraduate study and 
its academic reputation for high-quality specialist training, 
PhD funding opportunities, and potential career prospects 
available for researchers are a draw for both UK-domiciled 
and international students. 

The UCL Research Strategy commits to the creation of a 
diverse and supportive intellectual community, informed 
by researchers from all backgrounds and the widest 
possible talent pool, as the model that can best address the 
challenges of a global society. Ensuring that the production 
of	knowledge	is	reflective	of	current	society	is	fundamental	
to	economic,	scientific	and	social	progress	(UKCGE,	2019).	
The lack of equal opportunity for all students to access the 
benefits	of	postgraduate	research	education,	regardless	of	
race, ethnicity, social background, gender or disability, has 
serious long-term consequences for social mobility and the 
perpetuation of systemic societal divisions and runs counter 
to the Strategy.

The potential to create a fully diverse and inclusive research 
community is compromised by well-documented and 
persistent barriers to access and participation that are 
experienced, not exclusively, but more acutely, by students 
from under-represented, non-traditional, and disadvantaged 
backgrounds.	Issues	of	financial	security,	confidence	in	
career prospects, and awareness or experience of academic 
research are all factors that present challenges for most 
students considering a doctorate. For prospective UK-
domiciled students from Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic 
(BAME)	groups,	first-generation	students,	students	from	
low socio-economic backgrounds, women in STEMM 
fields,	students	with	disabilities,	and	for	many	students	who	
identify under protected characteristics (Equality Act 2010), 
these challenges are compounded by additional obstacles.

A further potential barrier to successful participation in 
doctoral education has recently been highlighted by reports 
from the Royal Society and the Wellcome Trust, which 
have characterised the current working culture across the 
research sector as problematic. Researchers from PhD level 
through	to	academic	staff	report	experiencing	a	lack	of	
inclusive practice and behaviour, as well as career insecurity 
and poor mental health. For students whose experience of 
higher	education	is	already	affected	by	existing	challenges,	
these are additional participatory barriers to success in 
postgraduate	research.	They	may	affect	attrition	rates,	
progression to postdoctoral research, and access to 
academic and research careers. These conditions are likely 
to	have	a	negative	effect	on	the	quality	of	research	being	
produced.

Creating a sustainable, productive, innovative, and socially-
just research culture requires doctoral programmes that 
not only meet academic metrics of success, but that 
are characterised by excellent student experience and 
increasing opportunities for all students at all stages of 
the postgraduate research journey, from access, through 
participation, to post-PhD outcomes. The research 
environment at UCL must ensure that it is diverse and 
inclusive and that everyone has the opportunity to thrive 
“regardless of their ethnicity, gender, age, sexuality, 
disability, social class or other characteristics” (UKRI 2019).

“Researchers from PhD level through to academic staff report experiencing a lack of inclusive practice 
and behaviour, as well as career insecurity and poor mental health.”
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1.1 Racial and ethnic diversity  
of PGR students

UCL’s international student recruitment (38% of all PGR 
enrolments in 2018-19) contributes considerably to the 
university’s cultural, racial and ethnic diversity and there has 
been growth in the proportions of non-UK BAME students 
across all postgraduate programmes since 2014, boosted 
primarily by overseas Chinese student enrolment (UCL Race 
Equality Charter 2020). The number of UK-domiciled BAME 
PGR students is also increasing and is somewhat higher 
than	the	UK	HEI	average	(Fig.	1),	which	may	reflect	several	
years of substantial EDI activity at UCL and may also be 
as expected for a major metropolitan university located in 
the capital, which itself has the country’s highest BAME 
population.

Figure 1: UCL 2018/19 postgraduate research students

However, postgraduate research at UCL still mirrors a 
national picture of UK BAME under-representation. BAME 
undergraduate	numbers	have	risen	for	the	last	five	years	
and	figures	show	a	corresponding	increase	in	the	numbers	
of BAME students enrolled in postgraduate taught (PGT) 
programmes (Fig. 2). However, UK BAME students (~16% 
of all PGR) are far more likely to enter PGT than PGR (Fig. 
3)1 and are less likely to progress from PGT to doctoral 
programmes than UK-domiciled White students (Arday 
2017). HESA data for 2017-18 indicated the percentages of 
UK BAME students in PGR were lower at UCL than at most 
of its London counterparts (Fig. 4). 

Further,	there	is	significant	and	persistent	under-representation	
of Black British students in PGR at UCL. Only 2.1% of all PGR 
students in 2018-19 were Black British, an increase of just 
0.4%	in	the	last	five	years2 and well below the 3.9% of Black 
British students studying PGT courses (UCL Race Equality 
Charter 2020). 3.4% of all UK-domiciled PGR students at 
UCL were Black, which was also below the national HE 
average for 2018-19 (Fig. 1).

1 HESA 2018-19 data for all HEIs records PGT enrolment is double that of PGR enrolment for UK-domiciled Black students. The percentages  
 for both have changed very little over the last 5 years.
2 The percentage of Black British PGR students at all Russell Group universities has remained at around 2% for the last 5 years (Vaughan &  
 Murugesu 2020).

All UK HE providersa UCLb UK Census figures 2011d   
London  England/Wales

Female 49% 54%

Male 51% 46%

Known disability 10% 11%

No known disability 90% 89%

UK-Domiciled

White 82% 73%c 60%  86%

BAME 18% 27% 36.8%  13%

 Black  4%  3.4%  13.3%  3.3%

 Asian  8%  14%  18.5%  7.5%

 Mixed  4%  5.6%  5%   2.3%

 Other  2%  4.1%  3.4%   1%

a HESA, Who’s Studying in HE? 
b UCL,	Office	for	Equality,	Diversity	and	Inclusion	
c	 In	2019-20	UCL	data,	the	figures	are	71%	UK	White	and	29%	UK	BAME	students
d Added with the acknowledgement that the 2011 UK census data is almost a decade old
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Figure 2: UCL students by level of study and the proportion of BAME students (purple line) 2014/15-2018/19

Figure 3: UCL 2018/19 Postgraduate students and the proportion of BAME students (purple line) 2014/15-2018/19
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The lower numbers of Black students at doctoral level mean 
that	there	continues	to	be	few	academic	staff	role	models	
in the University, which contributes to students feeling 
a lack of belonging in their learning environment (Race 
Equality Charter Student Survey). Arday et al. (2018) have 
demonstrated the well-documented links between belonging 
and academic success (also Cousin & Cureton 2012; Thomas 
2012). There is incomplete data available about completion 
and attrition rates for UCL’s PGR degrees, but research in 
the US has shown that retention, attainment, and destination 
statistics are all consistently poorer for BAME PhD students 
(Arday et al. 2018). 

The Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) reports 
that almost half of all Black doctoral students are enrolled 
part time, the largest percentage of part-time PGR students 
across all ethnic groups (2019) and research by the Leading 
Routes organization (Williams et al. 2019) has shown part-time 
students are “generally more likely to also be self-funded” 
(5). At UCL, 43.5% of UK-domiciled Black PGR students are 
enrolled part time (compared with 31% of UK-domiciled BAME 
students and 30% of UK-domiciled White students); 45% 
of UK-domiciled Black students are self-funded (compared 

with 38% of all UK BAME and 30% of UK White students); 
31% of UK-domiciled Black students are part-time and self-
funded (compared with 21% of UK BAME and 17% of UK 
White students)3. Financial security and levels of connection 
and	engagement	with	the	institution	have	been	identified	
as	significant	factors	for	successful	participation	in	doctoral	
education (OfS 2018; Arday et al. 2018; Williams et al. 2019).

In the most recent Postgraduate Research Experience Survey 
(PRES) at UCL, which was completed in 2019 by 60% of 
PGR students, BAME students’ overall satisfaction with their 
research degree experience at UCL was recorded at 80%, 
which was 3% lower than the Russell Group average. More 
non-BAME students reported satisfactory experience (82%) 
and Asian students (UK and non-UK) and those recording 
their	ethnicity	as	‘Other’	appeared	to	be	least	satisfied	
(80% and 77% respectively). Chinese students (UK and 
non-UK) reported the highest levels of satisfaction with their 
experience of the research culture at UCL (72%), compared 
to 66% of White students, 66% of Asian students, 65% of 
Black students, and 61% of students with ethnicity recorded 
as Mixed or Other (UCL PRES 2019).

UK PGR

BAME White Unknown

Count % Count % Count %

National average 80 18.2% 351 78.9% 17 3.2%

London University 106 27.0% 256 69.2% 13 3.9%

Russell Group 239 15.8% 1,149 80.6% 49 3.5%

UCL 920 26.2% 2,500 71.4% 85 2.4%

UK PGR

BAME White Unknown

Count % Count % Count %

Imperial College 605 29.0% 1,410 67.3% 80 3.7%

King’s College 430 26.6% 1,145 70.8% 40 2.6%

LSE 45 27.3% 115 70.8% 5 1.9%

Queen Mary 145 24.1% 430 71.7% 25 4.2%

UCL 920 26.2% 2,500 71.4% 85 2.4%

Figure 4: HESA comparison of the ethnicity of UK PGR to the national average, all London universities and all  
Russell Group universities 2017/18

 3 Source: UCL Student and Registry Services.

Source:	UCL	Office	for	Equality,	Diversity	and	Inclusion
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1.2 Gender diversity of PGR students

When considering the full range of gender diversity at UCL, 
it is worth noting that there is currently a lack of consistent 
data collected about and on behalf of non-binary students 
enrolled in PGR education, which presents a challenge 
to any determination about accessibility and inclusion for 
those who do not identify as female or male. HESA data for 
2018-19 records only 0.2% of PGR students in a category 
designated ‘Other’. UCL’s PGR admissions database 
currently records only binary gender identity.  

The proportion of female students undertaking historically 
male-dominated subjects at UCL has increased and is 
significantly	above	the	national	average	(UCL	Athena	SWAN	
submission 2020). At the level of PGR, the percentage 
of	female	students	in	2018-19	was	54%	(UCL	Office	for	
EDI), which is markedly higher than the national average 
of 49% (HESA 2019a). Female research students are also 
well	represented	in	many	STEMM	fields	at	UCL,	with	above	
average percentages in Medical Sciences and Life Sciences, 
compared to the national averages, and particularly high 
numbers in Brain Sciences and Population Health Sciences 
(70%	and	63%,	respectively,	in	2018-2019	intake	figures,	
rising to 72% and 66% for the 2019-20 intake).4

Proportions of female PGR students in the Faculty of 
Engineering Sciences and the Faculty of Mathematical 
and Physical Sciences are above the sector average for 
their	fields	of	study,	according	to	HESA’s	2018-19	data.5 
However, these numbers have remained below the UCL 
and national average in the context of all disciplines (28% 
and	32%	respectively	in	2018-19	intake	figures,	rising	to	
36% and 39% for the 2019-20 intake). In the Faculty of 
Laws, female PGR enrolment is also low for the last two 
years’ intake (33%), though the faculty enrols relatively few 
students in PGR programmes (~0.6% of all PGR).   

These	figures	indicate	significant	progress	regarding	
access to postgraduate research for female students in 
STEMM disciplines and beyond. In terms of academic 
career progression, however, UCL data suggests that equal 
representation, or even over-representation in undergraduate 
and postgraduate education does not yet translate into 
equitable	representation	of	women	in	academic	staff	
positions (Fig. 5).

Figure 5. UCL STEMM academic pipeline by gender 
2018/19. Source:	UCL	Office	for	Equality,	Diversity	and	
Inclusion
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55 56 69 68 70 79 81

45 44 31 32 30 21 19

FACULTY OF MEDICAL SCIENCES

UG PGT AP PPGR LR/TC

44 39 44 36 68 61 77

56 61 56 64 32 39 23

28 25 32 30 27 48 55

72 75 68 70 73 53 45

Male (%) Female (%)

Unknown or withheld data has been included
in the calculations, but not the visualisations.
Data is from 2018.

UG – Undergraduate
PGT – Postgraduate Taught
PGR – Postgraduate Research
R/TC – Research / Teaching Contracts
L – Lecturers
AP – Associate Professors 
P – Professors 

4 UCL Faculty Doctoral Planning summaries 2018-19 and 2019-20. 
5 26% for Engineering, 29% for Mathematical Sciences and 38% for Physical Sciences (HESA 2019a).
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Male (%) Female (%)

UG – Undergraduate
PGT – Postgraduate Taught
PGR – Postgraduate Research
R/TC – Research / Teaching Contracts
L – Lecturers
AP – Associate Professors 
P – Professors 

FACULTY OF SOCIAL & 
HISTORICAL SCIENCES

UG PGT AP PPGR LR/TC

FACULTY OF ARTS & HUMANITIES

UG PGT AP PPGR LR/TC

32 27 48 36 45 51 65

68 73 52 64 55 49 35

FACULTY OF LAWS

UG PGT AP PPGR LR/TC

40 32 68 49  61 73

60 68 32 51 82 39 27

18

45 33 45 50 51 60 74

55 67 55 50 49 40 26

SCHOOL OF SLAVONIC & 
EAST EUROPEAN STUDIES

UG PGT AP PPGR LR/TC

50 35 38 48 36 71 62

50 65 63 52 64 29 38

UCL INSTITUTE OF EDUCATION

UG PGT AP PPGR LR/TC

84 76 67 76 74 61 54

24 33 24 26 39 46
16

UKRI (2019) statistics reveal that this is also the case 
nationally. Currently, only 51% of female STEMM graduates 
in the UK progress to STEMM careers, compared to 68% 
of men. Women account for just 17% of full-time STEMM 
professionals and, in some disciplines, fewer than 20% 
of UKRI grant holders are women. Research by LERU 
(2018) has shown that female researchers “have a stronger 
sense of career insecurity” and that in academia “as in 
research	careers	in	general,	a	significant	part	of	female	
talent vanishes at successive career stages” (15).6 As Fig. 
6 illustrates, this is not a challenge limited only to STEMM 
disciplines.

Figure 6. UCL non-STEMM academic pipeline by gender 
2018/19. Source:	UCL	Office	for	Equality,	Diversity	and	
Inclusion

Data related to female PGR student experience at UCL 
is more challenging to locate and evaluate, though the 
results of the PRES are instructive. 55% of all survey 
respondents were female. For all questions related to the 
categories of supervision, resources and timely completion, 
female respondents recorded less satisfaction than male 
respondents; 64% of female respondents indicated 
satisfaction with their experience of research culture, 
compared to 70% of male respondents; and 81% of female 
respondents expressed “overall satisfaction” with the 
experience of their research degree programme, compared 
to 84% of male respondents.

 6 See also ‘She Figures 2018’ from the European Commission, 2019.

“In terms of academic career progression, however, UCL data suggests  
that equal representation, or even over-representation in undergraduate 
and postgraduate education does not yet translate into equitable 
representation of women in academic staff positions.”
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1.3 Disability disclosure of PGR students 

In 2018-19, students with disabilities accounted for 14% 
of all students in UK HEIs (HESA 2019a). At UCL, the total 
number of students disclosing one or more disabilities was 
recorded at 10% and in the 2018-19 postgraduate research 
student intake, the number was 11%, compared to 10% 
of PGR students across all HEIs in the UK. At all levels of 
education, the number of students with a known disability 
is increasing year on year. The main reason for this increase 
is	students	identified	as	having	a	mental	health	condition	
(HESA 2020a). Research by Levecque et al. (2017) suggests 
that one in two PhD students will experience mental health 
difficulties	as	a	result	of	their	studies,	while	one	in	three	
is at risk of depression. According to OfS (2020), student 
outcomes for those who report disability status include 
higher	attrition	rates,	lower	first-degree	results	(which	affects	
eligibility for postgraduate study), and lower rates of highly-
skilled employment.  

In January 2020, the Disabled Students’ Network produced 
a report via UCL Students’ Union summarising the results 
of a student survey. The report notes that 67% of disabled 
students surveyed stated that they had experienced ableism 
at UCL and 58% of disabled students stated that they had 
been made to feel unwelcome at UCL due to their disability. 

These	findings	are	supplemented	by	UCL’s	PRES	2019	
data,	which	provides	more	specific	information	about	the	
experience of disabled postgraduate research students. Of 
199 respondents disclosing one or more disabilities (6% of 
total	respondents),	42%	disclosed	a	learning	difficulty,	31%	
disclosed a mental health condition or anxiety disorder, and 
16.1% disclosed a long-standing illness. For this group of 
students, satisfaction with the experience of their research 
degree was 75%, 7 percentage points below the average  
for all PGRs at UCL. 

1.4 Additional and intersectional 
diversity factors for PGR students 

Statistical data show that race, ethnicity, gender identity (or 
sex), and disability emerge as key factors shaping access 
and participation in postgraduate research education. 
However, PGR inequities are also driven by additional 
factors that receive less attention in extant research. These 
include socio-economic background, parental or family 
history of higher education, sexual orientation, religion, 
age, caring responsibilities, and care experience. Such 
considerations	may	have	consequences	for	financial	
support	and	confidence	in	ability	to	engage	in	an	advanced	
degree	programme.	They	may	also	influence	whether	a	
student enrols part-time or participates remotely, which has 
significance	for	levels	of	engagement	and	community.	

The intersectional impacts for students who experience more 
than one factor of systemic disadvantage, discrimination, 
or	differential	need,	are	even	more	acute	and	complex.	For	
example, the Research On Research Institute (Wakeling & 
Hancock	2019)	finds	that	in	the	UK,	“graduates	who	are	
female, of Black African, Black Caribbean, Indian, Pakistani, 
or Bangladeshi ethnicity, or are from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds, have low or exceptionally low rates of 
progression to doctoral level study” (10).  

Further, as many forms of disadvantage lack visibility, 
potential	barriers	to	academic	success	may	be	identified	
and addressed less reliably. For this reason, metrics of 
diversity must be attended by strategic interventions to 
improve inclusive experience and equity of opportunities for 
those who are marginalised or discriminated against in their 
learning environment (Adegoke 2020). An inclusive research 
culture, in turn, actively cultivates a positive climate for 
diversity.

“The intersectional impacts for students  
who experience more than one factor of 
systemic disadvantage, discrimination, or 
differential need, are even more acute and 
complex.”

“At all levels of education, the number of 
students with a known disability is increasing 
year on year.”
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2. UCL’s commitment  
to equality, diversity  
and inclusion 

UCL has committed to equality, diversity and inclusion in the 
full range of its academic and professional practices. This 
is	reflected	in	its	achievements	within	the	frameworks	of	
Athena SWAN, the Race Equality Charter and the Stonewall 
Workplace Equality Index. It is also evident in the numerous 
professional	and	social	networks	established	to	offer	support	
and resources to all students and employees who identify 
under the Equality Act’s protected characteristics.7 

At	undergraduate	level,	significant	Widening	Participation	
efforts	have	resulted	in	steadily	increasing	numbers	of	
ethnically diverse students, women studying STEMM, 
students from disadvantaged backgrounds, and students 
with disabilities. Over the long term it might be expected that 
these qualitative successes could gradually generate more 
diversity in the postgraduate research community. 

At the other end of the academic pipeline, the number 
of women in senior academic leadership positions is 
increasing and the BMEntor, Inclusive Advocacy, and Stellar 
HE programmes have been introduced to grow BAME 
representation	in	UCL’s	academic	staff	and	institutional	
leadership. The visibility of academic role models from 
traditionally under-represented groups has been cited as a 
positive factor for progression into postgraduate study  
and academic careers for BAME students and women in 
STEMM disciplines.8,9

At the level of postgraduate research in particular, UCL has 
introduced important initiatives to encourage and promote 
diversity and inclusion: 

•	 The UCL BAME Awarding Gap Project and the sector-
leading UCL Research Opportunity Scholarship 
Programme (UCL-ROS) both target the challenges of 
postgraduate research enrolment from an access and 
widening participation perspective. UCL partners with 
an external charity (the Windsor Fellowship) to select 
BAME candidates for the UCL-ROS; 

•	 Centres for Doctoral Training and Doctoral Training 
Programmes (CDTs and DTPs) at UCL are required 
to report gender, ethnicity, and disability data for 
their doctoral candidates, as well as proposals and 
interventions to increase diversity in applications and 
admitted cohorts; 

•	 Faculty	Doctoral	Strategies	analyse	deficits	in	BAME	
representation, encouraging accountability at a local 
level;

•	 The ‘Michael Arthur Scholarship’ will fund 
underrepresented postgraduate students studying  
at the new Sarah Parker Remond Centre for the 
Study of Racism and Racialisation;

•	 UCL sponsors the Leading Routes charity, which 
aims to improve the representation of Black students 
at postgraduate level;

•	 Black in Academia events such as ‘Staying the 
Course’ encourage Black students considering a 
PhD or career in academia;

•	 Continuing	efforts	to	increase	enrolment	of	female	
PGR	students	are	reflected	in	the	faculties’	Athena	
SWAN action plans.

At the faculty level, there are additional strategic plans and 
initiatives. Examples include:

•	 The Bartlett runs a pre-doctoral application course 
for Asian female scholars and features PGR UK 
BAME intake as part of the Bartlett Promise funding 
programme; 

•	 Medical Sciences has a dedicated Faculty Lead 
focusing on BAME PhD student representation and 
experience; 

•	 Social & Historical Sciences are focusing 
on BAME PhD students as a priority through 
outreach and securing funding for studentships;

•	 Laws are funding a dedicated scholarship 
for BAME PhD students based on the UCL-ROS 
model and the UCL Institute of Education have 
discussed doing the same.   

Additional actions are likely to be organised at a 
departmental level, but these are not always as visible 
to a broad audience across the University. Coordinating 
communications and creating clear opportunities for sharing 
best	practice	could	stimulate	further	efforts	to	advance	the	
institution’s EDI goals for the PGR community (Section 4). 

While UCL has engaged in a broad variety of ways and for 
a long period of time to ensure that disadvantaged and 
underrepresented	students	–	and	staff	–	are	supported	to	
succeed, the rate of change is slow and more work is clearly 
required. This is particularly true in areas of the university, 
like PGR diversity and inclusion, which have received less 
attention to date. The reasons why students may be deterred 
from, or experience limited access to, doctoral education are 
complex and manifold and there are opportunities for UCL 
to introduce and facilitate additional strategic interventions 
which address the structural barriers that hinder the success 
of marginalised groups. 
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This report collates a range of sources, from regulators, 
funding bodies, higher education institutions, grassroots 
organizations, and the media, to consider barriers to 
postgraduate research. The key barriers to access, success, 
and progression for under-represented and disadvantaged 
students	are	identified	in	the	following	categories:

•	 Academic

•	 Financial

•	 Career

•	 Knowledge

•	 Research culture and wellbeing 

Each category concludes with recommendations for 
actions that could accelerate progress in widening access, 
addressing bias, dismantling obstacles, and improving 
student experience. 

7  https://www.ucl.ac.uk/equality-diversity-inclusion/equality-diversity-inclusion-committees-and-networks  
8  Advance	HE	(2018).	“Does	diversity	of	staff	impact	student	outcomes	in	higher	education?”	 
9  UCL (2014) ‘Why isn’t my professor black?’ UCL panel discussion. University College London.

“The reasons why students may be deterred from, or experience limited access to, doctoral education 
are complex and manifold and there are opportunities for UCL to introduce and facilitate additional 
strategic interventions which address the structural barriers that hinder the success of marginalised 
groups.”

https://www.ucl.ac.uk/equality-diversity-inclusion/equality-diversity-inclusion-committees-and-networks
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3. Barriers to equality, 
diversity and inclusion

3.1 Academic barriers

The education system, beginning from the early years,  
does not serve all students equally. The persistence of 
racism and discrimination, as well as the unbalanced 
allocation of resources and opportunities in British schools, 
perpetuates class distinctions and facilitates academic 
achievement	deficits	for	many	young	people	from	low-
income backgrounds and from racialised minorities (Tate  
and Bagguley 2017).

The Access and Widening Participation agenda at 
universities has focused on access mechanisms 
for disadvantaged secondary school pupils to enter 
undergraduate education. This is particularly challenging 
at highly selective institutions, like UCL and other Russell 
Group universities. Such universities also tend to perpetuate 
the inequitable structures which lead to awarding gaps in 
undergraduate degree results and result in limited access  
to postgraduate study. 

3.1.1 Attainment  

BAME and other disadvantaged students are less likely to 
be	awarded	a	2:1	or	a	first-class	degree.	In	2017-18,	across	
all HEIs, there was a 13.2% gap between white and BAME 
students and the largest gap, 24.3%, was evident between 
Black and White students (Fig. 7; Advance HE 2019a).10 
At UCL, the proportion of BAME undergraduates getting 
a “good degree” (2:1/First) has increased since 2017 from 
86% to 91%, but the gap has increased for Black students 
(83% in 2018 compared to 95% for White students). The 
national picture shows that less than two thirds of students 
from the lowest socio-economic backgrounds were awarded 
an upper-class degree in 2018-19, compared to 84.7% 
of students from wealthier backgrounds (OfS 2020a). 
Students who previously attended privately-funded schools 
are more likely than those from state-funded schools to 
progress	to	full-time	postgraduate	study.	For	first-generation	
students, undergraduate attainment rates and progression 
to postgraduate study are also consistently lower than for 
students	whose	parents	have	a	higher	education	qualification	
(OfS 2020a; HESA 2020b).

10 This latter gap currently stands at 22% (OfS 2020c).

This	is	important	because	students	without	a	2:1	or	first-
class degree are less likely to apply for or to complete a 
successful application to postgraduate study. Graduates 
with	a	first-class	degree	are	considerably	more	likely	to	
gain access to doctoral programmes and to enter careers 
in academia (Williams et al. 2019; Duhs et al. 2019, Poku 
2019). The emphasis on academic entry requirements 
and prior attainment in the PGR application process 
inevitably disadvantages those students who are already 
disadvantaged by systemic inequalities. 

A	recent	open	letter	sent	by	a	group	of	academic	staff	in	
the UK to the Executive Chairs of UKRI’s funding bodies, 
challenges this focus on academic “excellence” in the 
doctoral admissions process (Giles et al. 2020). In particular, 
the authors argue that the current selection criteria are 
demonstrably biased against applicants from particular 
demographics and represent a major barrier to creating 
diverse cohorts in the Centres for Doctoral Training and 
Doctoral Training Programmes (CDTs/DTPs). Applicants 
are assessed and scored according to criteria that “reward 
opportunity,	including	financial	security,	and	do	not	consider	
the potential of the student.” In addition to undergraduate 
degree result, the criteria cited in the letter include rank in 
cohort, research experience, attendance at conferences, 
publications, awards, and previous institution.  

In 2019, the Leading Routes’ ‘Broken Pipeline’ report 
demonstrated that the kind of higher education institution 
a	student	applies	from	is	a	key	factor	influencing	both	
students’ decision making and the likelihood of application 
success. Black and minority ethnic students are less likely 
than	White	students	to	attend	higher	tariff	institutions	(Gov.
uk 2019). The perception of UCL as an institution that sets 
high and competitive entry requirements will be a deterrent 
for some students whose academic results do not match 
their potential.

“The persistence of racism and discrimination, 
as well as the unbalanced allocation of 
resources and opportunities in British schools, 
perpetuates class distinctions and facilitates 
academic achievement deficits for many young 
people from low-income backgrounds and 
from racialised minorities.”
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 Figure 7: UK HEIs UK-domiciled first-degree undergraduate qualifiers by degree class and ethnic group 2017-18

Black students and students from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds are more likely to attend post-92 universities, 
but PGR applicants who have attended research-intensive 
Russell Group institutions are more likely to be admitted 
to funded PhD places (Williams et al. 2019: 5). The open 
letter to UKRI proposes that a candidate’s undergraduate 
institution is often reviewed as a proxy for academic 
achievement in the selection process. At present, little 
is known about the role of institutional pathways into 
postgraduate study (UKCGE 2019b). As part of extending 
the Access and Widening Participation agenda to PGR at 
UCL, this would be a valuable research project.

Moore et al. (2017), examining the role of excellence at 
universities, argue that “an emphasis on the performance 
of ‘excellence’ as the criterion for the distribution of 
resources and opportunity will always be backwards looking, 
the product of an evaluative process by institutions and 
individuals that is established by those who came before 
and resists disruptive innovation in terms of people as 
much as ideas or process” (7). The long-term implications 
of shifting the structural biases inherent in academic 
achievement and admissions may require that universities 
wanting	to	make	significant	change	look	to	alternative	
metrics for the doctoral admissions process. In particular, 
academic entry requirements as the primary predictor of 
success at PGR level could be challenged.

A 2016 study found that “successful” PhD students, in 
terms of participation and completion, were most frequently 
characterised not by their prior degree results but by their 
interest in and understanding of a research programme, 
their incentives for completing a PhD, their personal 
integrity, and their interpersonal skills (Sørensen 2016: 297). 
Giles et al. (2020), in the open letter to UKRI, also propose 
that a candidate’s potential for doctoral study should be 
evaluated via broader criteria and cautions further that a 
selection process that considers “whether a candidate has 
research experience, academic publications or conference 
attendance also largely captures access to opportunity and 
discriminates against candidates who have been unable 
to participate in these activities […] Use of other criteria, 
including academic prizes and the contents of reference 
letters, underpins practices that are known to be biased 
against candidates from particular demographics throughout 
their career” (3).  

The barriers posed by a lack of research experience and 
insufficient	understanding	about	the	postgraduate	research	
environment are addressed below in Section 3.4. The 
incentives	to	study,	in	terms	of	financial	and	time	investment	
and career opportunities, are discussed in Sections 3.2 
and	3.3.	Academic	achievement	barriers,	defined	here	
as aptitude for research study measured by prior award 
attainment and institutional history, should be countered or 
replaced by measures in PGR admissions that give greater 
consideration to equity and especially to the Black and 
BAME student awarding gaps.

Source: Advance HE (2019a)
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Contextual admissions, already used at the undergraduate 
level as a means to close the awarding gap, could be 
extended to the PGR application process, with possible 
review criteria including UK-domiciled students’ contribution 
to a diverse and inclusive learning environment, a 
diagnostic essay, or a competency-based model along the 
lines proposed by Sørensen (2016), weighted to make a 
substantial contribution to overall candidate assessment 
(Williams et al. 2019). In a similar way that undergraduate 
degree	programmes	now	offer	pre-sessional	preparation	
courses,	deficits	in	research	skills	might	be	addressed	by	
pre-doctoral training and undergraduate outreach activities 
as pathways to entry (discussed further in Section 3.4). 

3.1.2 Application

An additional measure to improve equitable assessment 
of applicants and tackle issues around discrimination and 
bias is to require diverse representation for PGR application 
review committees, candidate interviews, and funding 
panels. To mitigate the additional labour this often requires 
from	academic	staff	from	under-represented	groups,	an	
EDI-led evaluation might also be provided by representatives 
from the university who are paid in this capacity.11  
In	addition,	all	staff	involved	in	the	selection	process	 
should receive information resources or training about the 
EDI-related biases and barriers for PGR students. 

The UCL Code of Conduct for Research Degrees currently 
recommends that all applicants are interviewed and that 
the selection decision should be made by “at least two 
members	of	academic	staff,	with	appropriate	expertise	and	
experience.” A further step proposed in the open letter to 
UKRI is to encourage guaranteed interviews for all BAME 
candidates and students with a self-declared disability 
applying to a CDT/DTP who meet the minimum requirements 
to pursue a PhD (Giles et al. 2020).

Currently at UCL, PGR admissions requirements, application 
processes, and selection practices vary from unit to unit, 
which presents a challenge to collating consistent and 
meaningful data about who applies to PGR at UCL, how they 
apply, and why they are, or are not, successful. It hinders the 
identification	of	potential	bias	(implicit	or	otherwise)	and	it	
also	makes	it	difficult	to	identify	areas	of	good	practice.	UCL	
Select has capability to capture data about ethnicity, gender, 
socio-economic background, and disability disclosure for 
PGR applicants who are not selected for interview, though 
at present it does not facilitate blind review of applications. 
While some departments and programmes make use of this 
portal, it is not used universally across UCL. An independent 
inquiry into postgraduate education by the Higher Education 
Commission in 2012 encouraged universities to “migrate 
their postgraduate application processes to a UCAS-style 
system” to improve transparency and data collection 

(10). This call has been reiterated by Paul Wakeling, who 
has written extensively on issues of social inequality and 
access to postgraduate study, in his proposal for a national 
postgraduate application system as a way to make PGR 
admissions more visible and accountable and as a way to 
“collect vital statistics about the applicant pool and who 
makes it through to enrolment” (UKCGE 2019b). 

There is substantial evidence of good practice in PGR 
admissions at UCL: Faculties already include recruitment 
targets for under-represented groups; the Faculty Doctoral 
Strategy Planning process requires the annual submission 
and discussion of diversity and inclusion reports; some 
programmes have initiated blind review of applications; and 
CDTs and DTPs also submit annual EDI action plans to the 
Doctoral School and to their funding councils which include 
applicant data by personal characteristics (ethnicity, gender, 
disability). This data allows some evaluation of potential 
blocks in the pipeline (i.e. if there are many BAME applicants 
but	few	offers	issued,	this	may	prompt	further	investigation	
into causes). Increasingly, funders are planning to tie the 
submission and operational success of CDT and DTP EDI 
action plans to a programme’s continued funding.

However, the transparent tracking and evaluation of 
applicant data is less evident in other areas of the university 
and CDTs and DTPs account for only 25-30% of UCL’s 
PhDs. For many other doctoral programmes, imposing 
financial	penalties	may	not	result	in	improved	performance	
and may indeed lead to setting less ambitious EDI goals. In 
this	case,	difficulties	in	meeting	EDI	targets	could	instead	
prompt a UCL Equality Impact Assessment to assist with 
identifying more successful strategies. 

Several universities in the United States have established 
a Postgraduate Diversity Advisory Council, with the goal 
of providing cross-institutional monitoring, promotion, and 
support for PhD recruitment and retention. The membership 
usually includes representation from the university’s EDI 
office,	from	academic	staff,	and	from	the	postgraduate	
student body.12 Such initiatives have the potential to 
increase outreach, diversify recruitment, and improve the 
student experience of under-represented and marginalised 
students. They can also serve to develop and strengthen the 
sharing of good practice in admissions across the institution.

11 A similar model to Fair Recruitment Specialists in academic or  
 professional services recruitment panels.
12 Review of institutions with a (post)graduate diversity advisory  
 council included the University of Oregon, Kentucky University,  
 Brown, Cornell University, Northwestern, and the University of  
 Chicago.
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RecommendationsAcademic Barriers Recommendations

Attainment: 

•	 Awarding gap and over-representation of PhD 
candidates from Russell Group institutions

Application: 

•	 Lack of consistent, transparent PGR application 
process and admissions data

(i)  Extend the UCL Access and Widening 
Participation agenda and workstreams to PGR 
recruitment and student support;

(ii)  Commission research study into current PhD 
student journey from secondary to PGT level; 

(iii)  Design a contextual PGR admissions process 
with an equity selection process built into 
decision-making;

(iv)  Require an EDI assessment for all PGR 
admissions and funding award panels;

(v)  Require targeted PGR EDI training for all 
members of PGR admissions and funding  
award panels;

(vi)  Propose a single application portal for PGR 
admissions (e.g. UCL Select) to enable collection 
of EDI data, facilitate transparent processes, and 
provide accessible data analysis;

(vii)  Introduce Equality Impact Assessment for PGR 
programmes that consistently fail to meet their 
own EDI targets;

(viii)  Establish a Postgraduate Diversity Advisory 
Council to promote and support PGR recruitment 
and retention.
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3.2 Financial barriers

 The	financial	cost	of	completing	a	PhD	is	considerable	
and	poses	one	of	the	most	significant	potential	barriers	to	
postgraduate research study. A 2020 HEPI report (Cornell 
2020)	estimates	that	one-fifth	of	PhD	students	maintain	
employment alongside their studies in order to “make ends 
meet” (9). For self-funded students, which accounts for 
approximately 35% of UCL’s PGR community, the combined 
tuition fees and living costs are likely to fall between at 
least £20,000 and £23,000 per year for full-time enrolment. 
Fees for non-EU students are of course substantially higher. 
UKCGE’s	June	2020	policy	briefing	on	BAME	PGR	access	
and participation shows that “all minority ethnicities are 
more	likely	than	White	PGRs	to	have	no	award	or	financial	
backing for tuition fees” (Fig. 8).13

The introduction of the UK Government’s Postgraduate 
Doctoral Loan in 2018/19 now allows UK national and EU 
national students to borrow up to £25,700 annually; interest 
(RPI	plus	3%)	accrues	from	the	first	loan	payment	and	
repayments are due when the loan applicant earns over 
£21,000 per year. There is currently no Sharia-compliant  
loan mechanism available from the government for  
Muslim students.

Figure 8 (below): No award or financial backing for 
tuition fee, expressed as a percentage of the total  
PGR population.

 

For students who pursue a fully-funded PhD position, 
sponsored by research councils, charitable foundations, 
industry, or through a UCL studentship or scholarship, 
the	competition	is	intense.	UCL’s	Student	Funding	Office	
webpage advises that where academic excellence is 
an	eligibility	criterion,	this	signifies	that	“applicants	are	
normally	required	to	have,	or	expect	to	achieve,	a	first-class	
UK	Bachelor’s	degree	or	an	overseas	qualification	of	an	
equivalent standard.” As discussed above, the persistence 
of the awarding gap means that some disadvantaged groups 
of students motivated to enrol for PhD study may not be 
competitive for funded studentships, especially when these 
awards are not means-tested. 

Some	funding	schemes	specify	financial	need-based	criteria	
and the new, sector-leading UCL Research Opportunity 
Scholarship is a response to UCL data which shows that 
students from some ethnic groups are much more likely 
to	experience	financial	problems	(UCL	Office	for	Equality,	
Diversity and Inclusion).14  The UCL-ROS is directed to 
students from Black, Pakistani, and Bangladeshi ethnic 
groups who intend to enrol for a PhD in faculties with the 
most	significant	under-representation15 and it includes 
consideration	of	financial	need	based	on	socio-economic	
background. Currently, the programme has guaranteed 
funding	for	five	places	and	continues	to	seek	philanthropic	
support to extend this to at least 15 places over three years.  
 
 
13 At UCL, 2018/19 data for UK-domiciled students record 45%  
 of Black students, 43% of Chinese students, 37% of students  
 identifying as “Other ethnic background,” 35% of Asian students,  
	 and	30%	of	White	students	receive	“no	award	or	financial		 	
 backing.”
14 In 2019, 47% of applications to the Financial Assistance Fund  
 were from BAME students (UCL 2020 Race Equality Charter).
15 Arts and Humanities; Social and Historical Sciences; Mathematical  
 and Physical Sciences.
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3.2.1 Investment 

A recent HEPI report of ‘Postgraduate Education in the 
UK’ (House 2020) presents an overview of the measures 
used	to	quantify	the	benefits	that	accrue	as	a	result	of	a	
postgraduate	qualification	in	the	UK.	The	‘postgraduate	
premium’ includes higher salary, greater employability, and 
access to the professions, and there are also important 
non-financial	motivators	such	as	intellectual	ambition	and	
career satisfaction. There is a lack of data about the current 
‘postgraduate research premium’, but it is clear that for 
individual PhD students who are not in receipt of full funding, 
the investment in doctoral education is costly and lengthy - 
in terms of fees, subsistence, and foregone earnings for an 
average period of three to four years. For prospective PGR 
students, consideration of these costs will be balanced with 
the perceived value of completing an advanced degree. 

The availability of the Postgraduate Doctoral Loan provides 
access	to	a	PhD	programme	for	those	without	sufficient	
salary (in the case of part-time PhD students), savings, and/
or	expectation	of	family	financial	support,	but	this	mechanism	
also requires students to go into debt and such decisions 
may be measured against levels of existing and cumulative 
debt accrued from undergraduate and postgraduate taught 
loans. The lack of funding schemes for Master’s programmes 
means that the majority of UK-domiciled PGT students, 
around	65%,	need	to	self-finance,	which	includes	those	
taking out a Postgraduate Master’s Loan (House 2020). 

A	2018	Office	for	Students	review	of	the	effects	of	the	
Postgraduate Master’s Loan on student entrant numbers 
found that the maximum loan amount is increasingly 
insufficient	to	meet	the	costs	of	fees	and	subsistence,	
particularly as PGT fees at many HEIs have risen since 
the introduction of the loan scheme. Students from lower 
socio-economic backgrounds may be especially averse 
to accumulating further debt and, particularly for students 
without	recourse	to	a	financial	safety	net,	this	may	play	a	
significant	role	in	decision-making	about	extending	their	
studies	to	PGR	level.	The	HEPI	report	(House	2020)	finds	that	
the introduction of the Doctoral Loan has done little so far to 
affect	the	number	of	PhD	entrants,	perhaps	because	the	loan	
amount	is	“insufficient	to	cover	the	living	costs	of	a	full-time	
three- or four-year PhD” (6).  

It is important to acknowledge that the proportion of students 
who take out a Postgraduate Master’s Loan has been 
greatest among Black students, students who disclose a 
disability, and students from the lowest-participation areas 
(House 2020). Pásztor and Wakeling’s research about social 
stratification	in	access	to	doctoral	study	draws	on	relative	
risk aversion theory to argue that “advantaged individuals 
are	more	likely	to	engage	in	financially	costly,	status-seeking	
behaviour than those from disadvantaged backgrounds, who 
will	prioritise	the	minimisation	of	financial	risk”	(2018:	985).	 

In undergraduate education there are already clear indicators 
that	attrition	is	more	likely	to	be	driven	by	financial	factors	for	
Black students than for White students (UCL Race Equality 
Charter 2015). Funding schemes that support promising 
students who are under-represented in PGR to complete 
a PGT degree as a bridge to PhD enrolment could help to 
create a more accessible pathway. The decision to invest in 
doctoral	education	may	also	be	influenced	by	expectations	of	
future career prospects. Pásztor and Wakeling (2018) make 
the point that if the PhD is understood by most students as 
a gateway to an academic career, then “particularly in times 
of austerity, the opportunity costs of a relatively long time to 
degree	could	be	unaffordable	for	many,	given	an	increasingly	
competitive job market with no guarantee of securing an 
academic job upon completion” (983). 

Further, the UCL Race Equality Charter 2015 submission 
noted that there is evidence to suggest that students 
from some BAME communities place a higher value on 
occupations where BAME people are more visibly successful. 
For those prospective PhD students who look toward careers 
beyond academia that don’t require doctoral training, the 
decision to apply may be weighed against the perceived 
benefits	of	a	PhD	over	and	above	the	shorter	and	cheaper	
route of a PGT degree.16 HEPI’s recent report (House 2020) 
includes an analysis of postgraduate student outcome 
benefits	by	gender,	finding	that	salaries	for	women	with	
PGT or PGR degrees progress less rapidly than salaries for 
men	(118).	It	also	concludes	that	there	are	differences	by	
socio-economic background, as salaries in the professions 
for working-class graduates with a PGT or PGR degree are 
less	than	those	coming	from	more	affluent	families,	after	
controlling for gender, ethnicity, and profession (120). 

The	financial	implications	of	prolonged	educational	training,	
along	with	potentially	differential	salary	outcomes	and	the	
prospect of cumulative debt, can serve to disincentivise 
investment by groups of students who are already under-
represented, or feel excluded from the postgraduate research 
environment. Increasing awareness and demonstrating the 
financial	and	non-financial	benefits	of	PGR	students’	time	
and cost investment is key. This includes increased access 
to academic career paths, communicating and facilitating 
pathways to careers beyond academia, and providing an 
inclusive student experience (discussed below in Sections 
3.3	and	3.4).	The	adverse	effects	of	financial	barriers	to	
widening	participation	efforts	at	PGR	level	could	be	further	
mitigated by increasing the availability of funding support 
for disadvantaged and under-represented groups in the 
postgraduate research community at UCL.

16  A 2009 study in the Journal of Education Policy found that the 
earnings premium in the UK for a PhD was 26%, whereas the 
premium for a one-year PGT programme was almost as high, 
at 23% (calculated across all subjects). There is a lack of more 
recent evidence about the PhD earnings premium as much of the 
research	in	this	area	conflates	PGT	and	PGR	outcomes.
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3.2.2 Funding

UCL’s CDTs and DTPs report annually to the Doctoral 
School on the number of applications they have 
received	and	number	of	offers	they	have	accepted.	The	
reports also include information about the sources of 
funding for students in the cohort, and there is another 
section indicating gender, age, disability, and ethnicity 
characteristics of students who have received awards. 
However,	these	data	fields	could	be	combined	to	provide	
a clearer and more comprehensive picture of the applicant 
pool and, in particular, to indicate whether there is an 
insufficiently	diverse	applicant	pool	or	whether	diversity	in	
the	applicant	pool	is	insufficiently	reflected	in	the	awards	
given.	Each	scenario	would	suggest	different	responses.	

The Research On Research Institute report, titled ‘21st-
Century PhDs: why we need better methods of tracking 
doctoral access, experiences and outcomes’, poses the 
question of whether inequalities in funding decisions might 
be driving inequalities in doctoral access and success 
(Wakeling & Hancock, 2019). This issue, closely related 
to the application processes discussed above, suggests 
the need for a more transparent account from doctoral 
programmes about how places and studentships are 
allocated.

The same report also proposes that the introduction of 
socio-economic characteristics, which are not currently 
collected for doctoral applicants, students, or graduates, 
could	offer	further	insight	into	the	impact	of	funding	sources	
on student outcomes (also UKRI & Advance HE 2019a).17 

The Broken Pipeline report (2019) calls for greater accessibility 
to	public	data	that	would	enable	more	effective	identification	

and evaluation of the conversion rate of Black applicants, in 
particular, to secure funded PhD places. This call is echoed in 
the recent open letter to UKRI (Giles et al. 2020).

In	June	2020,	UKRI	published	a	five-year	review	of	funding	
for their doctoral studentships, which found that ethnicity 
data was unavailable for almost 30% of awardees. Although 
they advise that this unknown data limits the conclusions 
they	have	drawn	about	the	ethnicity	profile	of	studentships,	
they	confirm	that	the	proportion	of	awards	made	to	
students from ethnic minorities (9%) is less than the PGR 
population estimate (17%) (Fig. 9). Further, the proportion 
of studentships awarded to female applicants (40%) is 
less overall than HESA’s estimate of females in the PGR 
population (49%), and 7% of studentship awardees had a 
disclosed disability, which is less than the 9% of students 
with a declared disability in the PGR population (15).

While UKRI addresses the studentships awarded to a more 
general category of ethnic minority students, the Leading 
Routes organisation has revealed that of the 19,868 UKRI-
funded studentships awarded between 2016 and 2019, only 
245 (1.2%) were awarded to Black or Black Mixed students. 
The ‘Broken Pipeline’ report suggests that a more direct 
way to attract and retain students who are severely under-
represented in doctoral education and to enact meaningful 
change in the system is for HEIs to ring-fence funding as a 
form of positive action (2019; also Arday 2017; Fazackerley 
2019; Giles et al. 2020).  

17  As	identified	by	the	UKRI	and	Advance	HE	UK	review	of	
Research and Innovation, this lack of knowledge has wider 
ramifications,	as	socio-economic	status	intersects	with	other	
identity characteristics.
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18  Evidence cited from the Max Planck Society, Science Foundation Ireland, and the Swiss National Science Foundation. Interventions include 
lower entry scores, pre-university programmes for targeted populations, reserved places on programmes for targeted populations, and 
dedicated	financial	assistance	programmes.	

Figure 9: Ethnicity composition for UKRI-funded 
studentships 2014/15–2018/19

Source: UKRI (2020a) 

UKRI and Advance HE’s international review of EDI 
interventions in Research and Innovation (2019b) concludes 
that	positive	action	has	been	particularly	effective	in	
improving the representation of women in funding award 
schemes and in improving access to higher education, 
as well as reducing bias towards women in recruitment 
situations.18 The review notes that the lack of quotas and 
targeted actions is explained by resistance to these types of 
interventions, which may be perceived as or presumed to be 
discouraging or insulting. Such initiatives must prioritize the 
experience of the target population, and include consultation 
with	the	intended	beneficiaries	in	any	implementation	plan.	

As described above, the UCL-ROS is one such model for 
equity of opportunity and could be extended to include 
all areas of research. The most recent UCL Race Equality 
Charter recommends extending the model to all UKRI-funded 
CDTs and DTPs, so that, in response to data that indicate 
a	lack	of	diverse	and	inclusive	representation,	a	specified	
number of places would be reserved on the basis of ethnicity, 
gender, disability, or other EDI considerations. 

Research funders such as UKRI and the Wellcome Trust 
are also encouraging universities to review how their 
funded PhD places are awarded. In addition, they are also 
requiring universities to submit robust EDI action plans, to 
demonstrate how they are being operationalised, and to track 
progress. The university could require this step for all PhD 
funding awards. The Wellcome Trust (2020) has also created 
a bi-annual research enrichment fund of up to £20,000 to 
enable current grant holders “to tackle barriers to diversity 
and inclusion in their work” UCL could develop a similar 
initiative to advance and incentivize EDI objectives in  
existing research projects.
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“The ‘Broken Pipeline’ report suggests that  
a more direct way to attract and retain 
students who are severely under-represented 
in doctoral education and to enact meaningful 
change in the system is for HEIs to ring-fence 
funding as a form of positive action.”
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Financial Barriers Recommendations

Investment: 

•	 Accrued loan debt for self-funded students from 
disadvantaged backgrounds

  
Funding: 

•	 Financial need of disadvantaged and under-
represented students;

•	 Impact of awarding gap on competition for funded 
PhD positions; 

•	 Lack of transparency in funding decisions.

(i)  Provide one-year needs-based fully funded 
studentships or fee waivers at PGT and MRes 
level to under-represented/ disadvantaged 
students who enrol for 1+3;

(ii)  Create an enhanced reporting mechanism for 
CDTs	and	DTPs	to	evaluate	effects	of	funding	
decisions on the diversity of the cohort;

(iii)  Collect data on socio-economic characteristics 
for all PhD programmes;

(iv)  Fundraise to increase the number of UCL-ROS 
places	and	consider	other	dedicated	financial	
assistance programmes for disadvantaged 
populations;

(v)  Analyse the distribution of funded doctoral 
opportunities across UCL;

(vi)  Identify a percentage of research council funded 
places to be awarded to disadvantaged and/or 
under-represented students within the cohort; 

(vii)		Require	EDI	reflection	at	department	level	for	 
PhD funding decisions;

(viii)  Consider EDI Research Enrichment awards.
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3.3 Career barriers 

There is a lack of current data about the career expectations 
and career progression of PhD students nationally. The 
Research On Research Institute (Wakeling & Hancock 2019) 
has	identified	this	as	a	“severe	deficit	in	our	understanding	
of doctoral employment” which stands in sharp contrast 
to	the	progressive	efforts	of	other	countries	to	track	PhD	
career outcomes over the long term. Indeed, Vitae’s 2012 
report ‘What do researchers want to do?’ and their 2013 
publication ‘What do researchers do?’ are the most recent 
detailed analyses of UK doctoral students’ intentions and 
perceptions of career development as well as trends in 
employment	for	different	groups	of	doctoral	graduates.	
Both reports were based on 2010 data and while the career 
intentions report includes an analysis by gender, neither 
report considers the role of ethnicity, disability, nor other 
protected characteristics.19 

A follow up article from Vitae in September 2019, ‘Do 
researchers’ careers have to be precarious?’, records 
relative precarity for all doctoral graduates entering HE 
research (only 17% are on an open-ended contract three 
and a half years after graduating), but notes that current 
methods	of	tracking	are	insufficient	for	providing	analysis	by	
gender or ethnicity:  “despite research and policy concerns 
around the lack of BAME academics working in HE […], 
the current lack of systematic career tracking of doctoral 
graduates and early career researchers means that issues 
affecting	the	supply	and	subsequent	paths	of	highly-skilled	
postgraduate talent remain little understood” (4-5). 

The problem of job insecurity for the research community in 
general is well acknowledged. With an increasing number of 
PhD	students	and	a	shortage	of	permanent	academic	staff	
positions available, there is growing tension in discussions 
about career outcomes for doctoral students. In the 
Wellcome Trust’s recent research culture survey (2020), 45% 
of respondents who had left academia reported that one of 
the	reasons	for	their	departure	was	the	difficulty	of	finding	
a job and facing an insecure career path. Only 19% of 
early-career researchers felt secure in pursuing an academic 
career. Current trends in academic recruitment also continue 
to disadvantage those who have already experienced 
barriers in their educational experience. The disproportionate 
effects	of	this	career	insecurity	on	disadvantaged	and	
under-represented students in the PGR community need 
to be explored in more detail by universities and by higher 
education regulators and government who set ambitious 
targets for PhD recruitment. 

Without comprehensive data about the expectations 
of prospective PhD candidates, the motivations of PhD 
students, and the career pathways of PhD graduates 
with	varying	demographics,	it	is	difficult	to	determine	the	
career-related	barriers	at	different	stages	of	the	doctoral	
journey	for	different	groups.	However,	the	issues	of	under-
representation and patterns of inequality in academic 
careers are clearer to identify. The lack of role models will 
likely	play	a	significant	part	in	some	students’	decisions	not	
to	continue	to	PGR	level	as	well	as	affecting	the	quality	of	
the student experience for those who do continue.

3.3.1 Representation 

Advance	HE’s	annual	staff	statistical	report	provides	
national	figures	on	the	proportion	of	academic	staff	in	BAME	
categories (Fig. 10), as well as by gender and disclosure of 
disability.	In	2019	the	staff	report	recorded	an	increase	in	
the	number	of	BAME	academic	staff,	though	the	number	
of UK-BAME academics was far below the number of 
non-UK BAME nationals. The report also recorded the 
persistence of inequalities, with lower proportions of BAME 
than	White	staff	on	open-ended	or	permanent	contracts,	
in senior management positions, and on higher salary 
bands. Leaving rates were higher for BAME academics. 
Mirroring	the	postgraduate	research	student	figures,	the	
under-representation of academics of colour is also more 
pronounced for Black academics, who comprise 1.9% of all 
academic	staff	in	UK	HEIs.	According	to	HESA’s	2018/19	HE	
staff	figures,	71%	of	UCL’s	academic	staff	are	White,	11%	
are Asian, 2.5% are Mixed, and 0.7% are Black. Over 12% 
were recorded as ‘Not Known’ (HESA 2019b; also Fig. 11  
for data by Faculty).

It is clear that to achieve more equitable representation 
in	academic	staff	positions,	more	students	of	colour,	
and Black students in particular, need to be completing 
PhDs (Olonisakin 2020). Yet the lack of role models at the 
university	who	can	“understand	and	respond	to	specific	
cultural reference points”, who can provide guidance from 
lived experience, and who can inspire progression to an 
academic career, are likely deterring factors for students 
to apply for and to complete a doctorate (Race Equality 
Charter 2015; also Advance HE 2018a). Further, the Equality 
Challenge	Unit	has	identified	“particular	sticking	points”	for	
BAME	doctoral	graduates	who	attempt	to	secure	their	first	
permanent academic position, creating a recursive situation 
(2015: 39-40).

19  The	Longitudinal	Destination	of	Leavers	of	Higher	Education	Survey	(L-DLHE)	is	designed	principally	for	first-degree	holders,	who	comprise	
the large majority of its respondents. Both Research On Research and Vitae conducted analyses of DLHE data in 2019 with the intention of 
better	understanding	doctoral	outcomes	and	both	concluded	that	it	is	not	fit	for	this	purpose	(Wakeling	&	Hancock	2019;	Vitae	2019a).	The	
Graduate Outcomes survey has recently succeeded the L-DLHE and tracks results by protected characteristics, but records occupation 
destinations only 15 months after graduation.
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Figure 10: Academic staff by professional category and ethnic group

Source: Advance HE (2019c)
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Figure 11: UCL academic pipeline by ethnicity 2018/19
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The under-representation of women in STEMM careers 
is also a well-known phenomenon and is “comparably 
well-researched” (Wakeling & Hancock 2019). In a recent 
survey, nine out of ten women reported experiencing barriers 
to pursuing a career in STEMM in and beyond academia 
and more than a quarter (26%) encountered more barriers 
than enablers (WISE Campaign & Amazon 2019). The 
Equality in Higher Education report (Advance HE 2018) 
and ASSET 2016 survey (ECU 2016) both emphasise the 
under-representation	of	women	in	senior	academic	staff	
positions, which is more acute for BAME women, as well 
as the inequitable allocation of teaching and pastoral tasks, 
and lower salary projections for women when compared to 
men	with	the	same	postgraduate	qualifications.20 These are 
cited as factors that may inhibit the access, success and 
progression rates for female PGR students in STEMM. UCL 
is distinguished by having the highest number of female 
academic	staff	and	the	highest	number	of	female	professors	
in all UK universities, but as Fig. 5 above (Section 1.2) 
indicates, the trend of lower female recruitment in STEMM 
fields	persists.		

Addressing equitable recruitment is a priority for UCL  
in both the Athena SWAN and the Race Equality Charter  
action plans and there are ongoing strategies to increase  
the proportions of currently under-represented academic 
staff.21 However, if students see the progress to an 
academic career as the primary aim of a doctoral degree, 
they are likely to experience the scarcity of role models 
as a barrier to their sense of belonging and to their own 
career prospects. Interventions to address the lack of 
diversity	in	academic	staff	have	been	proposed	by	the	
Equality Challenge Unit, including conducting EDI audits 
of recruitment and promotion rounds to ensure that due 
process is being followed and weighting contribution to 
diversity and criteria as a recruitment criterion, which might 
advantage candidates from under-represented groups 
but could also lead to a more inclusive environment by 
increasing	the	number	of	staff	with	demonstrable	experience	
and expertise in EDI practice. 

An additional example from the University of West London is 
to model an inclusive strategy informed from the ground up 
that includes PGR students as interviewers in the selection 
panels	for	new	academic	staff.	The	model	was	“successful	
in creating a culture of trust, participation and inclusion that 
makes	changing	for	the	better	a	collective	effort	and	one	
that does not threaten but instead embraces and enacts 
positive change” (Gamlath 2020).

3.3.2 Guidance 

To support students with heightened concerns about 
marginalisation and the adequacy of career progression 
opportunities (Arday 2017), earlier and more continuous 
guidance	should	be	offered.	This	should	include	how	to	
be	competitive	for	an	academic	staff	position	and	what	an	
academic career involves. The importance of academic 
career mentoring is a particularly common theme in studies 
of BAME PGR experience (Arday 2017; Wellcome Trust 
2020; Williams et al. 2019). Targeted career development 
programmes for PGR students, led by professionals 
who understand the unique challenges faced by under-
represented and disadvantaged students, would be a 
proactive step in providing not only information and insight 
but also links to professional development and networking 
opportunities with academics and alumni. 

At UCL, existing programmes – such as StellarHE, the 
strategic executive development programme for diversity in 
leadership, and the BMEntor cross-institutional mentoring 
scheme for BAME academics and researchers – could be 
actively promoted to PGR students and to PGT students 
interested in continuing their studies. UCL’s Careers Extra 
programme, currently directed to the needs of under-
represented UK undergraduate students, could be extended 
to the postgraduate community.

3.3.3 Culture shift

 The	national	results	of	the	2019	Postgraduate	Research	
Experience Survey revealed that for 31% of respondents 
the primary motivation of a PhD was to “improve academic 
career prospects”, while only 9% saw a PhD as improving 
prospects for a career beyond academia (Fig. 12). Only 31% 
of respondents said they had received advice on career 
options. The Wellcome Trust research culture survey has 
also indicated that most participants ‘struggled to think 
about careers outside academia’ (2020). The framing of the 
PhD as an academic apprenticeship continues to prevail, 
even though the recent Concordat to Support the Career 
Development of Researchers (Vitae 2019b) emphasises the 
need, in the current context of expanding PhD recruitment, 
to encourage doctoral students to pursue careers across 
a wide range of employment sectors and to ensure that 
all students have access to professional development 
opportunities that equip them to be “adaptable and  
flexible	in	an	increasingly	global	research	environment	 
and employment market” (6).

20  14% lower for female postgraduates (UKRI & Advance HE 2019a).
21  UKRI	and	Advance	HE	(2019a)	report	that	while	the	disclosure	of	disabilities	among	academic	staff	has	increased	over	recent	years,	 

it remains	low	(4.3%)	and	is	even	lower	among	staff	on	research	contracts	(3.2%).
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The career barriers that exist for a large number of 
aspirational	doctoral	candidates,	and	that	may	influence	
their experience of the degree, could be addressed by 
shifting	the	narrative	to	more	accurately	reflect	and	to	
more	effectively	prepare	students	for	the	wider	economy	
outside of the university sector. The Research On Research 
Institute’s report on ‘21st-Century PhDs’ proposes that “it 
is not enough to expand the PhD; the PhD must change” in 
a way that recognises and advertises doctoral degrees as 
training for a broad range of careers (Wakeling & Hancock 
2019: 5). Universities could do much more to create “clearer 
road maps of opportunities”, as advised by the Wellcome 
Trust (2020) and to “better signpost the variety of careers 
available”, as recommended by The Royal Society (2018). 
The greater challenge is to persuade more academics and 
PhD supervisors to embrace a broader view of the purpose 
of a PhD that actively values careers beyond academia.

Figure 12: PRES 2017-2019: Motivations for pursuing  
a PGR degree 
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“The national results of the 2019 Postgraduate 
Research Experience Survey revealed that for 
31% of respondents the primary motivation 
of a PhD was to “improve academic career 
prospects”, while only 9% saw a PhD as 
improving prospects for a career beyond 
academia.”

Source: Advance HE (2019b). 
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Career Barriers Recommendations

Representation: 

•	 Lack of BAME role models
•	 Lack of Black role models
•	 Lack of women role models in STEMM 

Guidance: 

•	 Academic career preparation
•	 Early awareness of careers beyond academia 

Culture shift: 

•	 The framing of the PhD as an academic 
apprenticeship

(i)  Require contribution to diversity and inclusion 
criteria	for	academic	staff	appointments;	

(ii)  Adjust the professorial promotion criteria to 
recognise the way in which candidates support 
colleagues to succeed;

(iii)  Specialised academic career mentoring and 
advocacy schemes for under-represented 
communities, including BAME PGR students and 
female	PGR	students	in	STEMM	fields;

(iv)  Early and reiterative advice and information about 
careers beyond academia;

(v)  Develop training resources for supervisors, DGTs,  
and PGR administrators to provide structured 
support to engage in career development 
interviews with doctoral students.
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3.4 Knowledge barriers

Universities have become increasingly concerned with 
ensuring that students making the transition between 
secondary and undergraduate education are well informed 
and well prepared in ways that will facilitate their access 
and	success.	Prospective	students	are	offered	detailed	
guidance about course choices, student life, and skills 
development. Widening Participation activities also account 
for the key factors that are more likely to exclude some 
groups of students from accessing undergraduate education 
and completing their degree successfully. Universities 
now	routinely	operate	school	outreach	programmes,	offer	
summer schools to provide experiential opportunities, and, 
in some cases, create pre-university bridging programmes 
as a response to addressing achievement gaps. 

The kinds of interventions that exist to attract under-
represented students to undergraduate education have been 
less apparent in the transition to postgraduate research 
and	when	compounded	by	academic,	financial,	and	social	
barriers,	this	lack	of	knowledge	places	them	at	a	significant	
disadvantage. Understanding the topography of academia 
is key to PGR students’ ability to navigate the opportunities 
and experiences of a PhD. Any prospective student 
considering a doctorate must begin with an understanding 
of what it is, what is expected, and how to apply. 

The gradual acquisition of this information may be assumed, 
but	it	is	not	offered	or	available	in	equal	measures	to	all	
students. Wakeling’s research on barriers and motivations 
to	research	degree	study	(2015)	found	that	“high-flying	and	
relatively privileged graduates of elite universities reported 
a lack of understanding of postgraduate admissions and 
funding, which suggests graduates from backgrounds and 
institutions with less history of PGT study will have even 
greater	difficulties”	(104	fn.	37).

Those who have completed undergraduate and taught 
postgraduate	education	but	are	the	first	in	their	family	to	
have attended university are particularly vulnerable to these 
knowledge gaps. These gaps may also be experienced 
by students who are excluded from the informal networks 
of information and opportunity that circulate in the 
university (i.e. lack of social capital). Preconceptions and 
discriminatory biases about who belongs (or who might 
want to belong) in the academic research environment, 
and their suitability or aptitude for doctoral study, may 
disadvantage already under-represented students and 
students	whose	potential	isn’t	reflected	in	the	conventional	
measures of academic achievement. As discussed above 
(Section 3.1), the transparency of the selection process at 
the	undergraduate	level	is	by	no	means	reflected	for	doctoral	
programmes; selection is often determined by an individual 
academic, and the process is therefore more vulnerable to 
inherent bias.

Deficits	in	knowledge	and	experience	of	the	research	
environment can also create participatory barriers. There are 
“powerful presumptions” that exist around PhD students’ 
level of independence, their social and emotional maturity, 
and their preparedness for doctoral study, but for most 
students who start a PhD, the transition to PGR is complex 
and challenging (McPherson et al. 2017: 42). Feelings of 
anxiety, self-doubt, and isolation are not unusual (Levecque 
et al. 2017; Ali et al. 2007) and may be experienced even 
more acutely by students who have less prior knowledge 
of the system and by students who also lack a sense 
of belonging in their academic community (including 
international students). 

The phenomenon of ‘imposter syndrome’ is commonly felt 
by PhD students and is closely connected to a perceived 
lack of expertise despite evidence of high achievement. 
While	this	often	relates	to	navigating	a	new	field	of	
intellectual	study,	it	can	also	be	amplified	by	having	to	
navigate an unfamiliar working environment and by the 
experience of working in a more prestigious institution. 
Without additional and targeted guidance and support, 
students who already feel alienated by their own experience 
of under-representation and lack of inclusion are more likely 
to	have	lower	levels	of	confidence	in	their	ability	to	complete	
a PhD. This can potentially lead to longer completion rates 
and higher rates of attrition (Thomas 2012; Vitae 2018). 

The importance of formal and informal mentoring structures 
in guiding students’ progress to and through doctoral 
study has been emphasised by several studies (CGE 2007; 
Arday 2017; Inge 2018; Williams et al. 2019). The lack of 
data and shortcomings in the transparency of the PGR 
application	system	make	it	difficult	to	identify	how	students	
learn	about	the	PhD	as	a	qualification	and	how	they	find	
the opportunities they apply for, but the under-represented 
and disadvantaged students cited in these studies have 
generally experienced less access to appropriate information 
and advice on application and funding processes throughout 
their student journey. To help minimise some of these 
challenges, formal mentoring or information workshops 
could	be	embedded	into	PGT	or	final-year	undergraduate	
programmes. They could also be led by paid PGR 
ambassadors from under-represented groups.
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3.4.1 Information

In a mode similar to the Widening Participation outreach 
programmes	that	are	offered	to	bridge	the	gaps	between	
school and university, some universities in the United States 
have introduced pre-doctoral programmes, workshops, 
and	fellowships	for	final-year	undergraduates	or	Master’s	
students from under-represented minority groups.22 

These can provide a ‘taster’ of the postgraduate research 
environment, preparatory skills training, mentoring and 
networking,	as	well	as	offering	information	about	how	to	
find	programmes,	how	to	prepare	applications,	and	how	to	
identify further funding opportunities. 

Other examples of preparatory courses focus on providing 
information about the transition to postgraduate study 
for groups of under-represented students, with the aim 
of improving their understanding of the demands and 
expectations of postgraduate education. In 2017, a 
consortium	of	five	Russell	Group	universities23 collaborated 
to design and provide a ‘Prepare for Postgrad’ pre-entry 
online course for UK BAME students and groups of students 
with low participation rates. The supplementary aims of the 
course	were	to	build	confidence	and	provide	information	
about resources to support success (OfS, 2017) and while 
the course was designed for enrolled PGT students, the 
model could be adapted for potential PGR candidates.  
One	such	example	already	offered	at	UCL	has	been	created	
by the London Interdisciplinary Biosciences Consortium 
(LIDo), which, as part of its DTP diversity action plan, 
launched a ‘Pathway to PhD’ workshop in 2018 to support 
BAME postgraduate students from non-Russell Group 
universities in the creation of compelling PhD applications 
and networking with “relatable role models.”24 Further 
iterations of this model could also draw from the BAME  
PGT population at UCL. 

To increase diversity in doctoral education, universities 
need to do more to identify, connect with, and motivate 
under-represented students with the potential to do a PhD. 
The most likely path to a PhD for UK students is via a PGT 
degree and strategic interventions to provide information 
and guidance early in the PGT programme, especially on 
preparing a competitive application, could encourage and 
support	more	students	to	apply.	Working	with	PGT	staff,	
advisors, and personal tutors to improve their awareness and 
understanding of the barriers to PGR for under-represented 
students could also be an important factor in increasing 
the interest and understanding of potential candidates.   
However, given the short window to make contact with PGT 
students between the start of their studies and the timeline 
for PhD applications, designing even earlier interventions, at 
the undergraduate level, is also recommended. At the City 
University	of	New	York,	the	Graduate	Center	offers	a	Pipeline	
Fellows	Program	at	both	UG	and	PGT	levels.	The	first	strand	
of the programme recruits 30 promising undergraduates 
from under-represented minority groups and exposes them 

to postgraduate education “as a next-step possibility”, 
offering	them	background	knowledge	and	some	preparatory	
skills, with fellows attending a funded intensive summer 
school. The second part then recruits and admits diverse 
postgraduate candidates to the faculties of humanities and 
social sciences as PhD students (Cassuto, 2019).

3.4.2 Experience

In recent years, American universities have also given 
increasing attention to creating and funding opportunities 
for undergraduate research experience. Indeed, many 
government-sponsored funders now require undergraduate 
research as a component of a PI’s project impact and 
objectives. The opportunity to engage with academic research 
activities will function for many students as a gateway to 
postgraduate study, including doctoral education, and can 
be an additional route for students to demonstrate their 
motivation and aptitude for an advanced research degree, 
even in the absence of stellar degree results, which has 
relevance, too, for the awarding gap in the UK and the call 
for a more holistic, experience-based admissions process.    
Cliona	Kelly,	a	first-generation	Black	PhD	student	at	Aston	
University, makes the point that to be competitive for PhD 
places, students are often asked whether they have research 
experience, yet many of the existing programmes in the 
UK take place as intensives during the summer: “But that 
means	taking	the	summer	off	and	working	for	free,	which	
most	Black	students	can’t	afford	to	do.	You’ll	be	contributing	
to the rent at home, so doing a placement for no money 
just isn’t possible” (Fazackerley 2019). Using research 
experience as a criterion for doctoral applications assumes 
equitably distributed access to opportunity but more 
typically	represents	some	degree	of	financial	privilege.	

Creating more paid research placements, which do exist 
in small numbers at UCL, some of which are aimed at 
BAME students,25 is one option to consider. Ensuring 
transparent and equitable access is key. Creating a 
centre for undergraduate research experience and 
integrating	research	collaborations	with	academic	staff	into	
undergraduate curricula would demonstrate the continuum 
from undergraduate to doctoral education, create valuable 
research opportunities for under-represented students, and 
empower a broader range of students to make informed 
decisions about their higher education choices.

22  For example, the Association of Collegiate Schools and Planning 
offers	a	‘Pre-doctoral	workshop	for	under-represented	students	
of color’ (https://www.acsp.org/page/PreDocWorkshop); In 2016 
the	USC	Price	School	of	Public	Policy	offered	a	‘Summer	Pre-
doctoral workshop for students of color’ (https://priceschool.usc.
edu/predoctoralworkshop/).

23 Led by the University of Leeds in partnership with Manchester, 
Sheffield,	York,	and	Warwick.	OfS	2017.

https://www.acsp.org/page/PreDocWorkshop
https://priceschool.usc.edu/predoctoralworkshop/
https://priceschool.usc.edu/predoctoralworkshop/
https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/media/36202171-1136-48df-8190-3d004f015638/leeds-project-poster.pdf
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Knowledge Barriers Recommendations

Information: 

•	 Lack of knowledge about PhD and ability to  
make informed decisions.

•	 Inequity in how opportunities are communicated.
•	 Lack of targeted advice or mentoring for talented/

motivated students from under-represented 
backgrounds

Experience: 

•	 Lack	of	research	experience	that	affects	likelihood	
of application, chances of successful application, 
and	self-confidence	

(i)  Provide targeted early outreach and intervention 
programme; 

(ii)  Train PGR ambassadors for a PhD information 
and mentoring programme;

(iii)		 Offer	application	training	workshops	for	under-
represented groups;

(iv)  Explore how PhD opportunities are 
communicated and how current PhD students 
learnt about opportunities;

(v)		 Work	with	PGT	staff	and	personal	tutors	to	
increase understanding of barriers to PGR;

(vi)		 Offer	paid	research	placements	for	UG/PGT	
students under-represented in PGR;

(vii)  Explore summer bridging programmes for UG to 
PGT/PGR;

(viii)  Create a pre-doctoral programme: e.g.  
undergraduate pipeline fellows programme or  
talent scholarship scheme;

(ix)  Create a centre for undergraduate research 
experience.

24 LIDo DTP Pathway to PhD (https://mediacentral.ucl.ac.uk/Play/13496).

25 For example, in 2018 LIDo launched its Research Experience Placements (REPS, summer internships paid at London Living Wage rate) 
targeted at the same BAME student group as the ‘Pathway to PhD’ and sponsored by an industry partner, Unilever.

https://mediacentral.ucl.ac.uk/Play/13496
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3.5 Research culture and wellbeing 
barriers

UCL has one of the most progressive, dynamic, and 
successful	research	profiles	in	the	world.	The	university’s	
ambitious Research Strategy (2019) – which builds 
upon UCL’s radical tradition of innovation, accessibility, 
and relevance – emphasises the role of research in 
understanding society “in order to transform it and to 
increase society’s fairness and resilience.” The Strategy also 
recognises that the future of UCL’s research endeavours 
requires	a	“high	quality	and	fulfilling	environment”	for	its	
research students. The analysis and recommendations in 
this section focus on the ways in which this vision of UCL’s 
research culture and its attendant values of collaboration, 
support, and inclusion, can contribute to dismantling barriers 
to participation for PGR students and, in particular, how a 
positive and inclusive research culture could enable and 
empower under-represented and under-served members of 
its community. 

Even with UCL’s research strengths and the breadth of 
activity across campus, the PRES 2019 results indicate  
that many current PGR students at the University do not  
feel integrated into their department’s research culture.  
The	reasons	for	this,	reflected	in	the	qualitative	survey	data,	
stem predominantly from their experiences of intellectual 
and social community, supervisory practice, availability of 
resources, access to opportunities, and pastoral support. 
Among the most common calls for improvement to the 
research degree experience are increases in funding support, 
careers guidance, and provision of information,26 which are 
discussed in sections above. However, issues related to 
research	culture	and	wellbeing	include	effective	supervision,	

access to resources, inclusive policies, and availability 
of mentoring and mental health support. Some students 
also mentioned experiences of discrimination within the 
university and others observed a lack of respect shown to 
PGRs	by	academic	staff	and	professional	services	staff.	Of	
3,400 respondents to the UCL PRES, almost 25% indicated 
that they had considered leaving their degree programme.27 
Of all PGR students who withdrew from their studies in 
2018-19, about a quarter were from BAME groups, 16% had 
disclosed one or more disabilities, and 40% were enrolled in 
part-time study.28

It is important to address these barriers to participation 
and success in relation to all students in the postgraduate 
research community. However, careful consideration must 
be given to the ways in which these issues can have a 
disproportionate impact on the academic progress, social 
experience, and personal wellbeing of under-represented, 
non-traditional, and historically marginalised students, as 
well as the ways in which inequities and discrimination 
can manifest in university policies – or their absence. 
These students’ experience must inform the institutional 
interventions that can ensure a healthy and supportive 
research environment for all postgraduate researchers.

26	 Defined	in	the	UCL	PRES	2019	comments	as	degree	
expectations and requirements, skills training, and experience  
of programme induction and orientation. 

27 It should also be noted that UCL’s results here are more positive 
than the Russell Group, London universities, and the sector 
average.

28 126 withdrawals.
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3.5.1 Exclusion

Disparate experience for women, students of colour, 
students with caring responsibilities, students with 
disabilities, LGBTQ+ students, and part-time students 
(this latter group including several of the former) has been 
recorded in several reports about the current state of 
research culture at UK universities. The data that emerges 
presents a persuasive case for their impact on doctoral 
student success and attrition. 

A number of reports in recent years have also focused 
on the mental health of postgraduate research students 
and demonstrate the link between non-inclusive research 
environments and poor mental health (Guthrie at al. 2017; 
Vitae 2018; Cornell 2020). A Wellcome-funded review found 
that 80% of PhD students surveyed believed a research 
career could be lonely and isolating and over 40% reported 
symptoms of depression or stress-related problems. There 
is emerging evidence to suggest that BAME students face 
specific	mental	health	challenges	that	are	not	addressed	
by universities’ support structures (Arday 2018; Lynam et 
al. 2020; Vaughan & Murugesu 2020): intersectional factors 
of gender, social status, ethnicity, cultural values, and life 
stage are exacerbated by the conscious or unconscious 
discriminatory behaviours of other individuals and groups 
within	the	HE	setting.	These	findings	suggest	that	a	more	
proactive and tailored response to wellbeing support is 
required for BAME students.

UCL’s substantial community of international postgraduate 
students are also more vulnerable to developing poor mental 
health. Vitae’s 2018 study of PGR wellbeing and mental 
health	identifies	a	number	of	risk	factors,	including	adjusting	
to	a	new	culture,	existing	cultural	mores,	finance,	visa	issues,	
and potentially less access to family and friend support. An 
additional concern is that some students’ association of 
wellbeing or mental health issues with stigma, weakness, 
or shame, and a reluctance to disclose personal challenges 
for fear that this “could result in suspension or termination 
of studies” and “losing the right to remain in the UK on their 
Tier 4 visas” (23). Jason Arday adds that for students who 
have adopted English as a second language, disclosure 
of mental and health concerns may be “misunderstood 
or misinterpreted” with “medical terminology sometimes 
providing further obstacles” (17). 

UKCGE’s Working Group for BAME participation in 
postgraduate research (2019) has observed a general 
lack of research related to the non-academic challenges 
experienced by doctoral students that distinguishes between 
different	ethnicities,	despite	the	heterogeneity	in	BAME	
groups. One of the few reports to focus on the Black PGR 
student experience is ‘The Broken Pipeline’ (Williams et al. 
2019), which emphasises the need to discuss how Black 
PhD students are asked to operate in predominantly White 

working environments. The Wellcome Trust research culture 
survey (2020) suggests that covert discrimination and 
microaggressions are common for BAME PGR students 
and are experienced in the form of “being overlooked” for 
opportunities, ideas being dismissed, not being mentored 
by	academic	staff,	and	a	sense	of	isolation.	Many	BAME	
respondents felt that “their experience of research culture 
(and their ability to succeed within it) was intrinsically worse 
than that of their White counterparts” (32). Arday states 
that “for ethnic minorities navigating the racialised terrain 
of the Academy, there is a dearth of culturally sensitive 
interventions” that allow BAME students to openly discuss 
their experiences “without fear of further discrimination, 
reprisal, or judgement” (2).   

Equate Scotland’s recent intersectional analysis of the 
experiences	of	women	researchers	in	STEMM	fields	(2020)	
found	that	over	half	of	BAME	women	would	not	feel	confident	
reporting experiences of discrimination and 80% of BAME 
women did not believe enough is being done to create 
inclusive workplaces and educational institutions (6). The same 
report criticises the current focus of institutional interventions 
on single discriminations (e.g. only gender, only disability) and 
calls for more actions that target compound biases.

The Royal Society of Chemistry’s recent study (2018) into the 
key barriers to women’s progression in the sciences found 
that experiences of bias and exclusion in academic culture 
presented the clearest impediments, but the authors only 
consider diversity in terms of gender. Similarly, the Wise 
Campaign survey into women’s representation in STEMM 
reports	factors	such	as	‘having	to	adapt	to	fit	into	a	male-
dominated workplace’, as well as lack of recognition of 
achievements	and	lack	of	confidence	that	reduced	their	
ability to succeed (2019: 11). These issues are not limited 
to research environments in the sciences, of course, and 
the Wellcome Trust survey, which reports that 29% of PhD 
participants had experienced gender discrimination, takes 
a somewhat broader view of the challenges for women in 
research culture, also adding that incidents of harassment 
are more common for female researchers and that women 
are less likely than men to believe their concerns will be 
acted on appropriately (2020: 28, 31).29 

Discrimination experienced by women researchers can also 
be connected to the tension between their research and 
family demands, as women frequently bear the majority 
of caring responsibilities. This can also be a concern for 
students considering starting a family. A recent report from 
UCL’s Student Union30 states that 33% of PGRs at UCL 
are parents (though less reliable data is currently available 
to record the gender of students with dependents and 
students with other caring responsibilities). For student 
parents who complete their doctorate by enrolling part-time, 
consideration of resources which accommodate remote 
participation are of particular value, including online provision 
of Doctoral Skills Training and remote networking.  
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UCL’s PACT network and the progressive work of Athena 
SWAN action plans over several years have done much to 
improve gender equality initiatives and the conditions for 
women	research	students	and	staff	at	UCL.	Since	2011,	
the regulatory requirements that tie research funding to 
demonstrable progress in this area have proved to be an 
effective	incentive	to	realizing	some	of	the	changes	that	are	
needed. At the same time, the Athena SWAN award process 
has only recently acknowledged the necessity to act at 
the intersections of gender and race and other protected 
characteristics (Rollock 2019). 

Kalwant Bhopal, Professor of Education and Social Justice 
at the University of Birmingham, has called for regulatory 
bodies	such	as	the	Office	for	Students	and	UKRI	to	make	
the same demands of higher education institutions in the 
context of the Race Equality Charter. Diversity and inclusion 
initiatives that impact the experience of Black, Asian, 
and minority ethnic communities are more likely to make 
headway when the progress of institutional research is 
dependent on real and sustainable EDI changes (Inge 2018; 
UKCGE 2019b; Vaughan & Murugesu 2020).

Experiences of exclusion and discrimination are also 
reported by LGBTQ+ students. The lack of current research 
on	this	issue	for	PGR	students	makes	it	difficult	identify	the	
specific	challenges	to	doctoral	study	for	these	groups	and	
how	their	experiences	may	be	inflected	by	sexual	orientation	
and/or gender identity. The frequent absence of options 
to	record	non-binary	identification	is	also	a	factor	here.	
However, broader data analyses of LGBTQ+ experience in 
workplaces and educational institutions indicate that bias 
and non-inclusion are a routine occurrence. 

Equate Scotland reports that 80% of LGBT women who 
participated in their survey experienced non-inclusive 
behaviours and 50% would be reluctant to report 
discriminatory practices. Other surveys have focused on the 
lack of awareness of LGBTQ+ issues among colleagues, a 
lack	of	visible	support	from	academic	staff,	and	the	absence	
of policies that could improve the research environment, 
such as required training on transgender inclusion, bystander 
training, and training on inclusive language (Royal Society 
of Chemistry 2019; Stonewall 2020). In 2019, Warwick 
University promoted an information campaign to raise 
awareness about gender-neutral and preferred pronouns 
to ensure that the needs of students across the gender 
spectrum were recognised (Pronouns: Let’s Get it Right).

Students with a disability or who manage accessibility 
issues have frequently called for policies that can improve 
their experience of inclusive education (OfS 2019a; 
OfS 2019b). UCL Students’ Union produced a series of 
recommendations at the beginning of 2020, which includes 
widespread training and discussion of disability access and 
support	services	for	all	department	staff.	Some	students	
also requested consistent provision of remote learning 

technologies. Best practice at other universities was also 
cited to recommend training a disability advisor in each 
Faculty,	which	would	help	to	create	a	unified	process	for	
supporting disabled students’ reasonable adjustments 
(Recommendation 2a-f). 

As	some	students	experience	the	effects	of	a	non-inclusive	
research culture disproportionately, it is essential that these 
groups are better supported – and protected – as valued 
members of the postgraduate research community. It is 
also important that students from marginalised or under-
represented groups are given a voice and are involved 
in the creation of services and resources. In surveys that 
focus on the creation of a positive and inclusive research 
culture, common themes emerge. One of these is a 
request for clear and safe reporting mechanisms. For 
postgraduate research students, the power dynamics 
of	the	student-staff	relationship	can	make	it	even	more	
challenging to report incidents of exclusion, harassment or 
discrimination, especially if these are subtle or unconscious 
microaggressions, or passively accepted as part of the 
working culture of the research space, or explained away a 
result of a highly competitive environment. Policies need to 
be clear for all members of the academic community and 
steps	must	be	taken	swiftly	and	fairly	to	increase	confidence	
in the reporting system. 

To make these policies clear and to support inclusive 
practice, another common recommendation is to increase 
the availability and dissemination of more detailed EDI 
information, beyond implicit bias training. Indeed, a recent 
assessment published by the Equality and Human Rights 
Commission	reveals	shortcomings	in	the	effectiveness	of	
such	one-off	training	sessions	(Atewolgun	et	al.	2018).	The	
requirement of regular and more focused issues training 
(on anti-racism, for example) could be a formal requirement 
for	all	staff	involved	with	postgraduate	research,	as	well	as	
the provision of resources to improve understanding of EDI 
barriers	for	PGRs	and	to	support	different	groups	of	students.	
Currently, online implicit bias training is a requirement in UCL 
employment policy, but it is not tracked in a way that can 
ensure completion or compliance, which may lead to gaps in 
knowledge	and	preparedness	for	some	staff.

29 Women respondents were more likely to have experienced 
bullying or harassment (49%) than men (34%).

30 Sessional Childcare Report for Students’ Union UCL,  
February 2020.
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3.5.2 Supervision

PhD supervision constitutes a key part of PGR students’ 
experience	and	plays	a	significant	role	in	their	academic	
success. The quality of the supervisory relationship also has 
an important impact on students’ wellbeing. In UCL’s PRES 
2019	data,	survey	respondents	identified	the	most	positive	
aspect of their research degree programme as “high quality 
supervision.”	They	also	identified	the	top	aspect	that	could	
be improved as supervision. Currently, the PRES is the only 
mechanism	available	for	students	to	offer	feedback	about	
their experiences of supervision as there is no standard 
appraisal process that asks for student evaluation. The 
free-text comments of the 2019 survey indicate that regular 
communication and clear expectations are most valued for 
PGR students, both of which are also strongly recommended 
in UKCGE’s Good Supervisory Practice Framework.31 

However, there is variety in the extent to which supervisors 
are aware of – or follow – guidelines for good practice. 
At UCL, all new supervisors are required to complete an 
online training module, but this does not include interactive 
engagement or allow prospective supervisors to ask 
questions or receive advice. The follow-up ‘Developing as a 
supervisor’ session encourages a focus on positive research 
culture	but	is	only	required	for	staff	new	to	UCL.	UKCGE	has	
also recently launched a Research Supervision Recognition 
Programme,32 which UCL has joined in its pilot development 
stage and which follows the model of HEA fellowship. 
Actively encouraging and incentivising supervisors with all 
levels of experience to participate would be a positive step. 
This Recognition Programme could also integrate EDI-
informed	reflection	and	be	considered	in	promotion	criteria	
in same manner as HEA fellowship. This could be particularly 
appropriate	for	academic	staff	who	do	more	research	than	
teaching.             

Several discussions of research culture and PhD student 
experience also point to the ways in which the supervisory 
relationship can break down. Sometimes this is because of 
a lack of clarity about the candidate’s and the supervisor’s 
academic and pastoral capacities and priorities. As 
discussed above, many PhD students are vulnerable to 
anxiety and insecurity; this may often be a result of academic 
pressure	and	feelings	of	isolation	(Vitae	2018),	but	different	
groups	of	students	may	also	“experience	difficulties	unique	
to	their	group”	and	need	to	be	supported	in	different	
ways (Arday 2018; Lynam et al. 2020). The UKCGE Good 
Supervisory Practice Framework suggests that supervisors 
need to “be aware of personal issues, particularly in relation 
to wellbeing and mental health, and be able to direct 
candidates towards the relevant professional services.”  
They should also model an “appropriate work-life balance,” 
as this is a recognised factor in non- or delayed completion 
and	in	“putting	candidates	off	an	academic	career.”	However,	
supervisors	may	not	consider	themselves	sufficiently	trained	

to	offer	this	guidance.	The	Vitae	report	(2018)	identifies	a	
“lack of support for supervisors” in their pastoral role and a 
corresponding need for supervisors to feel that “their own 
wellbeing and mental health is a priority for the institution 
so they can be role models to their PGRs in healthy ways of 
working” (32). The report also acknowledges that many PGR 
students	are	reluctant	to	confide	in	their	supervisors	out	of	
concern	for	how	this	could	reflect	on	their	ability	to	achieve	
their doctorate and the possible impact on their career 
prospects” (33).     

Earlier this year, UKRI commissioned a project to explore 
supervisor’s perceptions of their role in supporting the 
mental health and wellbeing of postgraduate researchers. In 
the meantime, one recommendation from Vitae’s research 
into this issue is that universities monitor the extent of 
mental health issues for their PGRs and the demand for 
associated	services.	At	UCL,	this	could	in	part	be	fulfilled	
by the inclusion of wellbeing questions in the 2021 PRES 
cycle and analysis of results by personal characteristics. A 
further recommendation is to provide dedicated wellbeing 
resources to the PGR community, particularly focusing on 
the appointment of ethnically diverse counsellors (Vitae 2018; 
Arday 2018; Cornell 2020; UCL REC 2020). Expert guidance 
and peer support should be available to supervisors to 
enhance their ability to identify PGR wellbeing issues, to 
share good practice, and to ensure they have information 
needed to refer students to specialised support services. 
UCL’s postgraduate administrative structures also facilitate 
the possibility of additional support from Departmental 
Graduate Tutors, whose responsibilities include pastoral 
oversight of PGR students and liaison with Student Support 
and Wellbeing (SSW) services (UCL Graduate Research 
Degrees Code of Practice 2019-20).  

In	response	to	the	differential	needs	of	different	groups	of	
students, Jason Arday has suggested that HEIs establish 
a mentoring system to support PhD students’ wellbeing. 
Several universities in the United States have established 
paid peer-mentoring for minority groups of PhD students, 
provided by senior postgraduate students or postdoctoral 
staff	from	under-represented	groups	(Council	of	Graduate	
Schools	2007).	This	serves	as	an	effective	mechanism	for	
supporting wellbeing that is distinguished from - but can 
also supplement - academic supervision. It can also balance 
diversity in the student’s support and strengthen community-
building for marginalised students. A case study at the 
University of Maryland was particularly successful for new 
female students and students of colour, even when they were 
outside of the PhD student’s department or programme: 
“Peer mentors are often able to decipher the unwritten rules 
of the institution or the dominant culture and can be more 
effective	than	faculty	in	sharing	survival	skills”	(18).

31  https://supervision.ukcge.ac.uk/good-supervisory-practice-
framework/

32  https://supervision.ukcge.ac.uk/about-rsrp/

https://supervision.ukcge.ac.uk/good-supervisory-practice-framework/
https://supervision.ukcge.ac.uk/good-supervisory-practice-framework/
https://supervision.ukcge.ac.uk/about-rsrp/
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3.5.3 Community

Increasing diversity in doctoral education must include a 
dual focus on access and inclusion. Any progress made 
in tackling under-representation is dependent on how 
the University communicates the ways in which it values 
diversity and creates the conditions for each student to 
have a sense of belonging. The visibility of community is 
particularly important for prospective under-represented 
students, as they consider not just the match of an academic 
programme, but also look for signals that they will join an 
active, supportive network of colleagues and be included 
in opportunities for social and intellectual connection. The 
growth of the CDT/DTP cohort model has been a positive 
development in this regard. The Doctoral School has recently 
organised the 600 PGR codes at UCL into 100 programme 
areas in order to encourage a similar model across the 
university and to facilitate more cohort-based activities to 
build stronger PGR communities.

A further way in which the CDT/DTP model could lead in 
the creation of inclusive and anti-discriminatory research 
communities	is	to	offer	strands	of	their	doctoral	programme	
that focus on EDI-related issues. This approach, based 
in part on the philosophy of a decolonised curriculum, is 
currently part of the University of Bristol’s CDT in Interactive 
Artificial	Intelligence.	The	taught	and	supervised	content	of	
the	programme	offers	EDI	material	on	demographic	bias	in	
AI algorithms, discriminatory bias embedded in datasets, 
and the democratisation of AI technologies. The aim is to 
promote EDI awareness, to “enable CDT students to be 
ambassadors for good EDI practices within the discipline 
of AI in their future careers” and to encourage its doctoral 
graduates to shift industry culture by actively reducing “the 
inequality	between	different	companies	within	the	sector,	
enabling greater inclusion and more creative diversity of 
technical approaches, thoughts, and experiences in AI” 
(University of Bristol, Faculty of Engineering).       

The opportunity to network with other postgraduate students 
and be included in department activities is critical to the 
experience of connection. So too is being able to interact 
with other under-represented peers outside of their academic 
field	(Council	of	Graduate	Schools	2007).	Many	of	the	reports	
addressing under-represented students in postgraduate 
education highlight the challenges of being ostracised or 
disconnected	from	peers	and	staff	and	of	feeling	unwelcome	
as a result of deliberate or unintended exclusion. 

This can happen when institutional events and 
communications fail to address the needs or lived experience 
of its students (for example, considerations of physical 
access to spaces, ignorance of religious holidays, awareness 
of limited time resources for students with dependents, or 
lack of attention to neurodivergent learning needs). When 
student voices are required, attention should be given to 

ensuring that those voices are representative of the broadest 
range of backgrounds possible. 

This is particularly important in doctoral introduction and 
orientation events, where setting an example of inclusivity 
establishes a positive tone. Work also needs to be done in 
departments to create welcoming and inclusive environments 
for	all	students	and	for	these	efforts	to	be	explained	and	
articulated in doctoral strategies. Adjustments needed to 
create	that	environment	will	differ	from	unit	to	unit.	However,	
training, support, and consultation with PhD students may be 
necessary in many cases to guide departments in identifying 
where the problems reside.

Some universities have established postgraduate advisory 
councils	to	support	such	efforts.	The	University	of	Minnesota	
sponsors a Graduate Student and Postdoctoral Alliance 
for Diversity & Inclusion, which provides opportunities 
for	postgraduate	researchers	and	postdoctoral	staff	to	
collaborate on issues that support diversity and inclusion 
“through education, advocacy, networking, discussion, 
recognition, and celebration.” At the University of Oregon, 
a Graduate Diversity Advisory Council provides guidance 
to the Doctoral School regarding the goals and vision for 
recruitment and retention of PhD students and also develops 
events and activities designed to recruit under-represented 
students and support their personal development 
and academic achievement. Princeton has created a 
Postgraduate Diversity Fellow position, recruited from the 
PGR community, whose role is to build inclusive community 
and act as a resource for current and prospective under-
represented students.  

Ultimately, students are best placed to provide insight into 
the PGR experience. Involving them as partners in discussion 
about changes and interventions, especially when they are 
the	intended	‘beneficiaries’,	will	increase	understanding	of	
the barriers to access and success.
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Research Culture & Wellbeing Barriers Recommendations

Exclusion: 

•	 Non-inclusive and discriminatory experiences

Supervision: 

•	 Lack of awareness of potential EDI barriers to 
doctoral education

•	 Lack of attention to inclusive learning
•	 Inconsistent pastoral role in supervisory 

relationship
•	 Identifying	mental	health	difficulties	

Community: 

•	 Ensuring inclusive and transparent opportunities 
for participation, consultation, and representation 
in governance

(i)  Support research funders to require 
demonstrable progress with Race Equality 
Charter action plans as a pre-requisite to funding 
approval;

 

(ii)  Prompt EDI initiatives that focus on intersectional 
impact	(e.g.	female	BAME) 

(iii)  Promote a campaign for inclusive language and 
introduce pronouns usage as standard (she/her/
hers; he/him/his; they/them/theirs);

(iv)  Recruit a trained disability advisor in each Faculty 
and embed accessibility (inc. BSL) in planning for 
conferences and public seminars;

(v)  Recruit ethnically diverse counsellors trained in 
BAME student needs in Student Psychological 
and Counselling Services;

(vi)		 Offer	alternative	learning	formats	as	standard	
and continue provision of UCL’s online doctoral 
skills training, remote upgrade, and remote viva 
process;

(vii)  Invest in Continuing Professional Development 
on equalities and inclusion issues for all 
supervisors and PGR administrators (new and 
existing). Include an EDI training module about 
PGR student experience and promote ally and 
active bystander training, and training on anti-
racism, racial microaggressions, white privilege.

(viii)  Encourage PhD supervisor participation in 
UKCGE’s Research Supervision Recognition 
Programme;

(ix)  Train, support and recognise supervisors’ and 
DGTs’ role in identifying and supporting wellbeing 
issues among postgraduate researchers; provide 
support	mechanisms	for	staff;

(x)  Include question section about PGR wellbeing in 
the next PRES (2021).
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4. Conclusion

As this report demonstrates, the challenges of accessing 
and participating in doctoral education are multiple, 
complex, and often interrelated. Some of the barriers 
described	above	–	financial	insecurity,	career	uncertainty,	
isolation, and anxiety – may be experienced by any 
prospective or current PhD student. However, these are 
likely to be experienced disproportionately by many of the 
students who are currently under-represented and have 
been historically marginalised in postgraduate research 
environments. They are exacerbated by the deeply 
entrenched structural inequities, biases, and discriminatory 
practices that exist in society and in higher education. 

The matrix of impediments and impacts for postgraduate 
research students is set against “a complex research 
ecosystem that needs the whole sector to commit to 
addressing enduring issues” (Cornell 2020). Advance HE’s 
equality charters encourage institutions to drive forward 
cultural and systemic changes and UCL, as a world leader 
in research and innovation, has made a strong commitment 
to	effective	and	sustainable	change	by	attracting	and	
supporting talent from all backgrounds. There are already 
ambitious targets to eliminate inequalities and poor 
outcomes for students from under-represented groups at 
undergraduate level and these must be met by similar  
efforts	at	postgraduate	level.

This report’s recommendations address a variety of 
circumstances and student needs. The impact of barriers 
experienced at the intersections of race, gender, disability, 
and socio-economic background are particularly acute  
and require attention to equity as well as equality.  
A number of these recommendations will make structures 
more accessible and inclusive over the longer term, 
but more immediate action is also needed to redress 
under-representation and injustice by providing targeted 
interventions	for	specific	groups.	The	2010	Equalities	Act	
provides	specific	tools	to	do	this	under	the	‘positive	action’	
provisions.

Significant	obstacles	experienced	by	already	disadvantaged	
students on the pathway to doctoral study include the 
attainment	gap	as	a	disqualifier,	financial	need,	availability	of	
knowledge about the research environment and awareness 
of potential career paths, visibility of role models and access 
to mentorship, inclusive and equitable treatment, connection 
to	community,	and	sufficient	and	appropriate	support	
mechanisms and resources to manage their wellbeing. 
Among the measures proposed by this report, the following 
are proposed as those most likely to enact meaningful and 
sustainable change:

ACADEMIC BARRIERS

Develop revised admissions criteria for doctoral 
programmes, track pathways to PGR in order to 
provide further clarity about the student journey and 
offer	targeted	academic	career	mentoring.

FINANCE BARRIERS

Provide	targeted	funding	and	financial	relief	
measures at PGR and PGT level for students 
underrepresented in PhD programmes.

CAREER BARRIERS 

Increase focus on careers beyond academia and 
offer	targeted	mentoring	and	advocacy	programmes	
for under-represented groups in the academic 
pipeline.

KNOWLEDGE BARRIERS

Ensure targeted and early outreach to under-
represented groups, provide research experiences 
for undergraduate and PGT students, and create 
pre-doctoral bridging programmes.

RESEARCH CULTURE AND WELLBEING BARRIERS 

Develop policies that ensure inclusive, well-informed, 
and supportive working environments, including 
anti-racism training, and provide comprehensive 
wellbeing support services adapted for a range of 
PGR student groups.

 
At	UCL,	there	is	a	significant	amount	of	good	practice	 
that promotes diversity and inclusion in the PGR experience. 
Communicating existing knowledge and understanding,  
as well as sharing examples of project aims and outcomes, 
are	key	to	developing	effective	institutional	practices	and	
policies. It is important to create collaborative, cross-
institutional forums designed to share and motivate  
best practice. 

As evidenced in this report, there is much to be gained 
by drawing on the experiences and expertise of other 
institutions and by sharing UCL’s existing and emerging 
PGR initiatives with other universities nationally and 
internationally. Continuing the work of this report, it would be 
beneficial	for	UCL	to	organise	an	international	conference	on	
“Overcoming Barriers to Doctoral Education,” as well as a 
regular programme of internal PGR forums.
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“As evidenced in this report, there is much to be gained by drawing on the experiences and expertise 
of other institutions and by sharing UCL’s existing and emerging PGR initiatives with other 
universities nationally and internationally. Continuing the work of this report, it would be beneficial 
for UCL to organise an international conference on “Overcoming Barriers to Doctoral Education,” 
as well as a regular programme of internal PGR forums.”

Communication and Outreach Barriers Recommendations

Sharing best practice: 

•	 Building connection between UCL colleagues 
working in EDI, PGR, and WP

•	 Outreach to UK and international HEIs
•	 Leading the sector in dismantling the barriers to 

doctoral education

(i)  Facilitate forums for sharing initiatives, good 
practice, and policies across UCL;

(ii)  Host a national conference on barriers to 
doctoral education.
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