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What I hope 
to cover in 
25 mins:

1. The ‘cultural turn’ in UK research policy
2. Progress we’ve seen…
3. Paradoxes of the pandemic 
4. The yawning chasm between rhetoric & 

lived reality – our new “valley of death”
5. A white, middle-class, able-bodied man 

in his late-40s losing patience in public 
6. So yes, let’s talk about research cultures:

• Material cultures
• Cultures of honesty
• Cultures of experimentation
• Cultures of formative assessment
• Cultures of creative chaos



The ‘cultural turn’ in UK research policy 



Campaigns & 
creativity 
from the 
grassroots 



Work still in 
progress…



Paradoxes of the pandemic

”The scientific community spent the pre-
pandemic years designing faster ways of doing 
experiments, sharing data, and developing 
vaccines, allowing it to mobilize quickly when 
COVID-19 emerged. 

Its goal now should be to address its many 
lingering weaknesses. Warped incentives, wasteful 
practices, overconfidence, inequality, a biomedical 
bias—COVID-19 has exposed them all. And in 
doing so, it offers the world of science a chance to 
practice one of its most important qualities: self-
correction.” Ed Yong, The Atlantic



Build back better?



Between rhetoric & reality: a new R&D ‘valley of death’





Material cultures 
“'Cause we are living in a material world
And I am a material girl” Madonna



“…the turn to “research culture” looks good on paper, but there’s zero 
reason to believe it will change practice. Any incremental changes at the 
margins will be insignificant compared to the core issues of pay, pensions 
and precarity... 

Since 2009, the value of pay in HE has fallen over 20%, a period in which real 
wage across the wider economy have been flat. The only possible message 
this sends is that society values research and researchers 20% less than it did 
a decade ago. 

You don’t need a PhD to work out the impact of this on day-to-day morale, 
the ambivalence and hostility of government and university management to 
its research staff casts an ever-darker shadow over the joys of the job. Far 
from world-leading, UK research culture is sliding ever further into the 
doldrums, and it will take much more than a new era of management jargon 
to fix it. “

Mid-career 
social 
scientist, 
UK Russell 
Group 
university 
April 2022



Cultures of honesty



“If I look back on many years of 
involvement in political decision-making 
and policy-making around science, 
innovation and R&D, I am struck by how 
much of it tends to turn on gut feel of the 
individuals involved, than on hard evidence 
and analysis. 

This is ironic, since good science is all about 
testing hypotheses against data, empirical 
results and facts. I do believe there is a 
potential role for UKRI here - at modest 
cost - to take a deliberate strategic decision 
to sponsor and promote more good 
research, analysis and evidence-gathering 
on “what works” in policy on science, R&D 
and innovation. We should, in short, live by 
our values!”

Cultures of experimentation





Cultures of formative assessment



Cultures of creative chaos 

A Saturnalia 
of science?
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