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An updated version of an 
11-year-old treaty between 
researchers at UK universi-

ties and the institutions and govern-
ment bodies that fund and employ 
them aims to improve the work–life 
balance and career development of 
scientists. 

The Concordat Strategy Group, 
a collection of researchers from 
around the United Kingdom, created 
the Concordat to Support the Career 
Development of Researchers, which 
updates a previous treaty released in 
2008. Participation in the agreement 
is voluntary, but its effects should be 
far-reaching, says Katie Wheat, head 
of higher education for Vitae, a scientist-advo-
cacy group based in Cambridge, UK, that pro-
vided support for the project. “The principles 
outlined in the concordat are not just good for 
researchers, they are good for institutions, the 
quality of research, and for the supply of tal-
ent beyond academic research,” she says. “All 
organizations should want to sign up.”

The concordat targets staff members who 
are primarily employed to do research, includ-
ing postdocs, contract researchers and techni-
cians. The update addresses important trends 
that have affected scientists in the past 11 years, 
including the surge of fixed-term contracts 
for researchers and the growing awareness of 
mental-health issues in this group.

The new agreement reflects input from 
nearly 600 individuals and institutions who 
responded to a Vitae survey earlier this year. 
Respondents made a clear call for unity. As one 
wrote, “The new Concordat must have buy-in 
from all partners, be they Government, HEIs 

[higher-education institutions], funders, insti-
tutions, Royal Societies, organisations and 
perhaps most importantly — the postdocs 
themselves.” 

Respondents almost unanimously agreed 
that scientists need more support for devel-
opment of their research and career goals. 
To that end, the document suggests that 
researchers should be able to devote ten days 
every year to free professional-development 
training. Funders are expected to make this a 
requirement for all grants, and researchers are 
expected to take advantage of the opportunity, 
even if that means stepping away briefly from 
the laboratory. 

As of 24 September, the Concordat had 15 
signatories, including the London-based char-
ity Wellcome, the largest non-governmental 
funder of research in the United Kingdom. 
Another notable signatory is UK Research 
and Innovation (UKRI), a non-governmental 
agency established in 2018 to direct funding 

and boost cross-disciplinary research. 
Signatories are expected to uphold the 
tenets of the concordat and produce 
a publicly available annual report 
that shows the steps they’ve taken to 
uphold the treaty’s mission.

Signatories agree to promote an 
‘equitable environment’ when it comes 
to grants and grant reporting — a goal 
that received attention at a conference 
held by UK postdocs on 13 September 
at Queen Mary University of London. 
David McAllister, associate director 
of research and innovation at UKRI, 
said at the conference that the con-
cordat should help postdocs to get 
much-deserved recognition on grant 
applications. He said that it is “mor-
ally unacceptable” that postdocs are 

unnamed on most grant applications even 
though 60% of UKRI’s funding goes to their 
salaries. 

Owing to reports of high levels of stress, 
anxiety and depression in researchers, the con-
cordat also calls on institutions to “promote 
good mental health and wellbeing through, for 
example, the effective management of work-
loads and people, and effective policies and 
practice for tackling discrimination, bullying 
and harassment”.

A UKRI spokesperson says that, as part of its 
commitment to the concordat, the organiza-
tion will provide funding to 17 UK universi-
ties in 2020 to support the mental health and 
well-being of postdoctoral researchers. UKRI 
says that it supports all of the principles of the 
document and is already working on plans to 
put them into action. ■

Additional reporting by David Payne, a 
managing editor at Nature.

Boulder, are investigating the in-house sharing 
of equipment such as centrifuges, drying 
ovens, incubators, freezers or plate readers, 
with a dedicated person to manage the system.

In 2017, Kathryn Ramirez-Aguilar, who 
manages the university’s Green Labs pro-
gramme, and her team won a university-
funded competition to create shared laboratory 
spaces that could house equipment from sev-
eral departments. With US$25,000 in winnings 
and $70,000 in seed money, the team launched 
the BioCore facility and appointed biologist 
Dustin Quandt to manage it.

Within a year, Quandt had catalogued 
nearly 4,000 pieces of equipment from three 

departments that volunteered to participate. 
In the process, he worked out which items 
could be shared, sold, repaired, redistributed 
or thrown out. Eighty-five of those instru-
ments, which cost US$625,000, were moved 
into a few shared spaces for use by 60 research-
ers from 18 labs. The effort freed up more 
than 195 square metres of lab space, valued at 
around $1.2 million in terms of avoided con-
struction costs, according to Ramirez-Agu-
ilar and her team. In addition, using shared 
equipment or acquiring surplus instruments 
has saved nearly $220,000. Having Quandt 
on hand to train users, schedule their time 
slots and manage maintenance has improved 

efficiency, too. “The real winners are the sci-
entists themselves because they save money,” 
says Ramirez-Aguilar. 

Ramirez-Aguilar’s tips for successfully 
pooling equipment are: encourage scientists 
to donate to a central unit, with a person from 
each lab in charge of maintenance and training 
new users; create a website to act as a central 
repository of all available equipment and who 
manages it; and apply for an internal grant to 
hire a manager who will run the website and 
update the inventory. ■

Tracy Staedter is a freelance science writer 
based in Milwaukee, Wisconsin.
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UK funders pledge support
Updated treaty addresses current trends in research-career development.
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