
aly caused by the introduction of
rolling deadlines for applications
and the closure of the AHRC’s ap-
plication system for 10 weeks while
it was moved to the research coun-
cils’ Shared Services Centre.

The effect of the closure is also
reflected in the number of applica-
tions to the AHRC, which tumbled
from 1,513 in 2009-10 to just 534
in 2010-11. But the total amount the
AHRC gave out, excluding fellow-
ships, only fell from £31.8 million
to £25.7 million.

The Biotechnology and Biologi-
cal Sciences Research Council also
saw its success rate improve signifi-
cantly, from 22 per cent in 2009-10
to 28 per cent in 2010-11.

By contrast, the Economic and
Social Research Council’s success
rate declined by 1 percentage point
to a new low of 16 per cent.

The ESRC recently announced
that it would introduce sanctions
on serially unsuccessful applicants
next autumn if existing efforts to
manage demand were not effective.

Kevin Schürer, pro vice-
chancellor for research and
enterprise at the University of Leices-
ter, said the danger of suchmeasures
was that they could prevent insti-
tutions without a good track record
from improving their positions.

He also worried that they could
“stifle” early-career researchers, for
whom failure was part of learning
how to submit good applications.

Professor Schürer said the coun-

cils could learn from the way jour-
nals with high rejection rates sift
out many applications in-house
before sending them out for peer
review.

But he admitted that such a so-
lution would be acceptable to the
research community only “if the
filtering process is accountable”.

NickWright, pro vice-chancellor
for research and innovation at New-
castle University, agreed that robust
reviewing was crucial, “otherwise
people think it is a lottery and the
way to increase your chances is to
buy more tickets”. He was also
“quite supportive” of the EPSRC’s
demand-management scheme.

“But we would question whether
the samemethodology would trans-
late well to other councils and we
would not want them to rush into
demand management without tak-
ing time to consult academics on
the methodology,” he added.
paul.jump@tsleducation.com

The disparity between the grant
application success rates of different
research councils has widened, with
two councils recording rates of more
than one in three, but another lan-
guishing at just over one in six.

According to Times Higher
Education’s annual analysis of re-
search council figures, the Arts and
Humanities Research Council saw
its grant success rate figure rise from
16 per cent in the 2009-10 financial
year to 35 per cent in 2010-11.

The Engineering and Physical
Sciences Research Council, mean-
while, saw its success rate hit 36
per cent, up from 30 per cent in
2009-10 and 26 per cent in 2008-
09 (see table, right).

The EPSRC attributed this im-
provement to its controversial
system of demand management,

NEWS

24 November 2011 Times Higher Education 1110 Times Higher Education 24 November 2011

Some attribute improved success rates to demand
management, but not all agree. Paul Jump reports

Winning streak: councils that played their grant cards right
which restricts repeatedly unsuc-
cessful applicants to submitting one
application in the following year.

The AHRC has not introduced
such measures, although, in com-
mon with all research councils, it is
working with institutions to ensure
that they submit only “high-quality”
applications. An AHRC spokesman
suggested that the rise was an anom-

Council 2008-09 2009-10 2010-11
AHRC 18 16 35
ESRC 19 17 16
MRC 22 19 18
BBSRC 21 22 28
NERC 24 24 24
EPSRC 26 30 36
Total 23 23 27

NERCBBSRC ESRC MRC AHRC EPSRC TOTALS

TOP 10 INSTITUTIONS Ap
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ns
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1 Imperial 27 90 30 10,216 18 67 27 4,116 0 4 0 0 27 140 19 18,000 0 0 0 0 68 139 49 62,204 140 440 32 94,536
2 Cambridge 33 94 35 10,667 17 66 26 3,531 0 10 0 0 31 110 28 36,410 3 12 25 657 54 122 44 33,975 138 414 33 85,240
3 University College London 23 74 31 9,887 20 54 37 4,019 4 25 16 1,269 34 201 17 20,790 10 19 53 3,092 46 122 38 27,415 137 495 28 66,472
4 Oxford 20 72 28 8,605 21 75 28 6,888 4 40 10 1,087 28 122 23 30,350 3 15 20 1,282 49 105 47 18,965 125 429 29 67,177
5 Manchester 32 103 31 13,218 13 55 24 2,767 9 31 29 2,348 18 70 26 11,540 4 10 40 97 30 83 36 12,492 106 352 30 42,462
6 Edinburgh 28 78 36 7,979 21 82 26 3,251 4 29 14 505 20 102 20 21,770 2 10 22 348 28 88 32 23,311 103 389 27 57,164
7 Southampton 9 24 38 2,789 28 74 38 5,893 8 17 47 1,198 2 30 7 420 9 17 53 2,248 38 117 32 28,301 94 279 34 40,849
8 Leeds 13 55 24 5,901 24 105 23 6,242 9 22 41 1,228 5 53 9 2,840 4 11 36 237 34 84 40 18,020 89 330 27 34,468
9 Bristol 22 59 37 9,905 22 88 25 5,470 3 19 16 342 10 63 16 6,360 4 8 50 1,356 25 65 38 13,678 86 302 28 37,111

10 Sheffield 8 49 16 3,681 13 45 29 4,456 0 9 0 0 3 35 9 1,890 4 9 44 318 39 92 42 24,102 67 239 28 34,447

1 Bournemouth 0 0 0 0 0 9 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 0 0 0 3 0 0 0 16 0 0
2 Manchester Metropolitan 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 0 1 5 20 79 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 10 0 0 1 21 5 79
3 Portsmouth 0 3 0 0 0 4 0 0 1 6 17 81 0 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 0 0 1 19 5 81
=4 Goldsmiths 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 7 14 79 0 0 0 0 0 5 0 0 0 2 0 0 1 14 7 79
=4 Hertfordshire 0 1 0 0 1 6 17 84 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 3 0 0 1 14 7 84
=4 Middlesex 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 4 25 76 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 10 0 0 1 14 7 76

7 Huddersfield 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 7 0 0 0 2 0 0 0 1 0 0 2 6 33 4,925 2 17 12 4,925
8 Roehampton 0 1 0 0 1 3 33 52 0 2 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 5 20 22 0 0 0 0 2 12 17 74
=9 Glamorgan 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 3 33 12 2 6 33 728 3 11 27 740
=9 Glasgow Caledonian 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 1 2 50 300 0 1 0 0 2 7 29 121 3 12 27 421

TOTAL (all institutions) 502 1,804 28 186,258 495 2,052 24 112,463 141 884 16 24,749 336 1,865 18 249,680 187 534 35 25,658 912 2,566 36 487,661 2,573 9,705 27 1,086,469

BOTTOM 10 INSTITUTIONS

Data include both strategic and responsive-mode grants except in the case of the ESRC, which is responsive-mode grants only.
AHRC data exclude fellowship grant totals.
Data are based on the institution of the principal investigator.
Institutional data are rounded to the nearest £1,000 (for amount). Data compiled by John Elmes. For full tables, see timeshighereducation.co.uk

Data are collated from annual reports or data provided by research councils and cover decisions made in the 2010-11 financial year.
Data are from six research councils: the Biotechnology and Biological Sciences Research Council; the Natural Environment Research Council; the Economic and
Social Research Council; the Medical Research Council; the Arts and Humanities Research Council; and the Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council.
Institutions that submitted fewer than 10 applications are omitted from the table.
Total figures cover all institutions (including those omitted).

RESEARCH COUNCIL AWARDS 2010-11: INSTITUTIONS RANKED BY TOTAL NUMBER OF GRANTS RECEIVED
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% SUCCESS RATE BY NUMBER OF AWARDS

Going after the big money institutions are encouraged to submit only high-quality applications to the research councils
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