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Foreword 

The role of the Pro Vice-Chancellor Research (PVC-R) is mission critical and core to the strategic priorities of 

any University, yet as Head Hunters we often hear concern from our clients about the pipeline of talent into 

this vital role. It is not surprising therefore to see that more than 30% of current PVC-Rs have been recruited 

into the position as an external appointment.  

The combined Higher Education practice of Odgers Berndtson and Berwick Partners is a unified practice that 

covers the professional and academic career journeys of individuals in the Higher Education sector from 

middle and senior management through to executive leadership. By focusing our brands on these particular 

candidate pools, at different stages of their careers and seniority, we are highly knowledgeable about the 

skills, experiences and aptitudes of the up and coming talent for senior and executive leadership positions.  

Because of our respective foci on the continuum that is an academic career pathway, we recognise that we 

are ideally situated to advise clients and candidates alike about the career trajectories, experiences and 

characteristics that are relevant for university executive leadership positions. It is important to us, as a practice 

and a business, to share this knowledge with the sector in order to contribute to an evolving dialogue about 

what ‘good’ looks like, and to challenge outdated models that have unwittingly erected barriers to more 

diverse candidate pools.  

In order to compose this report, we collectively interviewed a representative sample of current UK-based PVC-

Rs in early 2020 (pre COVID-19) across a range of mission groups and geographies. Questions focused on 

their career trajectories; the unique qualities of their portfolio; the role and importance of their own research 

careers in attaining and maintaining the PVC-R role; how their own academic profile (STEM vs non-STEM) has 

helped or hindered their ability to take on the role; and the experiences, skills and qualities that were of most 

importance in preparing them for the role (and useful for being effective in the role thereafter). 

The report aims to share the knowledge we have gleaned from these interviews with other current Pro Vice-

Chancellors Research interested in their peer group and in talent spotting their own replacements; with 

Directors of Human Resources interested in analysing the barriers or attractions to the PVC-R role; and 

crucially, with individuals at Head of Department, Head of School, Associate Dean and Dean levels who are 

interested in exploring how their own careers can be developed and positioned strongly for a future Pro Vice-

Chancellor Research appointment.   
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|Introduction & 

backdrop 



This report considers the talent pipeline into the critical 

position of Pro Vice-Chancellor Research (PVC-R) 

within UK Universities.   

The UK is host to globally recognised Institutions whose research and 

knowledge exchange has contributed to major discoveries in all aspects of 

society.  This is something to be proud of and will no doubt be a key 

element to our future position in a post COVID-19 and Brexit world.  The 

role of PVC-R is a critical factor in creating the right environment and focus 

for research to thrive and as such, its importance must not be under-

estimated.   

As with any profession, the extent to which there is a high-quality cadre of 

talent coming up through the ranks is key to longevity and success.  

Therefore, this paper examines the ’shape’ of the current cohort of PVC-Rs 

and considers some experiential feedback provided by current post-

holders.  Whilst there is much to be celebrated, there is equally much to 

consider.  

 

The backdrop 

Identifying the brightest and best as well as curating a 

path so that they can achieve all that they are capable 

of, is as much of a conundrum for academia as it is for 

any other sector, with the added caveat of the 

complexity of a research career thrown in.  

The question revolves around the extent to which one can spot leadership 

potential in high calibre researchers, allowing them to develop their 

managerial skills, whilst ensuring that their scholarly profile is growing.   

Representation is allied to this; data from across the sector demonstrates 

that there is insufficient diversity at senior levels in UK Higher Education 

Institutions which no doubt impacts upon the leadership pathway.  In a 

nutshell, if someone who identifies as female is statistically less likely to have 

their own Chair, then how can we be sure that the route to becoming a 

PVC-R is open to them? 

Clearly there are numerous, excellent initiatives in place that are helping to 

counteract these issues including the work of Advance HE, the Athena 

SWAN programme, AURORA and Institutional level initiatives.  But are there 

other, perhaps more cultural practices that are of note?  
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|The ’shape’ of the  

current PVC-R cohort  



For the purpose of this study, we drew on both 

quantitative and qualitative data to develop richer 

insights. We looked at the following three key data sets 

– gender, academic profile (STEM vs non-STEM), and 

internal vs external appointments across different 

institutional groups in the sector.1 

 

Gender Representation 

It is of little surprise that there is a far higher proportion of male PVC-Rs 

compared to female.  Although what is perhaps more interesting is that of 

the institutional groupings we looked at, all bar the post-1992 group, 

perform better in terms of  female representation when compared to the 

available statistics for female representation within the Professoriate (20.3% 

of the UK professoriate identify as female).2 

▪ Across the UK, 23% of Pro Vice-Chancellors for Research are 
assumed female, 77% male 

▪ Within the Russell Group, 32% are assumed female, 68% male 

▪ Within the ‘Plate Glass’ Institutions, 39% are assumed female, 
61% male  

▪ Within the Post-92 group of institutions which have a PVC-R 
position, 19% are assumed female, 81% male 

Academic profile 

As is explored further within this paper, STEM subjects have significant 

representation at PVC-R level; this is particularly acute within the Russell 

Group.   

▪ There are six PVC-Rs across the UK who are not of Professorial 
standing 

▪ One of whom comes from outside the Higher Education sector 

▪ The gender split amongst this group is equal 

▪ All but one has a non-STEM academic profile 

▪ 66% of all PVC-Rs have a STEM academic background 

▪ Of those, 21% are assumed female, 79% male 

▪ 34% of all PVC-Rs have a non-STEM academic background 

▪ Of those, 21% are assumed female, 79% male 

1. This information was gathered via a desk-based audit of PVC-R information available in the public domain.  Whilst there is of course much need 
to consider representation in all its forms within the professional community, the approach used could not provide data on sexuality, disability, 
age or ethnicity.  A decision was taken to assume gender based upon appearance, but it is fully understood that the veracity of our data in this 
regard will be weaker than that which a census would provide. 

2. https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/11/11/3171/pdf  
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▪ Within the Russell Group, 87% of PVC-Rs have a STEM academic 
background 

▪ Amongst the Plate Glass institutions, 67% of PVC-Rs have a STEM 
academic background 

▪ Within the Post-92 Group, 64% of PVC-Rs have a STEM academic 
background 

Appointments 

At present there is no available data to indicate the percentage of internal 

senior Higher Education appointments across the sector.  However, we 

have observed that there appear to be a high percentage of internal 

appointments within the PVC-R community.  Further within this document 

we consider the extent to which PVC-Rs yield influence rather than direct 

power, which perhaps demands the prioritisation of existent networks 

within an institution, over a fresh perspective, new networks, and a ’fresh 

pair of eyes’.   

▪ 67% of all PVC-R appointments across the sector were made 
internally 

▪ 56% of all STEM PVC-Rs were appointed to the position 
internally 

▪ 83% of all non-STEM PVC-Rs were appointed to the position 
internally 

▪ Within the Russell Group, 65% of PVC-Rs have been appointed 
internally 

▪ Within the Post-92 group, 60% of PVC-Rs have been appointed 
internally 

▪ Within the Plate Glass group of universities, 72% of PVC-Rs have 
been appointed internally  
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|The early careers  

 of PVC-Rs 



Motivation  

Despite the post of Pro Vice-Chancellor Research (or variants therein) being 

one of the most senior and visible roles in academia, there appears to be little 

aspiration amongst early and mid-career researchers to make it a career 

destination.  Motivation within the sector means that many of the most 

talented scholars see their research as means to an end.  Progression means 

leading your own personal research group and having your own Chair, rather 

than the linear managerial progression seen in other industries.  This begs the 

question as to whether there can be more done to highlight the attractiveness 

of the role.  

Yet even so, one might expect human nature to throw up more instances of 

academics who set out to climb the ladder of academia, ultimately becoming a 

Vice-Chancellor via a PVC-R post. Whilst there are examples of institutions 

running programmes to support the managerial and leadership development 

of some of its brightest and best, it is far less commonplace than instances of 

’talent-spotting’ people with a burgeoning research profile to work in the lab or 

some-such.   

Mentoring  

The same is true of mentoring.  Whilst most of the PVC-Rs we spoke to had 

benefitted from informal mentoring, very few had been formally supported in 

this way.  Equally, whilst their talent as a future leader was ’spotted,’ it was 

more haphazard than planned, and often at a more senior point in their career. 

There was also very little mention of role models at a PVC-R level; the 

individuals looked up to were far more likely to be directing a research group 

or excellent and active scholars in their own right.  

Research profile  
The fact that the majority of PVC-Rs have STEM backgrounds is perhaps not 

surprising keeping in mind its primacy in funding terms.  Yet, in all of our 

conversations, PVC-Rs were relatively ambivalent about disciplinary focus; of 

more importance was the ability to look above the parapet and understand 

how research works in other parts of academia.  This is of course entirely 

reflective of the focus that is being placed on truly inter-disciplinary research 

and whilst there are pockets of excellence, bringing together diverse subjects in 

pursuit of innovation is often still a pipe-dream.  

Interdisciplinarity  
Interestingly, the opportunity to realise inter-disciplinary dreams is often related 

to operating at Faculty rather than Department level and the prevalence of 

Faculty leads for research is something worth giving thought to.  Clearly the 

ability to lead across an area that is greater than your own discipline is 

important, as is the chance to build your network with other Faculty leads for 

research.  The fact that the majority of PVC-Rs are appointed internally is also 

noteworthy; might the sector benefit from bringing in a fresh perspective at 

that level, in order to drive greater inter-disciplinarity?  
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Personal research profile  

Another question is that of personal research profile. Credibility is of course 

critical; how can you know what world class means if you haven’t hit those 

heady heights yourself? Yet solid four-star outputs from academic cradle to 

grave does not need to be a pre-requisite. Frankly, prospective PVC-Rs need 

the opportunity to develop management skills beyond their own group’s 

welfare and the acquisition of stellar grants year on year leaves little space for 

this.   

Managerial experience  

One of the orthodox paths to leadership is to take on the post of Head of 

School/ Department. However, whilst these were once a rite of passage for 

anyone who had sufficiently long-service, they are now full-throttle leadership 

posts on account of greater (debatably conflicting) demands re strategy 

development, data, monitoring and indeed the student interface.  

Responsibilities such as these eat into precious research time and whilst 

aspirant leaders do need to be good corporate citizens (which is covered later 

within this document), they should be mindful of how that will impact their 

outputs.   

It is interesting to note that many interviewed specifically mentioned that in 

considering whether to take on the position, their ability to carry on with a 

reasonable level of research was of significant concern. The University of 

Reading has introduced the job share model to the PVC-R position which had 

the benefit of removing this one barrier and appealed to a wider group of 

potential candidates.  

Networks 

Networking was consistently highlighted as a critical skill. It is accepted that the 

conference circuit and peer collaboration/review globally is par for the course, 

but networks into funders, industry and Government are vital too.  This of 

course makes sense when one considers that most PVC-R portfolios also 

include a remit for Innovation and Development, linking the academic 

environment with the commercial sector. Networking is a somewhat nebulous 

concept, but it is fundamental to most lines of business, not just academia.  

Many leadership development programmes have modules solely devoted to 

building up relationships from cold beginnings, in academia acquisition of such 

skills (outside of one’s own subject area) is more haphazard.   

Finally, the question needs to be asked about how early stage and mid-career 

academics actively curate their own careers. Personal outputs such as grant 

accrual, papers, PhD supervision, teaching and knowledge exchange are the 

denominations that count (see REF and TEF) but might there be greater 

emphasis upon the development of burgeoning leadership skills with regard to 

research?   
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|The role itself 



Influence vs power  

A number of themes were raised about how it actually feels to do the role.  

Perhaps the most often quoted theme was that of being able to wield influence 

rather than power.  Clearly influence is a soft skill that is often drawn from 

credibility and voice; it is something that is earned rather than awarded which is 

an interesting concept when one considers that a PVC-R must be perceived to 

be authoritative across the broad spectrum of research activity.   

Once again, respondents were more interested in breadth of knowledge rather 

than being biased to post-holders having STEM/ non-STEM backgrounds, but 

the point was made that both grants and physical teams in STEM subjects tend 

to be larger/ more complex. Whilst there are of course exceptions to this rule, 

it is felt that this is better preparation to be a PVC-R.   

Breadth of activity 

Interestingly, one of the biggest eye-openers for newly appointed PVC-Rs was 

the involvement in the breadth of University business.  Here intellectual 

dexterity was seen to be key as members of the institution’s Senior 

Management Team are required to make a constructive contribution to a 

tremendous array of business issues.  Imposter syndrome was mentioned on 

more than one occasion which is interesting when one considers that research 

(alongside teaching) is the life-blood of academia and holding the reins of this 

critical activity is clearly a crucial occupation. One wonders if this may be linked 

to the fact that PVC-R features so rarely as a career goal?     

Research Excellence Framework 

There was one subject that cropped up surprisingly rarely as a significant factor 

for consideration in being a PVC-R and that was the Research Excellence 

Framework.  As the line in the sand for research performance that links outputs 

with funding, it is often easy to view REF as the “tail that wags the dog.”  

However, this did not seem to be the case in our conversations; rather, 

respondents mostly felt that a good result is achieved on account of there 

being a strong, coherent research strategy in place for the long term, rather 

than ’gaming’ the process.  This does not diminish the fact that REF preparation 

is stressful, political and there are often unpalatable truths to be told.  Yet the 

skills needed to deliver results seem to be based on good, consistent 

leadership, rather than gimmickry which again speaks to the need for solid 

management training as a constant in academia.    
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|Conclusion 



The data around the current Pro Vice-Chancellor 

Research cohort shines a spotlight on interesting 

variations in the population, but it also underlines that 

the average PVC-R is white, male, and from a STEM 

background.  

The Higher Education sector has relied for too long on a narrow group of 

individuals to naturally rise to the Pro Vice-Chancellor Research role, resulting 

in a shallow talent pipeline. Our aim in publishing this study is to shine a light 

on some of the perceived challenges around the role, and to advocate for 

practices that will help universities actively manage their pipeline of high calibre 

future Pro Vice-Chancellors Research.  

We hope that in consuming this study the reader’s own thoughts and ideas 

about how to diversify the talent pool will have been triggered, but here we 

offer our own views for consideration.  

Female Representation 

Though the rate of individuals who identify as female in the PVC-R role is 

higher overall than the current female representation within the Professoriate 

(and this is of course laudable), the rate itself does not capture the unique 

experiences females face in rising through their research careers to a sufficient 

degree to be eligible for a PVC-R position.  

We interviewed a proportionate amount of female PVC-Rs for this report in 

order to capture a meaningful representation of their experience. There were 

of course some who did not view their gender as having any significant impact 

on building a research career, nor did it present implicit impediments to their 

ability to rise to the role of PVC-R. And yet, of all the respondents, females 

were more likely to report feelings of ‘imposter syndrome’ and cited more 

frequently than their male counterparts the role that (mainly informal) senior 

mentors played in encouraging them to apply for increasingly senior positions 

of leadership.  

We therefore stress here the importance of tools and interventions that can 

help facilitate talent-spotting (which are applicable to all individuals, but are 

suggested to counteract the particular issues female respondents raised in 

navigating their career development): 

1. Greater awareness of the working hours female academics commit in 

positions of leadership where they are also primary caregivers in the 

home.  

2. A number of respondents cited a need to be seen as visible and fully 

engaged, even when being paid on a pro rata basis for a less than full 

time contract, leading to burn out. In these cases a committed HR 

Business Partner can prove essential in averting exhaustion. 

3. Investment in executive coaching for individuals in sufficiently senior 

leadership roles to help them challenge internal self-doubt and 

preconceived notions of what good leadership looks like. 
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Research Credibility 

That the majority of PVC-Rs have STEM backgrounds could indicate that panels 

are weighing certain research metrics disproportionately against individuals 

from an Arts and Humanities background. There are sound reasons for this in 

many cases, and it will undoubtedly be more appropriate in some institutions 

to purposely seek out STEM scientists depending on the profile of the 

institution.  

However, we would challenge panels to consider whether it is more important 

that a good candidate demonstrates a sound working knowledge of the UK 

funding landscape (across all disciplines), as well as a commitment to 

understanding the unique idiosyncrasies of research in the University’s various 

Schools / Colleges / Faculties. Of course, there is a need for the PVC-R to 

demonstrate s/he can ‘walk the walk’, but by too narrowly filtering what 

prestigious research looks like, panels are inadvertently excluding an 

intrinsically more diverse group of potential PVC-R candidates.  

Barriers to the Role 

Most respondents did not aim to be a Pro Vice-Chancellor Research. Rather, 

most found themselves in the role after being tapped on the shoulder, or at 

the very latest point in their career found they had an aptitude for managing 

research across a multi-disciplinary setting. The fact that so few identified the 

PVC-R role as an obvious ambition indicates that for those who are most apt to 

do it, there are natural barriers to wanting to pursue the position.  

There is an obvious tension inherent in the role when a university wants to 

attract a heavyweight researcher (of any disciplinary background). There are of 

course many examples of individuals who come to the PVC-R role having 

accomplished what they want to in their own research, and therefore are ready 

to take a ‘back seat’ so to speak, but are universities getting the broadest set of 

skills into the PVC-R role by relying on this model? 

To open up the career pathway for committed researchers who have not yet 

reached the pinnacle of their research, or who are interested and capable of a 

leadership and management role but are not ready or able to delegate their 

research projects to a wider team, we would like to see more universities 

employing the job share model for the PVC-R position. Examples of where this 

has been done in the sector are extremely limited, but anecdotal evidence 

points to positive working practices and enormous benefits to the individual 

and the institution.  

The job share model allows greater flexibility for the postholders – enabling 

them to divide responsibilities according to their strengths and to take on a 

peer mentoring model, to develop their individual areas of learning. It is also a 

proven tool across sectors for attracting people of underrepresented 

backgrounds. It is not a ‘two for one’ deal, but a case of ‘two heads are 

better than one’.  
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Partnership Development 

Across the HE landscape Research and Partnership Development / 

Innovation / Business Engagement, go hand in hand. With this, a 

considerable amount of a PVC-R’s time is dedicated to working outside of 

the university, representing it at a regional, national and international level 

(depending on the institution).  

Panels should look to test a candidate’s ability to lead across academic 

boundaries and be an effective ambassador for the university. Again we 

stress the importance of looking at candidates from a broad spectrum of 

disciplines in order to appropriately balance ‘research credibility’ with the 

ability to lead and influence.  

‘Influence’ was consistently singled out by those we spoke with as the most 

critical skill for a PVC-R. Internally, the ability to influence colleagues is won 

through appreciating and championing the unique qualities across the 

breadth of research,  such that  institutional strategic research agendas 

incorporate a bottom up approach. Externally, the effectiveness of a good 

‘influencer’ is borne out in their interactions with research networks, 

government bodies, LEPs and the wider commercial sector.  

For such a critical skillset, there is surprisingly little support or training 

offered for those in the role or who demonstrate potential for it. At the 

moment, the ability to ‘influence’ is seen more as a natural skill someone 

brings with them, rather than something that can be nurtured and 

developed. It would therefore be good to see more universities working 

with leaders and potential leaders, earlier in their careers, to develop and 

hone this skillset over time instead of relying on extraordinary characters to 

eventually filter through the system.    
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