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The UK has long been known for its strengths in science and 
technology, being the source of global advancements from 
the industrial revolution to the aerospace age and beyond to 
the boundaries of the era of genetics.

Physiology is the science of life – understanding 
the function of the body from a molecular scale to 
whole organ systems. Fundamental research such 
as physiology is likely to be publicly funded and 
undertaken in universities and research institutes. 
Large-scale research consortia use physiology in 
multi-national projects working on understanding 
the finest-scale details of the human body and 
its function. These factors mean physiology as 
a discipline is more vulnerable than many areas 
of science to issues affecting the undertaking of 
international large-scale collaboration.

Recent governments have been supportive of the 
science and tech sector, in terms of both private 
research and development, and publicly backed 
academic research. They have recognised the 
economic and social benefits of ushering in the latest 
developments and supporting the developing world. 
They have paid attention to scientific advice in crisis 
situations such as disease outbreaks and natural 
disasters. Efforts have been made to strengthen the 
funding and administration systems overseeing UK 
research, now brought together as UK Research and 
Innovation.

UK science has also benefitted greatly from our 
membership of the European Union. The ease 
of moving across country borders has improved 
collaboration, while EU students coming to study 
in the UK contribute to our economy and our soft 
power abroad (if they do not stay to use their skills 
at UK companies). Membership of the European 
Research Council, and Framework Programmes for 
supporting research, have contributed significant 
sums to UK research projects. UK researchers have 

received €8.8bn, while the UK contributed €5.4bn 
to the EU science budget, over the period 2007-13. 
This was provided by Framework Programme 7, the 
EU’s excellence-led research funding scheme. The 
current Framework Programme, Horizon 2020, has a 
larger budget and will eventually allocate over £70bn 
across the continent.

Brexit presents one of the biggest transformative 
events for this country in recent decades. No sector 
will be unaffected. The science and innovation 
community was more united than most in spelling 
out the difficulties that may emerge as a result 
of Brexit. That said, there is agreement over 
honouring the result of the referendum and working 
with the government for the most successful 
outcome possible. However, despite attempts 
at official reassurance, events in the period since 
the referendum have shown that the concerns of 
scientists were well-founded. Presented here are the 
results of investigation across the broad discipline 
of physiology, demonstrating the impact of the 
vote to leave the European Union on the ability of 
researchers to continue their work. These show that, 
even though EU membership has not yet ended, 
problems are becoming widespread. The international 
perception of Britain is suffering greatly. One 
researcher turned down a job in the UK, saying we 
are not “truly open for scientific business”.

The following case studies give the personal 
experience of researchers working in the UK. They 
do not represent the views of their employers or 
research funders.
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A Global Britain must also be a country that 
looks to the future. That means being one 
of the best places in the world for science 
and innovation.

Theresa May  Prime Minister 
17 January 2017

“      
“      

Artificial barriers which reduce permeability 
or mutual respect between the different 
parts of the system, and I think Brexit is 
an example, should be resisted, as they 
reduce the effectiveness of the research 
system – both to produce knowledge and 
for the effective use of that knowledge for 
applications.

Sir Paul Nurse  Director,  
The Francis Crick Institute 
4 September 2017

“      

“      



Dr Euan Brown, Heriot-Watt University 

In 2016 I was preparing an EU COFUND1 application on behalf of 
the School of Physical Sciences with a potential award of up to 
€10M for 3-5 years of EU funding (this would have supported 
up to 60 PhD studentships).  These schemes are for local 
‘capacity building’ and are often renewed, making them a long-
term boost to industry and research over a 7-10 year period. 
They are aimed at specially selected regions and disciplines to 
improve training provision and career mobility. The EU provides 

50% of the value of the award, so a co-sponsor was required to match this funding. I had 
a 25% support from local industry and an ongoing discussion over the remaining 25% with 
the Scottish Government and the EU about the possibility of using Structural Funds. On the 
23 June 2016 we were surprised to learn of the UK’s intention to withdraw from the EU, 
and I immediately contacted the responsible person in the Scottish Government to see if 
structural funds could be guaranteed over the period of the grant. I was informed that they 
no longer could guarantee support due to uncertainty over what could possibly replace EU 
structural funding in Scotland (there is still no certainty). The grant package was then seen 
as potentially high risk, and a decision was made to drop the proposal after considerable 
expense and work on my part. This decision will reduce Scotland’s capacity to train and 
place highly qualified individuals in industry and academia, and of course decreased 
participation in the European research endeavour. On a personal level, all my experience 
in handling complex EU grant applications and projects gained while working in Europe will 
now be wasted.

My Institute (Institute of Biological Chemistry, Biophysics and Bioengineering) in the 
School of Engineering and Physical Sciences, at Heriot-Watt, has also suffered from 
departing staff after the Brexit vote. A senior academic expert in atomic force microscopy, 
recruited from Germany six months before the referendum, decided to leave the UK after 
the vote. The result made him unwilling to move his family over from Germany, due to 
worries over eligibility for special care for a disabled child. He was subsequently offered a 
full-time job in Germany, in an industrial position, meaning this expertise has now been lost 
permanently from academia.

Although the UK government indicated it would support 
ongoing EU collaborative grant awards pitched and 
agreed before the date of the UK leaving the EU, it failed 
to mention how it would support capacity-building 
projects such as COFUND, Marie Curie training networks 
and scientific research infrastructures. These projects 
have long-term aims leading to the creation of a European 
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CASE STUDIES

…expertise now  
lost permanently  
from academia

1 https://ec.europa.eu/research/mariecurieactions/about/cofunding_en
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“      

Dr Katherine Rogers, Queen’s University Belfast

I was planning a collaboration across the Irish border with 
colleagues from a highly-respected university in the Republic 
of Ireland for teaching physiology to undergraduate students 
of nursing. Northern Ireland still provides bursaries for nursing 
students so it is a popular choice for students wishing to study 
the subject. This collaboration aimed to develop innovative 
ways to make biosciences and physiology more accessible to 
nursing students, who may not have a scientific background, and 

indeed may have avoided science up to this point. This scientific knowledge is necessary as 
it underpins understanding of the course and the treatment 
of illness. The planned project spanned three years, i.e. 
beyond the point of departure from the EU. It is now 
doubtful that the project will start, as no available 
sources of funding remain unaffected by Brexit.

In the past there has been significant funding intended 
to promote cross-border collaborations in Ireland, with 
many students and researchers regularly crossing the 
border in both directions. Now students from only a few miles away may be classified 
as international, with the attendant increase in fees and regulations. It may be harder for 
people to cross the border even for short trips to conferences or to visit colleagues and 
project partners for discussion about our courses.

I have noticed a trend for colleagues failing to reach shortlists for Horizon 2020 grants, 
despite previous successful multi-million pound grants. With Brexit on top of Northern 
Ireland government funding cuts, there is a big funding gap now. The worsening exchange 
rate with the Euro is another headache. Day-to-day life is changing in Northern Ireland…
and not for the better!

…no available sources 
of funding remain 
unaffected by Brexit

“      

Research Area (ERA), which of course the UK appears now not to be part of (see also the 
recent intention to withdraw from EURATOM). Large research network grants require 
an individual academic spending a lot of their valuable research time striving to create 
something for the greater good of the scientific community. EU funding was designed to 
enhance this effect. I see no UK vision of this sort put in place to replace it; rather just a 
free-for-all scramble to support rather short-term research projects.  
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Prof Jose Bengoechea, Queen’s University Belfast

In my recent recruitment wave at the Centre for Experimental 
Medicine (Queen’s University Belfast), nearly all the shortlisted 
applicants (many of them from EU27 countries) asked questions 
related to the impact of Brexit on the UK scientific landscape 
and how Brexit will impact the settlement of EU nationals and 
their families in the UK. The lack of assurance from the UK 
government in these matters made it difficult to provide clear 
answers.

Resulting from this recruitment effort, offers were made to two EU27 nationals. Both had 
strong CVs which include securing funding from EU programmes. After the negotiation 
process, both candidates rejected the offers due to Brexit. They did not fear the lack of 
funding or the competitiveness of UK national funding, but the likely blocking of eligibility 
to apply for EU programmes including ERC and Marie Curie programmes for European 
researchers. This was considered a sign that the country is not “truly open for scientific 
business” (quoting one of the candidates). Both candidates felt that moving to the UK 
would put them in the periphery of EU scientific endeavours. Lastly, they raised personal 
concerns on the quality of life for EU nationals in the UK after Brexit, including issues such 
as pensions, family rights, and future permission to work. These questions are still under 
discussion, without clarifications.

As this shows, Brexit has clearly impacted the 
ability to recruit outstanding academics. 
Additionally, there has been a reduction in 
the number of applicants for Post-Doctoral 
Research Assistant positions from the 
EU27 countries.

…a sign that the 
country is not “truly 
open for scientific 
business.”



Dr Ewan St John Smith, University of Cambridge 

My lab does a lot of retrograde tracing of neurons. The reagent 
for this is bought from Europe for €1000. That was £760, now 
it is £990. This has a huge effect over the course of a three-
year project budget. I am frequently finding that suppliers are 
unwilling to honour prices they previously quoted. Grants with 
capped funds for equipment and consumables are going less and 
less far.

More important than this is the impact on the people I work with. One has already 
expressed that they have “no interest” in staying in the UK once their contract ends in June. 
Uncertainties mean the prospect of raising a young family here as an EU27 national is not 
appealing. Also, the costs and red tape associated with applications for settled status or 
citizenship are prohibitive. Contrast that with the increasing attractiveness of working on 
the continent, which the EU countries are definitely taking advantage of in the wake of 
Brexit. The UK is definitely a good place to do science, but it’s not unique. There are plenty 
of competitors, such as Germany.

I have had experience of applying for EU grants. It is an extremely complicated process. 
Universities are telling us “keep applying, as we need to see if the acceptance rates are 
dropping”. Researchers have no motivation to go through the hassle to do this when we 
don’t even know if the funding of a successful grant would be guaranteed once we leave 
the EU.

It’s not just the people that I work with,  
but also a personal issue, as my husband 
is German. The lack of clarity about what 
happens to EU27 citizens in a post-Brexit 
U.K. is a constant source of stress and worry.
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“      

The UK is definitely 
a good place to do 
science, but it’s not 
unique.
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VIEWS OF SCIENTISTS
These personal experiences are backed-up by data gathered more widely from across the 
physiology community. In January 2017 The Physiological Society carried out a survey of its 
members, receiving 350 responses. Some concerning trends emerged:

These effects were seen even though the legal situation has not yet changed. Not only are 
students and scientists more reluctant to come to the UK, those already here are thinking of 
leaving, and even British scientists are considering moving abroad to work in a more open and 
international system.

Effects on UK research community

33%
are more likely to seek  

a position abroad

25%
had problems  

recruiting EU students

17%
have had EU colleagues 

leave their jobs

Effects on UK research

11%
have had their  

funding affected
19%

are  
experiencing  
issues with  

research  
collaborators

61%
think funding will be 

affected in future

These figures show that the effects being experienced now are just the tip of the iceberg. The 
majority of respondents felt that their funding will be affected in future. This could take the form 
of grants lost, higher admin costs, and the effects of weakening exchange rates.
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“      

The freedom of movement for scientists and students (42% combined) is seen as a more  
important key goal for the system operating after Brexit, even eclipsing access to EU funding (33%).

What is the most important thing you think the Government needs to 
achieve for science from the Brexit negotiations?

EU funding access (e.g. Horizon 2020)

Spouse/family visas for scientists

Single market access

Simpler R&D tax system

Students removed from migration numbers

Free movement for scientists

Free movement for students

Other
all of the above being most common

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35
% of survey respondents



VIEWS OF THE PUBLIC
The Society has conducted research to put the 
wishes of the science community in the context of 
public opinion. A survey in September 2017 was 
conducted with YouGov.2 This showed a large majority 
(61%) of the population either “strongly” (40%) or 
“slightly” (21%) favoured continued immigration of 
EU citizens to the UK to work as scientists, with only 
12% opposed (28% neutral or “don’t know”). This 
weight of public opinion suggests that addressing 
the main concern of scientists, that researchers will 
no longer be able to come to this country to work, 
would be a popular decision. More detailed analysis of 
the responses to this question show that continued 
immigration of scientists is favoured by a majority 
of Conservative, Labour and Liberal Democrat 
voters. Even among those who voted leave in the EU 
referendum there is a significant majority in favour of 
continued immigration of scientists (52% support, 
17% oppose, 31% neutral or “don’t know”).

Unlike in the referendum, age was not a strong determinant of support for immigration of EU 
scientists, with all age categories showing support of 60-62%. Similarly, all regions showed 
support in the range 57-63%, though the strength of opposition was more variable: 17% of Scots 
opposed immigration of EU scientists, while only 9% in the North of England were opposed.

Respondents were also asked about their support for EU funding programme Horizon 2020.3 
An overall majority supported continued payments by the UK to the EU to maintain involvement 
in Horizon 2020 and future research support programmes (28% strongly support, 23% slightly 
support). Only around one in ten would oppose this continued involvement.

We also asked about attitudes to international students. Changes to immigration laws in 2012 
removed the “post-study work visa” which allowed non-EU international students to remain in the 
UK for a period after completing their studies in order to find a graduate job. This has resulted in 
the loss to the UK economy of many skilled workers taught in the UK. 55% of survey respondents 
felt that these graduates should be able to remain in the UK, with 28% opposed. This question was 
asked by YouGov previously in September 2016, with almost identical results (54:28). This shows 
firm support for students remaining in the UK, levels of which have been resilient to the political 
turmoil over the last year.

2  All figures, unless otherwise stated, are from YouGov Plc. Total sample size was 1,660 adults. Fieldwork was undertaken 
between 12th – 13th September 2017. The survey was carried out online. The figures have been weighted and are 
representative of all GB adults (aged 18+). Percentages may not add to 100 due to rounding.

3  Full question text: “Horizon 2020 is a European Union programme promoting research and innovation, with more than £70 
billion of funds being available to support such activities between 2014 and 2020. The UK currently contributes to this total, 
but in recent years has won more funding than it puts in. Assume that the UK reaches an agreement to leave the EU in 2019. 
To what extent, if at all, would you support or oppose the UK making a regular payment to maintain involvement in Horizon 
2020 and future research programmes?”
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61%
support continued  

immigration of EU scientists

51%
support paying for continued 
Horizon 2020 involvement

55%
support international  

graduates remaining in the  
UK to find work



The science and innovation community 
was more united than most in spelling 
out the difficulties that may emerge as 
a result of Brexit.
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The Physiological Society is a company limited by guarantee. Registered in England and Wales, No. 323575.
Registered Office: Hodgkin Huxley House, 30 Farringdon Lane, London EC1R 3AW, UK.

Registered Charity No. 211585.
‘The Physiological Society’ and The Physiological Society logo are trademarks belonging to

The Physiological Society and are registered in the UK and in the EU, respectively.

www   physoc.org             @ThePhySoc             physoc

The Physiological Society, founded in 1876, is the largest network of 
physiologists in Europe, bringing together over 3500 scientists from 
over 60 countries. Now a registered charity, The Society promotes 
physiology through policy work, as well as supporting those working in 
the field by organising world-class scientific meetings, offering grants 
for research, collaboration, and international travel, and by publishing 
the latest developments in its leading scientific journals. The Society also 
runs events for the general public on how physiology relates to everyday 
life, and for students who may be considering physiology as a career.

Countries in blue are EU member states participating in Horizon 2020. Countries 
in grey are non-members who participate through “Associated Country” status. 
Countries in red are presently members, but in the future… who knows?


