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budget, but the Research Councils are 
responsible for the distribution of funding. 

The RSC agrees with the conclusion of 
the IUSS inquiry into the Science Budget 
Allocations in April 2008 that the Haldane 
Principle has recently been compromised, 
for example the establishment of numerous 
cross-research council initiatives that 
dictate how the budget is spent. These 
breaches are of concern since the Haldane 
Principle must be preserved. In the case of 
fundamental research, scientists remain in 
the best position to determine the detailed 
research agenda through the established 
method of peer review. 

The Haldane Principle is important to 
protect areas of research that are viewed 
to be of low strategic or economic value. 
Insulating research from these pressures 
will ensure that the UK retains a robust 
science base, which is important when 
prevailing scientific priorities change. 
For example, in some situations it may 
be necessary for science to respond to 
mitigate potential disaster. This could 
include scenarios as varied as disease 
pandemics or the effects of climate change, 
which are difficult or impossible to predict. 
A faster response can be achieved if 
existing knowledge and a skills base is in 

place. For example, vaccines against H5N1 
avian influenza were developed rapidly 
and are being stockpiled in response to a 
potential pandemic. This process built on 
years of fundamental research on viruses 
that took place before a pandemic looked 
possible.

Regional science policy
There needs to be a balance struck 
between national and regional policy, 
in order to utilise regional strengths and 
promote development. Regional issues 
must be served with relevant regional 
policy, for example to support the needs of 
specific industry sectors, which tend to be 
regionally focussed. 

The Regional Development Agencies 
(RDAs) have improved the implementation 
of regional policy. However, RDAs must 
be accountable for their policies. Regional 
policy should be monitored centrally to 
ensure consistency and quality control 
whilst allowing RDA’s to support their 
region’s specific interests. For example, 
currently in the South East of England 
chemical-based companies are not 
supported by explicit RDA science strategy, 
despite the fact that many of the UK’s 
chemical-based companies are based in 

this region. This contrasts strongly with 
other regions, for example the Northwest, 
where initiatives such as Chemicals 
Northwest are in place to support these 
companies. 

Issues previously raised about scientific 
expertise in the civil service are also 
applicable to the RDAs and it is of concern 
that within the unelected RDAs there is 
no requirement to reach a basic level of 
scientific capacity. The RSC would like 
to see measures introduced to ensure 
a consistently high level of scientific 
literacy within RDAs, for example, with the 
introduction of Senior Scientific Advisers to 
mirror those in government departments.

Role of RSC in policy-making
The lack of transparency in the policy-
making process makes it difficult to 
establish the roles and influence of 
different stakeholders. It often appears 
that policy-making attempts to reconcile 
extreme viewpoints, whilst neglecting the 
more moderate ground upheld by some 
stakeholders, like the learned societies. 
The government should capitalise on the 
scientific capability of the learned societies 
such as the RSC. These organisations can 
act as honest brokers to inform policy 
decisions and are able to provide valuable 
resources and expertise for science 
policy-making, including publications and 
direction to experts in particular fields. 

Supporting science
The translation of science into economic 
value follows a complex path where 
findings from research may be taken 
forward through innovation, and finally 
developed into a product or other output. 
The RSC supports increased funding for 
fundamental research, but it is important 
to recognise that this is unlikely to produce 
rapid economic gains. The strong research 
base in the UK provides an excellent 
foundation for innovation. However, the UK 
has a slow rate of start-up and SME growth 
compared to its major competitors such 
as the US.3 Policy should be developed to 
promote knowledge transfer and support 
innovation in order to capitalise fully on the 
strengths of the UK research base.

For further information, please contact 
Elizabeth Thompson (thompsone@rsc.org)
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Employment of graduates
A new RSC report reveals the factors affecting the employment of chemical 
science graduates

The RSC recently commissioned a 
study on the factors affecting the 
post-university employment of 
chemical science graduates. The 
study revealed that although there is 
currently sufficient balance between 
the supply and demand for chemistry 
graduates, concerns exist as to whether 
undergraduate courses equip students 
with the transferable skills required by 
employers.  The study also identified a 
need for improvements to the careers 
advice being received by chemical 
science students. 

Investment in developing skills in 
science, technology, engineering and 
mathematics is central to maintaining 
and developing the UK knowledge base 
required for technological innovations 
and a sustainable future.  There are 
concerns about the supply and demand 
of chemistry graduates; in 2008, the RSC 
commissioned the Warwick Institute for 
Employment Research (IER) to investigate 
the employment perceptions, attitudes 
and experiences of chemical science 
students and graduates at different  
career stages. 

In addition, employers of graduates 
from a number of disciplines and specialist 
chemical science employers were 
questioned about their experiences of 
recruiting chemical science graduates, 
the types of jobs they do within their 
organisation and their perception of the 
skills that they possess.

Supply and demand
The study found that over two thirds of 
final year students were intending to use 
their chemical science or other scientific 
knowledge in their jobs after graduating.  
Only 15% indicated a desire to enter a 
different field of work. The interviews 
conducted with the chemical science 
employers revealed that the majority  
had no problems filling their vacancies 
and that they were generally satisfied  
by the number of applications they 
received.

Three or four year degrees
Undergraduates viewed that MChem or 
MSci (four year) degree courses provide an 
employment advantage over BSc (three 
year) courses. Students studying for an 
MChem were more likely than BSc students 
to report that they had developed the skills 
required by employers as a result of their 
course.

First destination data1 showed 
differences between the early career 
paths of graduates from three year 
courses compared with four year. MChem 
graduates are much more likely to enter 
roles in science than their BSc counterparts 
who are more likely to go into management 
or teaching. The data also indicate that, six 
months after graduating, MChem graduates 
are twice as likely as BSc graduates to be in 
a job which requires a degree.

Interviews with general graduate 
employers revealed that they are unlikely 
to favour a graduate with an MChem over 
one with a BSc, stressing that they were 
more interested in the transferable skills 
graduates possess. In contrast, specialist 
chemical science employers did distinguish 
between graduates of three or four year 
courses, with higher degrees preferred for 
research or academic positions.

Skills shortage
Concerns were raised amongst some of the 
employers interviewed over the choices 
students can make in their undergraduate 
chemical science degrees. It is felt that 
students are dropping options that are 
perceived to be difficult or dull including 
subjects such as physical chemistry and 
mathematics which specialist employers 
consider to be vital.

A significant proportion of final year 
students felt that their courses had not 
helped them to develop transferable skills 
such as team working and communication 
skills. This was confirmed in the interviews 
with employers who reported that oral and 
written skills are lacking in some graduates. 
Employers were also critical of students’ job 
application skills, including CV writing and 
creating a good impression at interview.

Finding work
The report shows that many chemical 
science undergraduates embark on their 
degree without a clear idea of what they 
want to do as a career when they finish. 
At the end of their first year, nearly 50% 
of students stated that they did not have 
any clear career aspirations. There is some 
evidence that their views become more 
focussed as students approach graduation 
but little indication of long-term career 
planning. Only a third of final year students 
said that they broadly knew what they 
wanted to do and how to do it, with only 
45% seeking careers advice in the last two 
years.

Students felt that more could be done 
by careers services to provide them with 
information about the kinds of careers 
available to them. Students had a negative 
impression of the careers information 
they had received from employers and 
professional bodies, with the most common 
complaint being that it is not detailed 
or practical enough. Employers were 
concerned that chemical science graduates 
were not aware of the range of options 
available and as a result were less likely to 
consider sectors such as manufacturing or 
technical sales.  

What next?
The report contains a number of 
recommendations for different 
stakeholder groups. The RSC will publish 
the recommendations from this report 
in a series of digests aimed at different 
stakeholders. What is clear is that 
professional bodies, careers services, 
universities and employers need to work 
together to ensure students and graduates 
are aware of their career options.

For further information, please contact 
Josephine Tunney (tunneyj@rsc.org)
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