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Abstract

The need to reform the way in which research is undertaken is clear, with reducing research

bureaucracy and waste at the forefront of this issue for the UK government, funding organi-

sations, higher education institutions and wider research community. The aim of this study

was to describe researchers’ experiences of the time, effort and burden involved in funding

processes–namely applying for research funding and fulfilling reporting requirements. This

was an in-depth qualitative study using semi-structured interviews with researchers who

had experience applying for funding and/or completing reporting requirements for a UK

health and social care research funder between January 2018 and June 2021. Following

thematic analysis, five key themes were identified describing researcher experiences of key

issues around time, efforts and burden associated with funding processes. These themes

encompassed (1) issues with the current funding model for health and social care research,

(2) time and effort involved in funding processes, (3) the need for a streamlined end-to-end

process, (4) implications for work-life balance, and (5) addressing the need for better sup-

port and communication. The findings from this study describe researcher experiences of

tasks in the research pathway that currently take considerable time and effort. It was clear

that whilst some of this time and effort is considered necessary, some is exacerbated by

inefficient and ineffective processes, such as perceived under-funding of research or lack

of clarity with regards to funder expectations. This in turn contributes to unnecessary

researcher burden, research waste and negative research culture. Better investment in

health and social care research and in the researchers themselves who design and

deliver the research, alongside improvements in transparency, streamlining and research

support could ensure a more positive research culture, and improve the quality of funded

research.
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Introduction

In recent years researchers are finding themselves with ever-changing job roles, more activities

being added to workloads and expectations that these are incorporated alongside their

research work. For example, a 2021 survey from the University and College Union in the UK

indicated that 81% of research only or teaching and research staff in Higher Education Insti-

tutes (HEIs) felt that their overall workload had increased over the last three years [1]. Staff

identified increased administrative work, widening duties and increased online working as

being top contributors to changes in their workload. Similarly, Rule and LeGouill [2] reported

a perceived significant increase in the number of additional tasks and activities that different

organisations required of teams for clinical research to be undertaken, such as multiple

amendments, re-consent, and compliance processes.

In an ever-competitive environment for career progression and job security, researchers

also often find themselves striving to build good research reputations by having to continually

produce publications and other research outputs, demonstrate the impact of their research

(including how their findings have been implemented, disseminated and benefit health and

social care patients or services) and secure research funding. However, it is recognised that

these activities contribute to high levels of burden [3–6]. For example, it has been estimated

that writing a research funding application can take anywhere from 116 hours to 38 working

days [3, 7, 8], and only about 20% of researchers who apply for funding are successful in secur-

ing research funds (e.g., [9]). For those who are awarded research funding, success then brings

further post award administrative tasks (such as setting up contracts, hiring staff and getting

ethical approvals), as well as reporting and monitoring requirements (such as progress reports,

end of research project reports, or recruitment updates) and navigating implementation, dis-

semination and impacts of research. All of these additional tasks take a significant proportion

of a researchers’ available working time, and whilst some are indeed necessary and relevant to

research, especially when using public funds, others are felt to be too bureaucratic, wasting

effort and taking time away from conducting the research itself. Unsurprisingly this has led

to pressures on researchers’ job satisfaction, productivity, work-life balance and well-being

[10–13].

The need to reform processes along the research pathway is clear, with reducing research

bureaucracy and waste at the forefront of this issue [13–17]. In the UK, in the last few years, a

number of governmental reports and reviews have raised concerns about research bureaucracy

and burden and how this is stifling the UK research environment, both in terms of productiv-

ity and culture [14, 15, 18]. For example, a recent review highlighted key issues in existing

research funding mechanisms and systems, including the need for greater alignment of pro-

cesses and systems involved in applying for funding and management of research funds suc-

cessfully awarded [15]. However, whilst the review provides a good, broad oversight of

potential areas in which research bureaucracy could be changed within the sector, there is still

limited evidence available on the specific needs of researchers, what they perceive as effortful

and burdensome and the effects that this has on them and their research.

To address this gap, this study aimed to explore in-depth and build better understanding of

researchers’ experiences of the processes, effort and burden involved in the funding system–

namely preparing and applying for funding, and fulfilling reporting requirements for a UK

health and/or social care research funding organisation between January 2018 and June 2021.

Specifically, the research question posed was ‘what do researchers perceive as necessary and

unnecessary processes, effort and burden in research funding’? This study was part of a two-

phased project. Phase 1 was an online survey conducted with 183 researchers to begin to build

knowledge on the types of effort and burden experienced by researchers and the processes

PLOS ONE Researcher experiences of research funding in the UK

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0291663 September 21, 2023 2 / 18

Information files. In line with our ethical approval,

full transcripts of the interviews cannot be shared

publicly to maintain confidentiality of our

participants. Additional quotes under each theme

are available from the Insight team, School of

Healthcare Enterprise and Innovation, University of

Southampton (contact via insight-team@nihr.ac.uk

or corresponding author: K.Meadmore@soton.ac.

uk) for researchers who meet the criteria for

access to the data.

Funding: This research was conducted by

researchers who are employed by the National

Institute for Health and Care Research Coordinating

Centre (NIHRCC), based at the University of

Southampton, for its Research on Research

programme. The views and opinions expressed in

the discussion are those of the authors and do not

necessarily reflect those of the Department of

Health and Social Care. The NIHRCC had no role in

study design, data collection and analysis, decision

to publish, or preparation of the manuscript.

Competing interests: I have read the journal’s

policy and the authors of this manuscript have the

following competing interests: All of the authors

are employed by the School of Healthcare

Enterprise and Innovation, University of

Southampton and work within the National

Institute for Health and Care Research (NIHR)

Coordinating Centre. KF also holds a Post-Doctoral

Fellowship funded by the NIHR. This does not alter

our adherence to PLOS ONE policies on sharing

data and materials.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0291663
mailto:insight-team@nihr.ac.uk
mailto:K.Meadmore@soton.ac.uk
mailto:K.Meadmore@soton.ac.uk


associated with it (see [19]). The findings from Phase 1 were used to inform Phase 2 (this

study) protocol and interview topic guides to further explore researchers’ experiences of the

perceived effort and burden involved in their funding and research activities. This paper

reports the second (interview) phase of this work.

Methods

Qualitative approach

This study was conducted as part of the National Institute for Health and Care Research

(NIHR) research on research programme of work based at the Southampton Coordinating

Centre, University of Southampton. The study uses a phenomenological qualitative approach

to explore and understand researchers’ experiences of applying for and/or completing moni-

toring and reporting requirements for research funding in the UK. We took a relativism onto-

logical position, understanding that researchers’ perceptions of their research experiences

would be directly affected by consequences of research activities undertaken and the interac-

tions they had with others (e.g., researchers, funders, editors, public). The study received ethi-

cal approval from the Faculty of Medicine, University of Southampton ethics committee (id

64868/64868.A1). Following online written informed consent from participants, data were col-

lected using semi-structured interviews. The study is reported using the COREQ checklist for

reporting qualitative data [20].

Recruitment

Participants were researchers who had completed or contributed towards an application sub-

mission and/or fulfilled monitoring and reporting requirements for any health and/or social

care research from a UK funding organisation during January 2018 to June 2021. These

researchers had previously completed a survey on the same topic [19] and at the end of the sur-

vey, 68 researchers self-identified as being interested in taking part in follow-up interviews.

From this list, purposeful sampling by career stage was used to ensure participants across

career stages were invited (via email invitation) to take part in the interviews. Participants

were sent study information (aims and details of study) and asked to complete the consent and

demographics forms through an access link, if they were still interested in taking part in the

interviews. Those who completed the form were then contacted to arrange a convenient time

and date to participate in an interview. Invitations were sent to 10 participants at a time to

manage responses and until a sample of at least 25 were recruited. Participants were recruited

between March and May 2022.

Reflexivity statement

The authors all work for the NIHR on the Research on Research programme of work and are

based at the Southampton Coordinating Centre, University of Southampton. The authors are

female and comprise research fellows and an assistant research manager. Four authors (KM,

ABJ, ARS, KF) have over 10 years of qualitative research experience. All authors have experi-

ence with applying for and reporting on research funding, and have expert knowledge of fund-

ing mechanisms (although specific backgrounds and experiences are different). Although one

interviewee was known to the research team from other projects, all authors were careful not

to bias interview questions or overinterpret the data based on personal experiences and knowl-

edge of funding processes. This was achieved through continuous monitoring and checks with

the team and wider colleagues.
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Interview guide

A semi-structured interview topic guide was developed to aid discussion and allow for a com-

prehensive exploration of the researchers’ experiences with applying for funding and/or fulfill-

ing monitoring and reporting requirements. The topic guide was developed using the findings

from the Phase 1 survey exploring the same topic [19], and was split into three main sections:

(i) the application process, (ii) the monitoring and reporting process, and (iii) the overall bur-

den experienced (see S1 Table). The topic guide was reviewed by members of the NIHR and

members of the team working on [15] to ensure that the questions were relevant to funders

and the wider research sector and remained objective, generalisable and trustworthy. Follow-

ing the first seven interviews, the topic guide was reviewed and refined in light of the initial

themes coming from ongoing data analysis and to ensure that all aspects of experiences were

captured. Changes were agreed by all interviewers.

Data collection

Qualitative data were generated using semi-structured interviews conducted between March

and May 2022. Interviews were conducted by one of three researchers (KM, KC and HC) and

took place online using Microsoft Teams. Interviews lasted between 23 minutes and 1 hour 31

minutes (mean = 58 minutes). Interviews were recorded on MS Teams and the audio record-

ing was transcribed by an external company to enable data analysis. Each interviewer checked

transcripts against their audio recordings to ensure accuracy. Although a semi-structured

approach allowed for interviewers to follow natural flows and avenues of conversation, the

topic guide helped reduce potential interviewer bias by ensuring that certain questions were

asked and in a similar way. All interviews were reviewed by KM. All interviewers had access to

information that could identify the interviewee.

Data analysis

All interview data was analysed using thematic analysis [21]. This allowed identification of the

key efforts and burdens associated with applying for researching funding and reporting

requirements as well as any associated issues or consequences. Data analysis started after the

first interviews were transcribed and checked for accuracy (i.e. alongside data collection). This

was to ensure that the topic guide was adequately eliciting responses on researchers’ experi-

ences, and to monitor data saturation. The coding process was inductive as themes were data

driven and no prior thematic framework was considered, and codes were not grouped under

areas highlighted in the interview guide.

All transcripts were anonymised and imported into NVivo. Three researchers (KM, KC

and HC) listened back to the recordings, read the interview transcripts and generated initial

codes independently. All three researchers then met to discuss initial codes, identify themes,

and agree on an initial thematic framework. To ensure consistency of coding, one author

(KM) coded all of the data in NVivo using the framework. Following this, and to ensure that

the themes were a true reflection of the data, all coded data in the themes were reviewed,

revised and refined through discussions with the research team. This was an iterative process

first conducted between the three interviewers (KM, KC and HC) to ensure the themes

reflected the tone of the interviews. KF then independently reviewed the themes (to ensure the

themes were data driven), before the team met to finalise the themes. Any disagreements in

code placement or theme/subtheme names were discussed and agreed by consensus. Descrip-

tions of the findings from each overarching theme and subtheme were then created and

reviewed by all authors.
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Results

Participant characteristics

Of the 68 researchers who indicated an interest in being interviewed, a total of 55 were con-

tacted and invited to take part in the interview study. From this, 29 researchers agreed to take

part; however, two were not interviewed (one withdrew due to other priorities, another did not

respond with their availability). Thus, a total of 27 researchers (13 female (48%); 14 male (52%))

were interviewed (henceforth called participants), of which most identified as White and/or

British (20, 74%), and the remaining seven identified as White-European, White other, Scottish,

mixed, British Indian or Chinese (numbers not reported to maintain confidentiality). Most par-

ticipants were senior researchers (17, 63%), followed by 7 (26%) mid-career researchers; 2 (7%)

early career researchers and 1 (4%) participant who was not on an academic pathway. Partici-

pants were affiliated to one or more HEIs in England (19, 70%), Scotland (6, 22%) and Wales

(2, 7%). Six (22%) participants were also affiliated to NHS Trusts or industry, international

research organisations or not for profit organisations. Participants most often applied to NIHR

(22, 81%), Medical Research Council (19, 70%) and Wellcome (11, 41%) for research funding.

Overarching themes

Thematic analysis identified five themes on researcher experiences of effort and burden associ-

ated with research funding in the UK (see Fig 1). As illustrated in Fig 1, the five themes are

linked and the arrows between the themes show how they are interconnected. A summary of

themes and associated quotes are reported in the supporting information (see S2 Table). A full

description of each theme is provided below.

Issues with the current funding model for health and social care research

A common issue raised by participants was about the current funding model used to support

health and social care research. The key concept was that research is consistently being under-

resourced due to funder and HEI expectations on value for money as well as perceived conse-

quences of competitive funding, research culture and reduced budgets across the research

landscape. This was felt to put pressure on researchers who had to deliver high workloads with

time and resource constraints.

Fig 1. Five linked themes on researcher experiences of effort and burden associated with research funding in the

UK. Arrows show directional links between the themes.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0291663.g001
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The budgets attached to some funding calls were suggested to be prohibitive and partici-

pants felt that despite overall rises in costs, there had been no change in what was considered

expensive in terms of research. Participants described funders nearly always asking for reduc-

tions in proposed budgets and HEIs requiring certain returns on investment (e.g., overhead

costs, indirect costs, full economic costing), meaning that the amount of money left to conduct

the research was not a true reflection of the actual cost of the research.

Participants admitted cutting costs to research projects to make them more competitive

and to increase the chance for funding success.

And, actually all the incentives as I said at the beginning are to undersell the resources that
are needed, because otherwise you look uncompetitive. P27

However, it was questioned whether high quality research can be delivered on a low budget,

especially when also needing to balance seeking new funding. Furthermore, it was felt that

requests to reduce research costs at the application stage was counterintuitive as it was per-

ceived that most projects ended up requesting extensions.

Because, you know, with clinical trials you almost always need extensions for some reason,

[. . .]. And they always cut your budget, [. . .] so you cut it so you can get the money and then
you say, “Actually we need more money” and you get an extension. P7

Participants reported feeling pressure to continually secure research funding to support

their salary and other staff salaries, and due to low success rates, participants often felt frus-

trated that time spent on applications was wasted effort.

A good acceptance rate is like one in five or something, so that means that 80% of the time
that even good researchers spend writing proposals is essentially wasted time that doesn’t lead
to anything. P11

This is further compounded as many research activities involved in the development of an

application (e.g., engaging patient and public involvement) and reporting requirements (e.g.

Researchfish) are often completed outside of the funding period. The cost of these activities is

not recuperated from the funder and institutions often do not provide (adequate) time for this.

Well I think writing grants does take an enormous amount of time and it’s kind of completely
sort of unfunded in many respects because you can’t get any funding for writing a grant. P7

Participants also commented on the number of research staff on short, fixed term contracts

who have no real job security and often leave one research project before completion to move

to another project with a longer contract. Participants reflected that this could impact the

delivery of a project and often the lead applicant (and other senior members of the team) are

left to complete the project.

[. . .] everybody is on fixed-term contracts, so my team could go from ten people to two or to
just me. P1

Time and effort involved in funding processes

This theme relates to the overall time and effort associated with applications and reporting of

research, and the impacts of experience and interactions with others. There was strong
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agreement that applying for research funding is time consuming, that “the whole thing takes
longer than you anticipate” (P24), and participants described “a cost in terms of time that
could’ve been spent doing something else” (P11).

It is important to note that in many cases participants were not suggesting that all applica-

tion or reporting processes were unnecessary, but instead were reflecting that they involved

significant resource. For example, there was time and effort associated with identifying fund-

ing opportunities, developing the research questions, checking whether a research idea was

“the right application for the right funder at the right time?” (P9) and then developing the cost-

ings. Participants reported a need to understand the timeframes involved in applying for fund-

ing, in particular, an awareness of how long each element of the application process would

take, including those to complete before submission. For example, informing HEIs’ finance

teams of intention to submit, provide sufficient time to calculate costings and ensure these

were right as it was not easy to change budgets post hoc.

Participants also reported needing approvals and sign-off by various stakeholders in the

researchers organisation both for an intention to apply and before the application was submit-

ted to the funder. This was, for example, to ensure that others in the organisation are not

applying for the same research funding and to check if infrastructure support is available. All

of these stakeholders have their own internal timeframes which need to be factored in ahead of

the funder submission deadline.

Well, we need financial approval. We need sponsor approval, and we need head of depart-
ment approval, I think that’s fairly standard. P20

Participants reflected that time and stress was further exacerbated by reliance on others to

complete tasks in the research pathway. They understood that people involved in approvals are

often busy and under resourced, however, being “totally beholden to the timelines of other peo-
ple and departments [. . .], that’s the stress” (P1), and as a result could add delays to the process

even when the time required for approvals has been considered.

It was suggested that applications could take on average 3–6 months to prepare. Partici-

pants appreciated funders who gave advance notice of upcoming calls or regular funding

calls (e.g., bi-annually) and who provided maximum budget amounts so that they had more

time to prepare and pitch their applications appropriately. Participants reflected that calls

with short timeframes were not always feasible due to the difficulty and stress in getting all

the costings, approvals and collaborators in place. This is further complicated when calls

with short timeframes are announced near the Christmas break as institutions often close

early for the holiday period, meaning internal deadlines squeeze the time available to

develop the application.

With something that’s a January deadline: most universities have a Christmas closure and so
really you’ve got to have it ready by the middle of December. P1

Short deadlines for funding calls or rebuttals were thought to be especially challenging for

those who work part-time, and it was suggested that women may be more disproportionately

affected by this.

I work part time so you’re not actually giving me seven days you’re giving me less than that
and if other people who work with me work part time or are clinicians who are working part
time it’s impossible. P17
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To reduce complexity, participants indicated a preference to work with people that they

had worked with before because, “[. . .] you can do that quite quickly, whereas if it involves new
expertise, new collaborators and new institutions then it’s a bit more complex and a bit more
time consuming” (P20). Furthermore, patient and public involvement was something that

needed to be done early in the application process and to get a representative group and for

involvement to be meaningful, and not tokenistic, took time.

Another process that participants reflected on was the difficulties in addressing reviewer

feedback. Whilst they were pleased to have the opportunity to respond to reviewers, the num-

ber of reviews and the length of time they had to respond sometimes made this challenging,

especially when there were also contradictions between reviewer comments.

I think the thing that can be frustrating is when you receive your reviews and you have two
weeks to prepare a response, and then you’ve prepared your response and you’re just about to
submit, and you get another review because there’s one that’s late. P21

Participants reflected that time spent on completing reporting requirements was more pro-

portionate than for applications, “Compared to the time you allocate to developing the grant
and submitting it, monitoring is not a big part of our time allocation” (P22). Participants indi-

cated that the effort associated with reporting depended on the funder, institution and/or

funding stream, the number of research projects that required reports, and the number of

reports required after completion of the project/funding. Multiple participants mentioned the

limitation of long reports or monographs, pointing out that many funders may not have the

resources to manage such a process, that not everyone will end up reading these reports, and

that parts of the reports will already be published in peer reviewed journals. One interviewee

felt that “bitesize papers are probably more successful” (P18).
Overall, there was agreement that activities involved in study set up (such as ethics, con-

tracting, or creating advisory groups) could be challenging and time-consuming, often requir-

ing longer timeframes to complete. The order in which to complete these tasks was discussed,

with many happening in parallel.

I find the study set up quite torturous. This is another bit of the whole process that takes a lot
longer than most people think it will. P20

There was also recognition that those with more research experience often had a better

sense of timelines, costings, and where to focus effort, and were better able to tell when to pur-

sue funding or not. It was suggested that it takes time to assimilate knowledge on funders,

internal systems, writing applications and completing reporting requirements, and that this

was learnt through experience.

I mean I think the more you do the better you get at it. And you obviously learn through doing
it. I’m sure you get better at it through realising what you did well in the ones that succeeded
and what you didn’t do well in the ones that failed. And you get used to different systems for
different Funders. P15

However, the funding programmes/schemes often changed and it was felt that navigating

the changes took time, both for the researcher and those administrative staff supporting them.

[. . .] our Finance people find that the different rules for different funders which then change
are difficult to manage and that generates a lot of work for them. P7
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The need for a streamlined end-to-end process

Linked to time and effort involved in funding processes, participants described ineffective and

inefficient processes that added time and work, and identified areas in which the end-to-end

process could be streamlined. Overall, participants reflected the need for shorter research

applications, although one interviewee commented that “I do think the application forms have
improved over time and have become a bit shorter and a bit more streamlined. . .” (P20). How-

ever, it was clear that others felt that this could be improved further. In particular, it was sug-

gested that the focus of the application should be on the science and design of the research,

and that the amount of additional information requested should be reduced.

That stuff around it [the science] is the bit that I find most time-consuming. Well, that’s not
true [. . .]. I guess inefficient, like it takes up some time and from my perspective has little
value, whereas the science takes up loads of time and has lots of value. P8

It was recognised that funders often used two-stage applications to try and reduce workload

for researchers and reviewers; however, it was clear that this did not translate in practice and

in reality, many aspects of the research needed to be considered and approvals needed to be

completed at an early stage. For two-stage application processes, it was felt that effort was

front-loaded, with participants reporting having to put in as much effort at stage 1 as stage 2,

despite these applications requesting less detail.

The outline applications [Stage 1] are almost the full ones [Stage 2] with just a few pages
short. And I often find they are almost just as much work as the full one. P20

Overall, it was felt that the peer review processes employed by funders are necessary and

robust. However, participants indicated short deadlines, potential biases (e.g., the appropriate

reviewer for the research), and inconsistencies between different review stages that add time to

information requests or affect decisions on funding success.

Often the time between notification of success and the stage two application deadline is so
short that you couldn’t start from scratch, you pretty much have to have the stage two applica-
tion in the back of your mind or at least, you know, almost written to be ready to hit it. P14

There was a sense that unless there was “clear blue water between the outline application and
the full application, in terms of the amount of detail required” (P25), that a disproportionate

amount of effort and waste was seen at stage 1. In addition, some participants suggested that it

would make more sense to provide certain information once the funder has expressed interest

in or committed to funding a project.

. . .whatever work you put in needs to be directly proportionate to the chances of getting
funded. The stage ones, it should be little work, because it is odds-on you are going to get
rejected. Once you get to stage two. . .a bit more work is required and worth a bit at that
point. And if they have already offered you the money and they are asking you to do things, it
is definitely worth it then because they have offered you the money. P8

Participants also reported examples of repetition across different sections and stages of appli-

cations. For example, “the forms will often have three or four boxes that seem to ask the same
thing” (P17). Moreover, it was felt that all the different sections on the application form encour-

ages inconsistency as it requires researchers to remember to update all the overlapping sections.
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Participants felt that it was easy for funders to add requests for information to applications

and reports, but that nothing seemed to be removed or checked for relevance or added value.

Like the data management plan [. . .] I was just particularly frustrated by the lack of rele-
vance, as far as I could see, of it. (P7).

Similarly, more experienced participants felt that having to consult specialist services or jus-

tify their team or costings was unnecessary, “because we have that expertise in the team” (P1) or

have a proven track record. Participants were also frustrated that templates are in general set

up for randomised controlled trials, making it more difficult to complete applications and

reports for different research designs.

Participants were of the opinion that funders could do more to reject applications sooner,

preferably at stage 1. Having to wait months for a rejection was found to be especially frustrat-

ing if the decision came with no feedback.

I hadn’t thought about the timing but it would be really helpful if it’s a definite no, so for
example my colleague has just been rejected, her project wasn’t even sent out to peer review
and she waited four months to find that out. P17

Participants felt that having to update on progress too frequently via reports or oversight

meetings was time-consuming and resulted in repetition of information and frustration for

researchers. There was a sense from participants that annual reporting or biannual reporting is

more achievable and would potentially improve quality of information and have more value to

funders than more frequent (e.g., quarterly) progress updates.

Personally I find that at least for the work that we do 12 months is a little too frequent just
because things don’t change that quickly [. . .] and actually I think you get a better quality of
discussion if there’s something new to feedback and comment on. P2

It was suggested that moving to real-time reporting of outputs and data would reduce the

lag between the completion of research and reporting of results and would be “something that
actually shows real progress in a real time kind of way” (P26). Another alternative was to adjust

the reporting frequency as the project progresses, as researchers may need more support and

oversight at the beginning of a project. The need to keep reporting on a study long after it has

been completed was also mentioned as time-consuming and potentially wasteful if not much

has happened.

Whilst it was clear that participants understood the importance of monitoring and report-

ing, there was a desire to “not have to report things everywhere to everyone” (P1). Participants

felt that with many organisations requesting a lot of similar information, the online systems

used to collate this information should be interoperable, allowing for the information to be

easily shared across different systems.

..and what would be really nice is if there was some, heaven forbid, linkage in a system where
we’ve just submitted this to X, can you use this, rather than having to reinvent the wheel or to
rewrite it all again in a different format. P10

Moreover, participants reflected that online platforms were often cumbersome and not

user-friendly, “It’s a totally unusable system. It has been designed by somebody who does not
have the end user in mind. It’s huge, it’s not intuitive; [. . .]” (P1). Three main issues were raised
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for application platforms: formatting, registration and sign-off. Participants commented that

in some online platforms character limits differed to the MS Word document they were

drafted in, and formatting (bold, subheadings etc) also did not transfer, which meant re-writ-

ing already carefully written prose. Participants also commented that it could be difficult for

co-applicants to register, especially non-academics such as clinicians, public or patients, and

lead applicants often had to spend time assisting co-applicants with this. Similarly, some sys-

tems required sign off in a particular order or by every co-applicants which takes up time that

could be used more productively.

Implications for work-life balance

This theme captured some positive but mostly negative effects that the current research envi-

ronment had on researchers. Overall, participants felt that the UK research environment (all

participants were affiliated with UK organisations) fostered imbalances in wellbeing and

work-life activities. Participants reflected that many research activities are completed outside

of normal working hours and they described the processes of writing an application and

reporting as pressurised and emotionally draining, causing stress, anxiety and reduced morale.

I think we are all under a fair amount of pressure and we’re all used to it, [. . .] I accept that if
I’ve got a deadline in ten days for a straight to stage two, I’ll be working on that every evening
after I put the kids to bed and around when I’ve got them [. . .] you know, to try and hit dead-
lines and get stuff done. We were emailing at 11.30 on Friday night. It’s a lot of pressure. P23

Participants indicated that this was felt to be especially pronounced for lead applicants, who

often had disproportionate workloads compared to other co-applicants and early career

researchers who had more at stake than senior colleagues as “[. . .] a failed grant might hold
their career back for a few more years” (P8).

Then somebody in the group has to decide that they are willing to be the PI of that project, so
an awful lot of funding ideas just disappear because everybody is happy to be part of a project
but nobody is willing to lead it. I think the burdens of leading a project are massive! P27

Indeed, perceived inequalities in career stage, affiliation, and gender for example, were seen

as unfair and impacting on chances of success in research.

There was also a perception that some lead applicants spend more than their allotted time

percentage on a research project. This not only left them feeling like an administrator or man-

ager rather than a researcher, but participants commented that it resulted in a trojan horse

effect, whereby contributions of all applicants may not be accurately represented.

The lead applicant goes in around 10% and the co-apps at around 5%. And it doesn’t feel like
the co-apps do half the amount of work that the main app does, you know. P23

Participants reflected that writing applications was often conducted alongside their day jobs

(e.g. clinicians, lecturers) and so there was a constant juggle of tasks. Although completing

applications and reports was considered “part and parcel of the role” (P4), it was felt that insti-

tutions did not give adequate time or support to do this, and the time and effort required to

complete these was not always acknowledged or recognised, especially when allocating work-

load or when applications were unsuccessful.

Overall, participants’ despondence with the research environment in the UK was palpable.

They described how low success rates, strong competition between and within institutions,
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constant rejection and limited incentives made it difficult to persevere with a research career.

It was felt that many talented researchers are being lost post-training to better paid and more

reliable careers, for example the pharmaceutical industry. Although research organisations

(e.g. HEIs and NHS trusts) were seen as supportive of research, it was suggested that the UK

needs to invest more in talented early career researchers and provide a more attractive and

enabling research environment.

Addressing the need for better support and communication

Participants felt that organisational support and communication was received from HEIs,

NHS trusts, funders and other services such as the research design service or clinical trials

units. However, whilst participants felt that having a central administrative or professional ser-

vice support from HEIs was invaluable, it was clear that the level of support available was

dependent on the institution, department, and career stage or success. Furthermore, it was

suggested that central administrative or professional services themselves tended to be under-

resourced which led to inconsistency in support and effects on timelines.

There’s no consistency of people, and it just feels like you send emails and they go into a black
hole sometimes. P4

Most participants required, and received, support for costings and financial reconciliations,

as they felt they did not have the right expertise for this (especially for Schedule of Event Cost

Attribution Template (SoECAT) forms). They also reported needing support with understand-

ing requirements from certain funders or organisational policies, project management and

reporting requirements. For example, some participants described how they were unaware of

the reporting requirements of a funder until they were asked to report or unless they had been

successful previously.

Some participants indicated that application and reporting guidelines provided by funding

organisations were clear and helpful, however others felt uncertain about the content, detail

and structure required for different sections of applications or reports.

I think for some of the headings in an application form, I think a little bit more information about
what it is you’re meant to be putting into, you know, what type of content is needed, because some-
times the language is actually quite hard, you know, when you read it and you think, “I think I
know what this means,” and then you start writing and you think, “No, I don’t.” P16

Similarly, some participants indicated that more clarity was needed on funding organisa-

tion priorities, expectations for research applications, and how these affect decision making for

funding allocation..

As I said, from the funder, I think clearer guidelines about expectations and how things are
shortlisted. Because that’s where it’s a bit of a black box at the moment, for us. Which is why
we put in so much work to prepare for them. P5

Participants reported that it was helpful to have access to previously submitted applications

to get a sense of what to write and how to pitch ideas. This was suggested to be especially help-

ful for more junior applicants or when applying to a new funder. It was acknowledged that col-

leagues and collaborators tended to be generous in letting others read successful applications,

although it was noted that some researchers were more cautious about sharing unsuccessful

applications.
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A good peer support network was regarded as invaluable, with one interviewee comment-

ing, “the biggest support is peer-to-peer support” (P15). Having senior colleagues to act as men-

tors and advocates was suggested to be especially important for early career researchers

Yeah, so no, so you know, when you’ve got a great colleague, you receive a lot of wonderful
support, you know, work collaboratively, and that’s really good, and the other tension is when
somebody doesn’t, there’s a mismatch in expectations. P16

With respect to reporting, some participants were unsure how information in reports is

used. This was compounded by the fact they felt that they were not given meaningful feedback

following the submission of a report, so they did not know if it had been read or whether the

content was what was expected or valued. Participants indicated that they might tailor reports

or spend more time on reports if they knew the purpose for the information being requested.

It was acknowledged, however, that some funders were better than others at communicating

the purpose of the report and in providing feedback.

But I think the challenge is it’s not always clear how this information is being used, whether
it’s being used, which goes back to that point about can we do this in a way that allows people
to feel like the time that they’re spending on this stuff is actually well spent. P21

The importance of constructive feedback was also recognised as a way to improve applica-

tions and the overall quality of funded research, “If you want better applications you have to
provide feedback, there is no way around it” (P14). Participants commented that, although it

took time, it was valued to have an opportunity to clarify detail or queries in rebuttals; how-

ever, this was only considered helpful if the application has a real chance of being funded.

Feedback is really critical to working out what to do next time, whether that’s revamping the
same grants, whether it’s ditching it and doing something completely different. P15

Participants reported that communication with funders was seen as responsive and helpful,

especially responses to email queries. Furthermore, it was recognised that good communica-

tion is two-way and that it was important to notify funders about changes to funded research.

However, it was felt that funders do not always encourage onward dialogue and that some

interactions would be more beneficial if they were verbal discussions. For example, for advice

on remit and programme selection; for further clarification on feedback; to discuss changes

that need to be made and how this might affect delivery of the project; and when reporting,

both to update progress and get clarifications.

Participants also voiced the need for more understanding from the funder about the ten-

dency for research timelines and goals to drift, and to be more flexible with these. For example,

by acknowledging that unforeseen circumstances and delays in the funding process could alter

research milestones, but not affect the overall quality of the research.

. . .the milestones are the ones on the Gantt chart and comparing yourself to the wishful think-
ing you had at grant application stage to the reality that you face during the study is a soul-
consuming process really. It’s very hard. P12

Discussion

This study has provided insight and understanding into what researchers in the field of health

and social care perceive as effortful and burdensome in the end-to-end research process, from
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application through post award management including study set up, data collection and

reporting. Thematic analysis of interview data identified key areas in the research lifecycle that

consume researchers time and effort, and identified areas that were felt could improve

researcher experiences in the more immediate and longer term. For example, streamlining

and open communication. A summary table of considerations for funding organisations, HEIs

or others (e.g. other research organisations, regulators or researchers themselves) are provided

in the supporting information (see S3 Table).

In line with others, the findings from this study highlight the complexity between the

researcher, HEI and funder and shows that there is considerable researcher effort and burden

in the application, delivery and reporting stages of research. Whilst it was clear that some of

these activities are necessary–for instance, the time needed to develop a high-quality applica-

tion and conduct research–it was also clear that inefficient and ineffective processes are pro-

ducing and contributing to unnecessary researcher burden, research waste and negatively

affecting research culture (the expected behaviours, values and attitudes of research

communities).

The findings demonstrate that at the heart of many of the issues faced by researchers is that

of lack of financial resource for research and the research culture (e.g. expected behaviours)

that this generates. Value for money is an important consideration for funders, is included on

their assessment criteria for funding research and is often raised as an issue in feedback to

applicants (e.g., [22–24]). This study further highlighted that value for money is a high priority

for institutions too, with high overhead charges and need for returns on investment increasing

research costs or ruling out funding organisations who do not pay full economic costings. This

was described as prohibitive to some researchers applying, and ultimately they have to make

the decision as to whether they should cut costs and knowingly under-resource their projects

to make them appear viable and competitive or to not apply. Both of these options may have

significant implications for researchers both in terms of work-life balance and career progres-

sion. The process of reducing costs at the application stage also appears counterproductive as

findings indicated a perception that these costs were nearly always requested back further

down the line of a successful application. Whilst this claim needs further research to substanti-

ate it, if true it raises the question of how much time and effort is being used/wasted by

researchers and funders in these negotiations.

Lack of, or under resourcing of, true research costs were shown to have knock on effects to

the delivery and quality of the research (see also [13, 18]). For example, reducing the number

of researchers employed on the research or lack of job security for researchers may result in

too few staff available to conduct and deliver the research. Junior members of staff do not get

the valuable experience of finishing and writing up the research and the lead applicant has to

take on more responsibilities which have to be completed alongside other activities such as

teaching, mentoring and clinical roles. Consequently this exacerbates already stretched work-

loads and impacts on work-life balance and well-being, as many research activities are con-

ducted outside of normal working hours [10, 11, 13].

Taken together, these issues indicate a need for a better understanding of what value for

money in research really looks like in today’s society, and what the true costs of a research

study are, including pre-application (e.g., preliminary data collection) and reporting activities

that are completed outside of the funding window. This is in line with the recent Independent

Review of the UK’s Research, Development and Innovation Organisational Landscape [18] in

which it was recommended that proper ‘end to end’ funding is required to fully support

research activities. Similarly, the R&D People and Culture strategy [25] emphasises the need to

better understand the impacts of the approach to research funding as well as to invest in better

incentives to attract and retain researchers in the UK.
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The need for fewer but better proposals was raised and it was suggested that funders should

consider more carefully the quality of research they fund (i.e., ensure the research is methodo-

logically sound), as money invested into ‘bad’ research stops high quality work from being

funded, which ultimately leads to research waste [16, 26]. For example, Pirosca et al [26] esti-

mated that high bias due to poor research design accounted for research waste of 62% of ran-

domised clinical trials (from a sample of 1659). Accountability and best use of public spending

is especially important in the current cost of living crisis in the UK, and in light of governmen-

tal initiatives to reduce research bureaucracy and foster excellence in the UK research environ-

ment [14, 15, 18].

As described in the R&D People and Culture Strategy [25], it is important to have the right

people with the right skills in post. In line with this, one way to facilitate increasing the quality

of funded research would be for funders to invest in strengthening methodological expertise

on funding committees via training or recruitment of methodologists [26]. Another option

could be for funders to collaborate with research teams to help them revise research applica-

tions that they are interested in funding but need additional work.

Inefficient processes further add to research waste and the frustrations that many research-

ers experience. The need for transparency and streamlining are not new or surprising findings,

with many studies and reviews describing them as key concepts to be improved [15, 18, 22–24,

27] and ways in which they can be improved [3, 6, 24, 28–30]. For example, Fackrell et al [23]

described the need for transparency and clarity in feedback comments and decision-making as

the most reported theme exploring researchers’ perceptions of funding committee feedback.

These studies demonstrate there is a need for more explicit expectations and guidelines for

application and reporting content, as well as more constructive feedback and justification of

decisions and requests for information. Indeed, the importance of closing the feedback loop so

that researchers better understand why information is requested, whether they provided the

right information and how the information is being used was described as critical in facilitat-

ing researchers to improve the quality of the information they provide [3, 6, 27].

There is also a perception that many processes in the research pipeline have lost focus of the

science they are there to promote, and that the research sector has entered a self-perpetuating

state of information requests that are continually added too, with no review of relevance or

value [31]. For example, despite there being no substantial change in the law for clinical trials

since 2001, a perceived significant increase in administrative requirements for clinical research

has been reported [2]. Furthermore, a shift in administrative effort and burden within HEIs

has also been reported with automated reporting and compliance processes passed to the

researcher to complete [31]. Similar to other work [32], administration relating to the financial

management of research was reported to be particularly high due to the iteration and negotia-

tion that encompassed costs and lack of researcher expertise in this area. Guidance and sup-

port in this area were welcomed by most participants, in particular, the need and benefit of

institutional research and administrative support. However, support was again perceived to be

undermined by a lack of investment in centralised teams, which resulted in limited or incon-

sistent support that differed across institutions and departments.

A strength of this study is that the findings are interpretations from a dataset of rich, in-

depth interviews with researchers who have experience of applications and reporting from a

broad range of UK health and social care funding organisations and affiliated research organi-

sations. However, a limitation is that as the sample includes views of more senior, white and/

or British researchers, they may be open to bias. For example, senior researchers may have dif-

ferent views and experiences to those earlier in their career. The high proportion of senior

researchers and white and/or British researchers in our sample is in line with other studies

(e.g., [1]). Although this may be due to our sampling technique, it is likely this reflects the
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wider issue of diversity in health and social care research. This issue has been recognised and

the R&D People and Culture strategy [25] highlighted narrative CVs as an initiative to increase

diversity and inclusion in research. As such, many research organisations, including UK and

international research funders, have implemented or are piloting the use of narrative CVs in

the assessment of research funding and promotion [33, 34]. Furthermore, as our findings were

consistent across our participants, we think it unlikely that key themes would have been

extracted with a more diverse sample; however, future work should explore this further to

explicitly compare experiences and opinions across different participant groups.

In conclusion, this study highlighted that there are many areas along the research pathway

that are associated with tasks that take considerable time and effort, some of which are per-

ceived as unnecessary. Whilst researchers are not adverse to dedicating significant proportions

of their time to these tasks, this time and effort could be put to better use and encourage a

more enabling research environment. Better investment in research and the researchers who

design and complete these studies and improvements in transparency, streamlining and sup-

port could significantly reduce perceived unnecessary researcher burden. Although many con-

siderations to improve researcher experiences fall to the funder to instigate, collaborative

efforts between all stakeholders (research funders, HEIs, research organisations, regulators

and researchers) are required to ensure a more positive research culture can flourish, ulti-

mately improving the quality of research that is funded leading to better outcomes for patients

and public.
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