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Abstract  

Underrepresentation of Black researchers and academics is one of the most 

pressing issues in the UK Higher Education sector. The University of 

Warwick launched the Warwick PATHWAY Programme in November 2023 

to address this issue. The programme supports aspiring Black researchers 

in all disciplines from undergraduate to postdoctoral level to become 

independent researchers in universities and other organisations. We aim 

to create ‘a career pipeline that does not leak’ and a multi-level community 

of aspiring Black researchers, presenting a visible career pathway and 

support network. 
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Introduction 

Underrepresentation of Black researchers and academics is one of the 

most pressing issues in the UK Higher Education sector today. According 

to HESA data (HESA, 2024), 0.86% of UK Professors and 3% of all UK 

academics in 2022/23 were Black, compared with an 8.8% Black 

representation within the UK working-age population (GOV.UK, 2024) - 

the most severe underrepresentation by ethnic group. By comparison, 

Asian academics made up 7.6% of Professors and 11.7% of all UK 

academics in 2022/23, compared with 15.7% of the total working age UK 

population (representing the total of ‘Asian’, ‘Indian’, ‘Pakistani, 

Bangladeshi’ and ‘Asian other’ categories within the GOV.UK working age 

population data). Under-representation of Black academics is not just a 

problem highlighted in the UK, but is also well documented across 

universities in the USA (Allen et al., 2000). 

Historically, Black researchers have been underrepresented in academia 

as various systemic barriers are thought to impede their career 

progression (Ibid).  In recent years, several studies conducted across UK 

universities have revealed that ethnic minorities are underrepresented 

and face racism across all academic career stages, from PhD students to 

senior academic leaders (Arday 2018, 2020). For example, Black academics 

are frequently faced with microaggressions and an unfair scrutiny of their 

performance. Findings indicate that Black academics in UK universities 

experience injustice, and the problem is worse among non-British Black 

academics than British Black academics (Adisa et al., 2025). In particular, 

Black academics report that less qualified White persons are often 

selected for the positions they have applied to, contributing to unjust 

hiring and promotion processes. The experience of racism also differs 

across genders (Stockfelt, 2018; Blell et al., 2022). Anti-Black racism can 

lead to poorer mental health, exacerbated by the stigma surrounding 

mental health issues as a sign of weakness within their own community 

and within the White dominant professional community (Arday, 2021). To 

address these inequities, AdvanceHE’s (n.d.) Race Equality Charter was 

established in 2015 as a sector-led charter mark that UK higher education 

institutions voluntarily participate in to assess their context, identify 

priority issues, and design and implement actions to advance race 

equality. However, ethnic minority academics, including Black academics, 

remain sceptical as to whether such a policy tool can bring about 

substantive change (Bhopal & Piktin, 2020). 

In response, the University of Warwick has created a positive action 

programme, called the Warwick PATHWAY programme, to bring about 

real substantial improvement in Black representation at Warwick and 

beyond. Warwick’s mission is to solve the most profound intellectual 
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questions and most pressing societal challenges faced by Black academics. 

We need all talents to do so. The PATHWAY programme builds on existing 

initiatives at Warwick to create a coherent programme of support across 

all academic disciplines. 

Preventing Leaks in the Pipeline 

UK universities, charities and learned societies have established a variety 

of positive action programmes aimed at addressing this issue by providing 

funding for research opportunities to Black researchers. These initiatives 

vary in scope from undergraduates (e.g., ASPIRE programme at Sheffield 

Hallam University) (Awolowo et al., 2023) to faculty members (e.g., 

Wellcome Accelerator Awards) (Wellcome Trust, n.d.), and disciplines. 

The current landscape of programmes is fragmented, as individual 

schemes typically support only one research career stage. This makes it 

difficult to navigate support for Black researchers throughout their career 

journey across UK higher education.   

Consultation with Black researchers at Warwick, from undergraduate to 

senior academic levels, indicated that providing multi-level, sequential 

packages of financial support, networking and community-building could 

be important ways to counteract loss of talent at various stages in research 

career development. PATHWAY provides an opportunity to evaluate the 

effectiveness of offering multi-level support within a single institution in 

terms of stemming talent loss from the research career pipeline. 

A Brief History of the Warwick PATHWAY Programme 

Inspired by the Wellcome Sanger Institute’s Excellence Fellowship 

(Wellcome Sanger Institute, n.d.), Warwick’s Vice-Chancellor, Prof. Stuart 

Croft, tasked Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Research), Prof. Caroline Meyer, and 

(then) Academic Director for Research Culture, Prof. Sotaro Kita, in 2022 

with developing a positive action programme for Black researchers at 

Warwick.   

Kita consulted Black undergraduates, PhD students and academics, 

including a senior academic leader, Prof. Franklyn Lisk (then Academic 

Director for Africa), for their views on the key barriers to career 

development for Black researchers and potential interventions to support 

this. He then consulted with colleagues leading existing Warwick 

programmes and activities to support researcher career development to 

identify resources, frameworks and expertise which could support this. He 

also consulted the legal department to discuss legal implications and 

restrictions. By February 2023, the ‘Warwick PATHWAY programme’ was 

born.   
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On the 22nd of November 2023, we held a launch event for the 

programme, inviting Black alumni, current staff, and students to speak 

about the barriers they had faced and their hopes for the programme. One 

PhD alumnus cited a lack of funding continuity post-PhD as a key factor 

that contributed to their move away from an active research role, and into 

a research-related post supporting equity and diversity. They said they 

would have benefitted from an Early Career Fellowship to give them time 

to explore follow-on research funding opportunities.  

Another speaker – a Black undergraduate student who’d recently 

completed a summer research project – said that though they were keen 

to pursue a career in research, they previously had little understanding of 

what this would entail, but carrying out their project had helped to address 

this: 

I’ve always known I wanted to go into research since I was like, 17 – it 

was just trying to get to that pathway and knowing, for example, how 

do I work on an independent research project, how do I fit within the 

scientific community, how do I work within a lab. By doing the 

[undergraduate research project] I was able to attend lab meetings, see 

different kinds of students in their different career stages – if that was 

postdoctoral researchers, if that was PhD students or Masters students 

– I could talk to them, and that kind of collaboration was what I didn’t 

kind of understand. I thought a PhD was just kind of solo, you would just 

do it by yourself, but this project has kind of shown me it’s really 

collaborative and it’s just made me want to do research even more. 

(Undergraduate Student Speaker) 

The importance of access to information about research careers was 

emphasised by a Black Professor who had tried to encourage promising 

Black undergraduates to progress to a PhD: 

I had some brilliant undergraduates pass through me – brilliant, 

outstanding undergraduates with a high first [class degree] […] I tried 

to encourage them to pursue a research career. For one reason or 

another, they were not interested. These reasons stemmed from 

financial to “there are opportunities elsewhere”, “it’s a hard grind if you 

want to work your way through” and […], “how long will take for me to 

become a professor?” (Professorial Speaker) 

The Professor suggested that individual mentoring and sponsorship for 

Black students could prove critical to addressing such concerns, citing the 

example of having brokered an introduction to a supervisor for an aspiring 

Black PhD candidate who subsequently became a professor at Warwick 

within 12 years. 
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Opportunities to present and publish research at an undergraduate level, 

as well as opportunities to build networks with Black peers in relevant 

disciplines, were also cited as interventions which had helped speakers at 

the event to either consider or develop their research careers further. 

We recruited the first cohort (27 undergraduates, 3 PhDs and one Early 

Career Fellow) to the PATHWAY programme during the academic year 

2023-2024, with Victoria Strudwick leading on programme 

implementation since February 2024. In 2024, we established links for the 

programme beyond both the UK and academia. In May 2024, Strudwick 

secured support from Warwick and Stellenbosch University’s joint seed 

fund to establish collaboration between PATHWAY and Stellenbosch’s 

mid-career researcher support programme through joint online events, 

reciprocal mentoring, and mobility of participants. In 2025, we provided 

participants with opportunities to network with and hear about the 

careers of Black researchers working in different research settings, from 

the pharmaceutical industry to the University of Oxford. The programme 

has also established a collaboration with British Geological Survey in which 

has BGS provided funding (in addition to the Stellenbosch-Warwick seed 

fund) to enable a second PATHWAY PhD student to visit Stellenbosch in 

July 2025 and expand their research network beyond the UK. They will also 

share a report of their visit with BGS to inform the development of BGS’s 

own EDI strategies and activities. 

The PATHWAY Programme Structure 

The programme provides four distinct levels of financial support, 

supplemented by a wraparound programme of networking and 

community-building activities which is open to all programme participants, 

as follows: 

Undergraduate Research Support Scheme Awards (25 in 2023/24, 40 in 

2024/25): 

This provides bursaries of up to £1,500 each (University of Warwick, 

2025a) as a contribution towards living expenses and other associated 

costs for undergraduate students to carry out 6-to-8-week research 

projects in the summer, under the supervision of academic staff at 

Warwick. 

PhD studentships (up to three per academic year): 

The scheme provides both tuition fees at the relevant UK or International 

rate (University of Warwick, 2025b) and a stipend for living costs at 

standard UKRI rate (University of Warwick, 2025c) for 3.5 years. 
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Early Career Fellowships at Institute for Advanced Study (IAS) (two per 

academic year): 

This 9-month Fellowship (University of Warwick, 2025d) enables recent 

PhDs to undertake IAS’s Accolade academic career training programme 

(University of Warwick, 2025e) and develop publications and external 

fellowship applications built on the outputs of their PhD. The fellowship 

awards a stipend to cover half of the Fellow’s time - the other 50% of their 

time is free to undertake other work. The stipend is based on half of the 

standard UKRI Research Council PhD rate. In addition, Fellows receive 

£600 to support Fellowship-related activities (e.g., conference attendance, 

organising a workshop, dissemination activities), and have access to IAS’s 

facilities, library and IT services at Warwick. 

The Warwick PATHWAY career development grant for research fellows (up 

to five in 2024/25): 

This is for career development activities (e.g., training courses, 

networking, developing a fellowship application) for postdoctoral 

researchers (up to £2,000 per award) (University of Warwick, 2025f). 

Supervisors must provide a statement to the effect that the funding will 

be used exclusively for the awardee’s own career development. 

In addition to this financial support, we run an enrichment programme of 

group events and networking opportunities throughout the academic year 

for researchers in the above schemes, with the aim of building a sense of 

community among aspiring Black researchers at Warwick and providing 

visible role models in different research contexts. 

So far, the programme has included lunchtime talks from Black 

researchers at academic and non-academic research organisations about 

their research career journeys, and funded opportunities to participate in 

conferences for minoritised researchers. 

After initially experiencing low sign-up rates for the lunchtime talk series, 

we surveyed participants to identify more convenient scheduling options 

and to gather suggestions for speakers. Subsequently, our first speaker 

event in March 2025, which was promoted to both PATHWAY and non-

PATHWAY participants at Warwick, drew an audience of 13. Two 

PATHWAY participants (a PhD student and a postdoctoral researcher 

applied for and received £150 travel bursaries from the programme to 

attend the 9th Annual BME Early Career Researcher (ECR) Conference, 4 

July 2025 at University of Kent (Canterbury). 

The first PATHWAY cohort (entry in academic year 2023/24) comprised 27 

undergraduates (in addition to the 25 ringfenced bursaries, two further 

awards were made available to PATHWAY applicants from the main URSS 

scheme), three PhD students, one Early Career Fellow and four 
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Postdoctoral staff members. In March 2025, a further 42 undergraduate 

bursaries were awarded for projects to take place in summer 2025. 

Recruitment to the three PhD studentships for entry in October 2025/26 

is currently underway, and applications for the 25/26 Early Career 

Fellowships opened in May 2025. 

Evaluation of PATHWAY 

With our first cohort underway, social scientists within the Doctoral 

Education and Academic Research Centre at the University of Warwick 

started an evaluation of the programme in October 2025. The researchers 

are using a combination of qualitative and quantitative research methods 

to evaluate its effectiveness, involving both PATHWAY participants and 

those involved with developing and delivering the programme. The 

outcomes of the evaluation will be shared with the rest of the sector at the 

International Research Culture Conference, either in 2025 or 2026. 

Conclusions and Future Directions 

The Warwick PATHWAY programme was established to address under-

representation of Black academics in UK universities and other research 

institutions (Adisa et al., 2025). The PATHWAY programme is a positive 

action intervention that provides opportunities for Black students and 

researchers to engage in research and build their careers in research. This 

should partly address the cynicism expressed by Black academics that real 

substantive progress has not been made despite the gradual adoption of 

policy tools such as Race Equality Chartermark by UK Universities (Bhophal 

& Piktin, 2020). The PATHWAY programme provides opportunities 

regardless of nationality and residence status, which is important given 

that non-British Black academics report a stronger sense of racial injustice 

than British Black academics (Adisa, et al., 2025). This programme, in the 

long run, should contribute to reducing underrepresentation of Black 

scholars among senior academic leaders in the UK (Arday, 2018). 

There are several issues to which the Warwick PATHWAY programme 

needs to pay attention as it develops. We need to avoid tokenism for Black 

researchers supported by the programme and unfair burden on Black 

researchers to support the scheme (Adisa, et al., 2025). We also need to 

create a safe and welcoming community of aspiring Black students and 

researchers, without isolating them from a larger research community. 

We plan to extend the spirit of the PATHWAY programme beyond Warwick 

by linking similar programmes across the UK to share best practice, 

creating a holistic UK-wide career pathway. We will also make a national 

career pathway more visible by co-creating a database of similar positive 

action programmes in other UK institutions. We hope to work in 
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collaboration with other institutions working in this space to secure 

funding to evaluate the effectiveness of this network in tackling the 

underrepresentation of Black researchers in UK Higher Education. This will 

contribute to the evidence base for best practice in positive action 

interventions. 
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