
Who performs R&D in Scotland?

Research and innovation in Scotland

Scientific research and innovation drive the economy, create 
jobs and enrich and advance our society. In recognition of 
this, there is broad consensus across the political spectrum  
to increase total investment in UK research and development 
(R&D). The UK government has committed to ensure that 
total investment in UK R&D reaches 2.4% of UK GDP by 2027. 
The Royal Society is calling for investment in R&D to reach 
3% of GDP by 2030. To achieve this, the UK must create a 
vibrant environment that fosters and encourages research 

and innovation across public services, universities, colleges 
and business, as well as attracting global investment. But 
what does delivering this target look like for Scotland?  
 
This document provides an insight into the current 
research and innovation landscape in Scotland to inform 
discussions over how people across Scotland can have 
the opportunity to contribute to and share the benefits  
of R&D investment in the UK.

How much is spent on R&D activity in Scotland? 
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R&D spend in Scotland1.

8.2% of the UK’s population  
is based in Scotland2. 

Percentage distribution of R&D spend in Scotland and UK wide3.
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35,560 workplaces  
in the science and 
technology sector5 

19 universities6 

27 colleges7 

Map of R&D activity in Scotland4.

Where does R&D take place in Scotland?

FIGURE 3
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FIGURE 4

How is R&D in Scotland funded and supported?

R&D is funded and supported in many different ways. This includes direct investment from public, private, charitable  
and overseas sources, as well as indirect measures that encourage further private investment such as R&D tax credits.
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Research councils16  
Awards started in 2018
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The Royal Society18 
2019 – 2020
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share

£6.3 million

FIGURE 5

How much did each of the research councils invest in Scotland in 2018?19

Examples of R&D funders in Scotland.

To
ta

l v
al

ue
 o

f g
ra

nt
s 

aw
ar

de
d 

to
 

Sc
ot

la
nd

 fr
om

 e
ac

h 
re

se
ar

ch
 c

ou
nc

il 
in

 2
0

18
 (£

 m
ill

io
n)

%
 o

f f
un

di
ng

 a
w

ar
de

d 
to

 
Sc

ot
la

nd
 fr

om
 e

ac
h 

re
se

ar
ch

 
co

un
ci

l i
n 

20
18

£17m

£39m

£17.3m

£133m

12%

Engineering and 
Physical Sciences 
Research Council

Arts and 
Humanities 
Research 
Council 

Natural 
Environment 

Research 
Council

Biotechnology and 
Biological Sciences 
Research Council

Economic 
and Social 
Research 
Council

Science and 
Technology 

Facilities 
Council

Medical 
Research 
Council

0

20

10

30

40

50

60

70

90

100

110

120

130

80

0%

8%

10%

4%

6%

2%

12%

14%

16%

18%

20%

22%

24%
26%

13%
12%

11%

16%

7%

£15.8m
£21.6m

11%

£34.2m

RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SCOTLAND – MAY 2021	 3



FIGURE 6

A snapshot of Highers being taken in Scotland20.

There is no R&D without people

A thriving R&D environment in Scotland requires a talented workforce to perform research and young people  
in the pipeline who are equipped with the skills they will need in the future economy.

FIGURE 7

What are undergraduates studying at Scottish universities?21 

KEY

Students in Scotland

* This number does not include students studying at the Open University who are based in Scotland.

Note: There is no single official definition of which subjects make up the categories of ‘STEM’ (science, technology, engineering and maths), ‘arts and 
humanities’, or ‘social sciences’. The HESA science grouping includes subjects like medicine, nursing and agriculture that may not be included in other 
definitions of STEM. For the purpose of this analysis, ‘social sciences’ includes HESA subject codes B and C, and ‘arts and humanities’ includes subject 
codes F, G and H (https://www.hesa.ac.uk/support/documentation/jacs/ hesa-codes).
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FIGURE 8

How many people are employed in R&D in Scotland?

Scottish companies had 15,000 staff 
employed in R&D in 201822.

Scotland had 15,425  
research staff employed in  
its universities in 2018/1923.

RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SCOTLAND – MAY 2021	 4



FIGURE 9

Top 5 collaborator countries24.
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FIGURE 10

Share of publications with international collaboration 2012 – 201625.
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Research and innovation is international 

Scotland’s international collaboration has a slightly higher impact than the UK average. 

Find out more

Investing in UK R&D
Explore research and innovation in 
other areas of the UK and read our 
briefings on R&D investment in the UK 
produced together with the other UK 
National Academies. Find out more on 
royalsociety.org/uk-research-and-
innovation

Industry programme
The Royal Society’s Science and 
Industry programme connects industry 
with the Society and promotes the 
value of science to the economy by 
bringing together industry, academia 
and government. Find out more on 
royalsociety.org/industry

Promoting excellence in science
We promote excellence in science and 
support international collaborations by 
funding research in the life and physical 
sciences, including engineering, in the 
UK and internationally. Find out more 
about our grants programmes on 
royalsociety.org/grants
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