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Foreword

Foreword

If the UK wants to be a world leader in science 
and technology, it needs to be world-leading in 
its approach to researcher mobility. This is not 
the case currently and it comes at great cost.

In 2019, the Royal Society showed that the UK 
had the highest upfront immigration charges 
for international researchers of any leading 
science nation. The gap with other countries 
has since increased. 

How the UK manages short-term scientific 
exchanges matters too. Researchers move 
frequently back and forth across borders to 
collaborate and share ideas. This dynamism 
drives innovation, keeps science at the 
cutting edge, and ensures that the benefits of 
research feed downstream into society.

This report looks at the UK’s visitor visa 
arrangements for individuals who attend 
conferences and other short stay scientific 
engagements. It finds a system characterised 
by opaque processes, hidden costs, absent 
communication, and refusals that are 
skewed against applicants from emerging 
science nations. 

Putting up barriers to researcher mobility 
harms the UK. In a competitive global 
environment, countries that engage 
international talent will advance more quickly 
on discoveries and innovations and win a 
disproportionate share of the economic and 
societal benefits than those which isolate their 
scientists. 

The opportunity is there for the UK to get 
ahead on researcher mobility. We just need  
to take it.

Sir Adrian Smith,  
President of the Royal Society
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Executive summary

Executive summary 

Short-term researcher mobility enables 
international collaboration and increases the 
impact and reach of scientific discoveries 
and innovations. 

Making the UK a top global hub for 
conferences and other research-related visits 
supports government policy on attracting 
science and technology talent to the UK. It 
also comes with economic and soft power 
advantages which extend beyond science.

This report analyses the UK’s visitor visa 
arrangements for international researchers. 
Drawing on data from UK and international 
sources and a series of stakeholder interviews, 
it finds barriers and inefficiencies with the 
current system which cast doubt on its 
effectiveness. The recommendations – on 
the next page – are aimed at improving 
the experience for hosts and visitors while 
maintaining UK border security.

Findings
•	 The application process for UK visitor 

visas is bureaucratic and unwieldy. Official 
information on GOV.UK confuses applicants 
to the extent that host institutions routinely 
produce their own guidance and are 
required to provide dedicated assistance 
to those applying. Depending on individual 
circumstances, options to communicate 
with the Home Office and UK Visas and 
Immigration (UKVI) are either inadequate 
or non-existent. 

•	 The UK’s service standard for visitor visas 
(15 working days) is in line with other science 
nations. While the standard is mostly met, 
delays in securing biometric appointments 
and acquiring Academic Technology 
Approval Scheme (ATAS) certification means 
the end-to-end process is often much longer. 
Applicants regularly require several months’ 
notice to ensure their visa is processed in 
time and this has led to missed opportunities 
to exchange knowledge with UK researchers 
through conferences and collaborations. 

•	 The UK has one of the highest visa refusal 
rates of the countries analysed in this report, 
and refusals are skewed towards applicants 
from the Global South. UK hosts have such 
difficulty in inviting researchers from low- and 
middle-income countries (LMICs) in Africa 
that they ask individuals to submit additional 
non-mandatory documentation in the hope it 
will facilitate a positive verdict.

•	 There is a widely shared perception that 
visitor visa refusals are made for arbitrary or 
at least poorly justified reasons. 

•	 Poor experiences with UKVI dampen 
demand to host collaborations in the UK, 
with some scientists reporting that they 
actively look to chair conferences abroad, 
resulting in a loss to the UK.

•	 Although the visitor visa application 
cost of £100 is consistent with other 
countries, it does not reflect the hidden 
costs of international travel for biometric 
appointments, cancelled flights following 
delayed or refused applications, or 
hiring designated administrative staff to 
facilitate applications.

http://GOV.UK
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   RECOMMENDATIONS

Recommendations 

Based on data compiled from official sources and feedback from stakeholder interviews, the 
report makes the following recommendations aimed at improving the experience of researchers 
visiting the UK and their hosts without compromising on border security.

1	 Barbara Bryant, ‘How To Advance Open International Scientific Exchange’, PLOS Computational Biology 4, no. 6 (27 
June 2008): e1000097, https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pcbi.1000097.

2	 ‘UK Innovation Strategy: Leading the Future by Creating It’, GOV.UK, accessed 9 June 
2023, https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-innovation-strategy-leading-the-future-by-creating-it.

RECOMMENDATION 1

Greater transparency around 
processing times

The Home Office and UKVI should provide 
accurate and regularly updated information 
on visa processing times which will enable 
hosts and visitors to better plan and avoid 
disappointment. The 15-day service standard 
is perceived to be misleading and offers little 
indication as to how long a decision will take 
in practice. Seasonal fluctuations and backlogs 
in biometric appointments can result in the 
process taking significantly longer from start 
to finish.

RECOMMENDATION 2

Better, more open communication 

The Home Office and UKVI should be better 
resourced to communicate effectively with 
applicants. It should be possible to receive 
answers to queries and status updates 
regardless of the end decision. Hosts and 
applicants are often reliant on personal 
contacts in embassies or the Home Office 
to expedite applications, but this is not a 
service which is open to all.

RECOMMENDATION 3

Establish a short-term mobility 
equivalent of the UK Global 
Talent visa

The introduction of the Global Talent visa 
in 2020 has widened the pool of overseas 
researchers eligible for a flexible, fast-
track work visa with fewer restrictions and 
costs than other immigration categories. 
The logic of attracting globally mobile 
talent to the UK should also apply to short-
term mobility. As visa arrangements are 
almost always reciprocal1, improving the 
attractiveness of the UK visa offer will have 
the added benefit of facilitating the mobility 
of UK-based researchers. A new route for 
visiting researchers, or reform to existing 
provision, should consider the specific nature 
and purposes of researcher mobility and 
balance of risk when it comes to individuals 
overstaying. It should also resolve some of 
the geographical discrepancies in refusals 
outlined in this report. A visa route that 
encourages consideration of the scientific 
legitimacy and value of the proposed visits 
will realise the government’s stated ambition 
of a “merit-based system rather than one 
based on country of origin” 2.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pcbi.1000097
http://GOV.UK
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-innovation-strategy-leading-the-future-by-creating-it
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Introduction

3	 APPG Africa, ‘Visa Problems for African Visitors to the UK: A Joint All-Party Parliamentary Group Report 
by the APPG for Africa, the APPG for Diaspora, Development & Migration and the APPG for Malawi’, 
2019, https://royalafricansociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/ 
APPG-Report-on-Visa-problems-for-African-visitors-to-the-UK_v1.58web.pdf.

4	 ‘The UK Events Report.’, 2020,  
https://ukevents.org.uk/research-and-publications/research-directory/1534-the-uk-events-report-full-report-1.

5	 Shina Li et al., The Economic Impact of the UK Meeting & Event Industry (Commissioned by Meeting Professionals 
International Foundation), 2013.

6	 Ursula Kelly, Richard Marsh, and Iain McNicoll, ‘The Impact of Supranational Conferences on Their Host Economies: 
The Case of Glasgow, Scotland’, n.d.

Background 
International collaboration forms the bedrock 
of science and is enabled by researchers 
moving between countries and establishing 
networks and contacts. 

The global diffusion of people and ideas 
is critical not just for knowledge exchange 
but for extending the impact and reach of 
scientific discoveries and innovations. That 
in turn translates into advances in economic 
performance, the health and security of people 
and the planet, and our resilience to national 
and global shocks. 

In the UK, much of the policy debate around 
researcher mobility concerns international 
students and immigration for skilled work. In 
contrast, arrangements for short-term visits 
– encompassing conferences, brief research 
collaborations, guest speaker invitations, 
etc. – receive relatively little attention from 
policymakers, even though reports of 
visa delays and refusals in the media and 
elsewhere have long existed3. There are, 
however, significant benefits borne from 
researchers visiting the UK for short periods 
which go beyond science and are worthy of 
serious policy attention. 

Being the host nation has soft power 
advantages in terms of showcasing UK assets 
and demonstrating global leadership in 
support of environmental, security and foreign 
policy objectives. There are also economic 
benefits. Analysis of the UK’s events industry 
shows that business events are worth over £31 
billion, with conferences and meetings alone 
contributing over £18 billion and attracting 
over 95 million delegates4. Research-
performing organisations (RPOs) are a popular 
venue for hosts5. In a separate analysis of 
supranational conferences in Glasgow in 2018, 
41 out of 44 involved scientific, research or 
practitioner specialists. In total, these events 
made a contribution of £40 million to the 
local economy6.

https://royalafricansociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/
https://ukevents.org.uk/research-and-publications/research-directory/1534-the-uk-events-report-full-report-1
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Introduction

BOX 1

 

Researcher mobility and UK politics

The UK government has stated its ambition to increase public and private investment in 
research and development (R&D) and make the UK a “science and technology superpower”. 
A core part of this will be establishing “competitive advantage in attracting international talent 
to the UK”7. To facilitate longer-term immigration for skilled work, in 2020, the government 
introduced the Global Talent visa and an Office for Talent within Downing Street and the 
Cabinet Office to reduce mobility barriers for researchers and innovators8. It has also launched 
a science and technology-themed talent initiative as part of the GREAT campaign and 
continued to relax visa rules for high potential individuals and globally mobile businesses. 

The importance of researcher mobility was acknowledged in the government’s Innovation 
Strategy and R&D People and Culture Strategy published in 20219. More recently, the Minister 
for Science, Innovation and Technology has written of the need to ensure that “our visa 
and mobility system enables talented individuals and teams to come to the UK... ease of 
international mobility is key”10. The case for enabling researcher mobility is also recognised 
by opposition parties. In 2019, for instance, Labour’s current shadow science spokesperson 
led an all-party parliamentary group investigation on visitor visa refusals among African 
academics11.

While shorter-term researcher mobility has attracted less policy attention, in the 2023 Spring 
Budget, the government committed to reviewing “existing rules for visitors to the UK with a 
view to ensuring that our system contributes to securing the UK border whilst at the same time 
supports and encourages economic growth”12. 

7	 ‘UK Science and Technology Framework’, GOV.UK, accessed 9 June 
2023, https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-science-and-technology-framework.

8	 ‘Global Talent Visa | Royal Society’, accessed 9 June 2023, https://royalsociety.org/grants-schemes-awards/ 
global-talent-visa/; ‘Government Fires up R&D across the Country to Cement the UK as Science Superpower’, GOV.
UK, accessed 9 June 2023, https://www.gov.uk/government/news/ 
government-fires-up-rd-across-the-country-to-cement-the-uk-as-science-superpower.

9	 ‘Research and Development (R&D) People and Culture Strategy’, GOV.UK, accessed 9 June 
2023, https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/research-and-development-rd-people-and-culture-strategy.

10	 ‘Research and Innovation (R&I) Workforce Survey Report, 2022’, GOV.UK, accessed 9 June 
2023, https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/research-and-innovation-ri-workforce-survey-report-2022.

11	 APPG Africa, ‘Visa Problems for African Visitors to the UK: A Joint All-Party Parliamentary Group Report by the APPG 
for Africa, the APPG for Diaspora, Development & Migration and the APPG for Malawi’.

12	 ‘Spring Budget 2023 – GOV.UK’, 9 June 2023, https://www.gov.uk/government/topical-events/spring-budget-2023.

http://GOV.UK
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-science-and-technology-framework
https://royalsociety.org/grants-schemes-awards/
http://GOV.UK
http://GOV.UK
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/
http://GOV.UK
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/research-and-development-rd-people-and-culture-strategy
http://GOV.UK
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/research-and-innovation-ri-workforce-survey-report-2022
http://GOV.UK
https://www.gov.uk/government/topical-events/spring-budget-2023
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Beyond yielding economic benefits, 
conferences are a tried and tested means of 
addressing challenges at the cutting edge of 
science and technology. Several econometric 
assessments have shown that attending 
conferences increases research collaborations 
with other attendees, and that papers 
resulting from such collaborations achieve 
higher impact by attracting more citations13. 
One study concluded that conferences 
bring “collaborative and spillover benefits 
qualitatively similar to those generated by 
permanent colocation (ie being in the same 
city, department, laboratory)”14. In-person 
events are also essential for networking and 
exchanging knowledge among research 
and innovation professionals, especially 
early career researchers (ECRs) who tend 
to be more globally mobile. In a survey of 
German ECRs who attended an international 
conference, 69.5% of doctoral students and 
72.1% of postdoctoral researchers indicated 
that they had acquired new knowledge from 
scientific papers or unpublished manuscripts15. 
ECRs also benefit from job offers from 
interactions with visiting researchers. 
Although conferences are mostly hosted by 
RPOs, participation is much broader than 
this, spanning industry, government and civil 
society, all of which benefit in different ways. 

13	 Raquel Campos, Fernanda Leon, and Ben McQuillin, ‘Lost In the Storm: The Academic Collaborations That Went 
Missing In Hurricane Issac’, The Economic Journal 128, no. 610 (1 May 2018): 995–1018, https://doi.org/10.1111/
ecoj.12566; Sen Chai and Richard B. Freeman, ‘Temporary Colocation and Collaborative Discovery:  
Who Confers at Conferences’, Strategic Management Journal 40, no. 13 (1 December 2019): 2138–64.

14	 Chai and Freeman, ‘Temporary Colocation and Collaborative Discovery’.

15	 Kalle Hauss, ‘What Are the Social and Scientific Benefits of Participating at Academic Conferences?  
Insights from a Survey among Doctoral Students and Postdocs in Germany’, Research Evaluation, 27 August 2020, 
rvaa018, https://doi.org/10.1093/reseval/rvaa018.

16	 Paul Adepoju, ‘African Coronavirus Surveillance Network Provides Early Warning for World’, Nature Biotechnology 40, 
no. 2 (20 January 2022): 147–48, https://doi.org/10.1038/d41587-022-00003-3.

17	 ‘Meet the 19-Year-Old Tech Genius Coding at Ethiopia’s First AI Lab | CNN’, accessed 9 June 
2023, https://edition.cnn.com/2018/10/11/africa/ethiopian-ai-tech-coder-betelhem-dessie/index.html.

For the pharmaceutical industry and other 
research-intensive sectors, for example, 
conferences strengthen engagement at the 
interface with academia and provide a safe 
space for discussing early-stage innovations 
and pre-competitive partnerships. 

The UK benefits from short-term visits of 
scientists from both advanced economies 
and emerging science nations. As well as 
being important from an equity standpoint, 
facilitating collaboration and mobility for 
partners in the Global South is key to tackling 
international challenges. The Network for 
Genomic Surveillance in South Africa, for 
example, played an essential role in identifying 
novel COVID-19 variants and alerting other 
countries16, and the ability to learn from and 
collaborate with networks like this will be just 
as critical in addressing future disease threats. 
Furthermore, countries such as Kenya and 
Ethiopia, have increasingly important start-up 
hubs, artificial intelligence ecosystems, and 
robotics laboratories17. Promoting scientific 
mobility of researchers working in these 
emerging centres of excellence will advantage 
the UK and other advanced science nations.

https://doi.org/10.1111/ecoj.12566
https://doi.org/10.1111/ecoj.12566
https://doi.org/10.1093/reseval/rvaa018
https://doi.org/10.1038/d41587-022-00003-3
https://edition.cnn.com/2018/10/11/africa/ethiopian-ai-tech-coder-betelhem-dessie/index.html


10	 THE BORDERS OF SCIENCE

Introduction

Mobility restrictions associated with COVID-19 
have brought into focus the environmental 
benefits of minimising in-person contact, 
and there is some evidence that online 
conferences also improve accessibility and 
equality and diversity18. While these are 
important considerations, video conferencing 
tools have not evolved to the extent that they 
directly replicate the advantages of physical 
attendance. Researchers interviewed as part 
of this project stated the necessity of in-person 
conferences, even if occurring less frequently. 
Several reported difficulties in communicating 
their work via Zoom and other platforms and 
judged that they missed out on the essential 
networking and learning opportunities 
associated with attending an event in person.  
In situations where researchers require  
physical access to specific instruments or 
facilities outside their home country, there  
is no alternative to international travel.

Methodology
The Royal Society has previously shown 
that the UK is outperformed by comparator 
countries on the costs of work and study 
visas19. To understand the picture for short-
term mobility arrangements, the Royal Society 
in collaboration with the international law firm, 
Fragomen LLP, conducted an analysis of short-
term visa costs and processes in the UK and 
other leading science nations. The research 
used a mixed methods approach consisting 
of four overlapping strands:

18	 Camila R. Guetter et al., ‘In-Person vs. Virtual Conferences: Lessons Learned and How to Take Advantage of the 
Best of Both Worlds’, American Journal of Surgery 224, no. 5 (November 2022): 1334–36, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
amjsurg.2022.07.016; Sarvenaz Sarabipour, ‘Virtual Conferences Raise Standards for Accessibility and Interactions’, 
ELife 9 (4 November 2020): e62668, https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.62668.

19	 ‘UK Science and Immigration: Why the UK Needs an Internationally Competitive Visa Offer | Royal Society’,  
accessed 15 May 2023, https://royalsociety.org/topics-policy/publications/2019/ 
uk-science-and-immigration-why-the-uk-needs-an-internationally-competitive-visa-offer/.

20	 Nature Index 2022. https://www.nature.com/nature-index/annual-tables/2022/country/all/all.

1. �International comparison of short-term visas
Through a combination of desk research 
and practical experience of visa applications 
in more than 170 countries, Fragomen 
LLP collated data around the process for 
visiting leading science nations for events, 
conferences, and other short-term business-
related activities. The research covered 
the following 17 leading science nations, as 
defined by the Nature Index 202220: 

•	 Australia •	 Netherlands

•	 Canada •	 Singapore

•	 China •	 South Korea

•	 France •	 Spain

•	 Germany •	 Sweden

•	 India •	 Switzerland

•	 Israel •	 UK

•	 Italy •	 USA

•	 Japan

Information was gathered on the availability 
and operation of visitor routes, including 
those comparable to the UK’s Standard Visitor 
visa, and on the cost and the time taken to 
complete an application. All data used in this 
analysis is accurate as of May 2023.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amjsurg.2022.07.016
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amjsurg.2022.07.016
https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.62668
https://royalsociety.org/topics-policy/publications/2019/
https://www.nature.com/nature-index/annual-tables/2022/country/all/all
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2. Analysis of Home Office data
The Home Office has many immigration 
datasets available for public use, making 
it more transparent than many nations for 
immigration data. 

To understand patterns in the volume of 
applications, refusal rates and time taken to 
process Standard Visitor visas in the UK, the 
Society analysed two of the publicly available 
Home Office datasets: 
•	 Entry clearance visas granted outside the 

UK. This dataset includes entry clearance 
visa applications by nationality and visa type 
and includes outcomes of visa applications. 
The analysis focused on the Standard Visitor 
visa applications for all visit purposes (not 
just for research) for the 10-year period from 
2012 to 2022. 

•	 Visas and citizenship data. This includes the 
percentage of applications processed within 
the service standards from Q2 2019 to Q3 
2021 (when the dataset was discontinued), 
and the analysis was focused on the 
Standard Visitor visa applications for all 
visit purposes.

Both datasets cover periods of time during 
the pandemic when travel restrictions were 
in place and there was a substantial drop 
in visitors to the UK. As such, the trends 
shown during this period may not represent 
the typical visitor visa experience outside 
the pandemic.

Additional detail on the data used is in 
Appendix 3. No further breakdowns or 
extensions of the datasets are available21.

21	 Parliamentary questions UIN 172497 and UIN 172498, tabled on 23 March 2023.  
Available from: https://members.parliament.uk/member/4656/writtenquestions (accessed 19 March 2023).

3. Semi structured interviews
To understand qualitative perceptions of the UK 
visa system, the Society completed interviews 
with international scientists, conference 
organisers, and UK immigration experts. 
These stakeholders have extensive direct 
experience of navigating short-term visas, 
and the interviews were designed to capture 
their expertise and views on the strengths 
and weaknesses of UK arrangements. The 
interviews followed a semi-structured format, 
with questions covering visa processes, 
experiences of delays and refusals, and 
suggested recommendations for improvements. 
In addition, a small sample of Future Leaders – 
African Independent Research (FLAIR) fellows 
visiting the UK for a Royal Society event in 
February 2023 responded to a short survey 
around their visa experience.

4. Focused desk research
Finally, the Society conducted a non-structured 
review of literature to further understand 
the global visitor immigration system, and to 
gather information on the value of holding  
in-person events. 

Structure of the report
Chapter one briefly introduces visa options for 
short-term travel to the UK, before outlining 
some of the common issues encountered in 
applying for a visa. Chapter two analyses the 
timeliness of visa issuance in the UK, and how 
the UK compares internationally in this respect. 
Chapter three details the nature and impact of 
visa rejections, again providing international 
context. Chapter four then shows how the cost 
of UK visitor visas compares to other leading 
science nations.

https://members.parliament.uk/member/4656/writtenquestions
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Chapter one

Background to short-term visas 

22	 See Appendix 1 for full list of non-visa nationals.

23	 NB all costs are correct as of May 2023

24	 ‘Visit the UK as a Standard Visitor’, GOV.UK, accessed 25 April 2023,  
https://www.gov.uk/standard-visitor/visit-as-an-academic.

25	 ‘Visit the UK for a Permitted Paid Engagement’, GOV.UK, accessed 25 April 2023,  
https://www.gov.uk/permitted-paid-engagement-visitor.

26	 ‘Government Authorised Exchange Visa (Temporary Work)’, GOV.UK, accessed 25 April 2023,  
https://www.gov.uk/government-authorised-exchange.

To attend a conference, meeting or other 
short-term engagement in the UK, a Standard 
Visitor visa may be required. For some 
nationalities, such as the USA, European 
Union (EU) and several others22, the UK offers 
a visa waiver, meaning they need not apply 
for unpaid, short-term visits. A reciprocal 
arrangement also exists with many countries, 
including the EU which allows visa-less 
entry for up to six months at a time. Figure 
1 shows that India accounts for the most 
visitor visa applications to the UK, with other 
Commonwealth nations, Nigeria and Pakistan, 
in second and third place respectively.

A Standard Visitor visa in the UK costs £100 
and has a six-month validity23, with the option 
to extend for a further six-months for £1,000 
under certain circumstances, including for 
eligible academics24. As it is the most popular 
route for short-term scientific engagements, 
the processes and costs surrounding the 
Standard Visitor visa are the main focus of this 
report. There are however several other short-
term visa options:

•	 The Academic Visitor visa, which is a sub-
category of the Standard Visitor visa. This 
enables academics to apply for a 12-month 
visit, and costs £200.

•	 Permitted Paid Engagement Visitor visa25. 
This route enables individuals to visit the UK 
for a paid engagement as an expert if invited 
by a UK-based organisation or client for up 
to one month, and costs £100. This is often 
used by RPOs to pay for a guest speaker or 
external examiner.

•	 Temporary Work – Government Authorised 
Exchange26. This enables RPOs to invite 
international scientists to complete a longer, 
formal research project or collaboration. 
The application costs £259 to complete and 
some nationalities are also required to pay 
the UK immigration health surcharge. 

While these are separate visa categories, much 
of the discussion and policy issues surrounding 
the visitor visa are generally cross-applicable. 
There are, however, some important exceptions. 
For example, the Standard Visitor visa unlike 
other routes does not require a formal 
Academic Technology Approval Scheme (ATAS) 
certificate. This is required for researchers of 
certain nationalities coming to the UK to work in 
areas deemed sensitive.

http://GOV.UK
https://www.gov.uk/standard-visitor/visit-as-an-academic
http://GOV.UK
https://www.gov.uk/permitted-paid-engagement-visitor
http://GOV.UK
https://www.gov.uk/government-authorised-exchange
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FIGURE 1 

UK Standard Visitor visa applications – top 20 nationalities by volume, 2022.
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FIGURE 2

The application process  
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Wait for visa 
application to  
be processed.

The waiting time 
service standard 
depends on the 
priority of the 
application, which 
can be upgraded at 
a cost. The current 
service standards are:
•	 Standard – 15 

working days

•	 Priority – 5 working 
days

•	 Super priority – next 
working day

The visa is  
either granted 
or refused.

The Standard Visitor 
visa has validity of 
6 months, provided 
the visa holder only 
partakes in permitted 
activities whilst in the 
UK, otherwise the  
visa is invalid.

Among those interviewed for this report, there 
was concern that the application process for a 
visitor visa described in Figure 2 was neither 
clear nor user-friendly. Several interviewees 
said that the website was inaccessible, 
and one complained that the UKVI website 
was confusing, circular, and had out of date 
documentation27. One university Immigration 
Compliance Officer commented that “if we 

27	 INT02

28	 INT10

29	 INT05

can help it, we would never direct people to 
the website” and said they produced bespoke 
advice and guidance for applicants as 
standard28. This was also the case with other 
interviewees. One Indian scientist applying for 
a visitor visa without host support described 
the experience as “harrowing” and said they 
“dreaded” applying again29. Experiences 
are not universally negative, however. 
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From the small sample of FLAIR Fellows invited 
to a Royal Society event in February 2023, 
most were satisfied with the process30.

A lack of opportunities to communicate with 
UKVI increases negative experiences of the 
application process. Applicants and hosts 
said they have been unable to find a webchat 
or phone number to speak to a visa official 
to clarify issues, resulting in confusion and a 
more time-consuming process overall31. This 
experience compares unfavourably with the 
visa application process in France, which 
allows applicants to phone an official and ask 
questions. The opportunity afforded by UKVI 
to raise a query online for £2.7432 is perceived 
to be unsatisfactory, as it offers automated 
replies and no guarantee that concerns will 
be resolved.

Beyond paying for the ‘premium service’, 
an optional product which costs universities 
£8,000 a year, and large to medium-sized 
organisations £25,00033, there is thought to 
be no effective means of contacting UKVI 
regarding an application. A HR manager at a 
UK university with expertise in immigration, 
said “applicants are unlikely to receive a 
prompt reply to their enquires” from the 
standard helpdesk34, while one other university 
Immigration Compliance Officer commented 
“really it should just be called customer 
service, because if we don’t have the premium 
service, there’s nothing you can do”35. 

30	 2020 FLAIR Fellows

31	 INT02, INT05 and INT08

32	 Home Page – UKVI’, accessed 31 July 2023, https://ukvi.mysecurepay.co.uk/.

33	 ‘Premium Customer Service for Employers’, GOV.UK, 10 February 2023,  
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/employer-sponsorship-join-the-premium-customer-service-scheme.

34	 INT10

35	 INT11

36	 INT07

37	 INT10, INT09, INT07

Commenting on the effectiveness of 
the premium service, another university 
Immigration Compliance Officer said that while 
it used to enable them to speak to an official 
and expedite applications that were held up, 
this was no longer the case due to a lack 
of capacity36.

Confusion around the use of ePassport gates 
(e-gates), particularly for the paid permitted 
engagement (PPE) route, can act as a barrier 
in the visa application process. The PPE route, 
primarily used by universities for external 
reviewers and paid guest lectures, requires 
a stamp from a UK border official, and the 
more rapid e-gates cannot be used, which 
creates difficulties for non-visa nationals (eg, 
US citizens), who normally are able to access 
them. Interviewees noted border officials will 
often insist on the use of the e-gate wherever 
the passport allows (presumably to reduce 
queues). This occurs even when they present 
specific information from the university as well 
as printed advice from the Home Office37. 
Under UK law, without the PPE stamp, the 
visiting scientist must not attempt to undertake 
paid work.

https://ukvi.mysecurepay.co.uk/
http://GOV.UK
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/employer-sponsorship-join-the-premium-customer-service-scheme
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Timeliness 

38	 INT06

39	 INT07

40	 Hetty Bailey-Morgan, ‘Government Agrees Changes to Improve UK Visa System for African Visitors in Response  
to APPG Report on Problems’, Royal African Society (blog), 3 December 2020, https://royalafricansociety.org/ 
government-commits-to-removing-obstacles-in-obtaining-uk-visit-visas-in-response-to-appg-report/.

41	 INT06

42	 INT04, INT02, INT03.

43	 INT12 

44	 ‘Academic Technology Approval Scheme (ATAS)’, GOV.UK, 27 May 2022,  
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/academic-technology-approval-scheme.

45	 INT09

46	 ‘Researchers Hit by Atas Security Check Delays | Times Higher Educatio…’, archive.is, 24 November 2022,  
https://archive.is/5MUXl.

Among those countries with set government 
standards for visa processing times, the UK’s 
service standard of 15 days is in line with 
other nations. In Schengen Zone countries 
for example, the government standard is also 
15 working days. Moreover, the UK visitor 
visa service standard is almost always met. 
As shown in Figure 3, in the third quarter of 
2021 (Q3 2021), the last quarter for which 
data is available, the proportion of standard 
applications processed within the service 
standard had fallen to 65%. However, as 
Figure 3 highlights, this can be considered 
an anomaly and partially explained by 
pandemic-related backlogs. 

Importantly, the UK’s service standard of 15 
working days does not represent the total 
application time required to obtain a visitor 
visa, but rather the time spent processing 
visas post-biometric appointment, which is 
typically the last step in the application. This 
is regarded as misleading in that applicants 
interpret service standard to mean “how long 
will it take to get a visa”38, and yet delays 
elsewhere in the process, such as in obtaining 
a biometric appointment, can be on the scale 
of months39. One commonly cited reason for 
these delays is the lack of biometric centres 
in host countries. This is a particular problem 
for African applicants, as visa approval centres 
(VACs) are not present in every nation40.

As a result, conference organisers are 
compelled to create their own lead times 
to account for delays over and above the 
15-day service standard. There have been 
instances of hosts initiating the application 
process three to four months ahead of the 
conference they were organising for fear of 
not knowing how long the application would 
take41. Even with such a generous lead time, 
delays were still experienced, resulting in 
conference attendees and speakers being 
withdrawn. Several interviewees reported 
missing a conference because of lengthy 
processing times42. 

Delays in the ATAS, required for researchers 
of certain nationalities coming to the UK to 
work in areas deemed sensitive, is another 
issue of visa timeliness. One interviewee 
remarked that, for them, the service standard 
was almost always met, but that ATAS was the 
single biggest cause of delays43. Unlike the 
visa application itself, ATAS has no service 
standard, and the Foreign, Commonwealth and 
Development Office (FCDO) only advises that 
it will take at least 20 working days44. Some 
interviewees reported delays of months45, 
which is also reflected in recent media reports 
concerning ATAS46. 

https://royalafricansociety.org/
http://GOV.UK
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/academic-technology-approval-scheme
http://archive.is
https://archive.is/5MUXl
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FIGURE 3 

Proportion of visitor visas processed within the 15-day standard service, 2019 – 2021.
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Refusals

In 2022, 22% of UK Standard Visitor visa 
applications were refused. This represents a 
sustained increase compared to pre-pandemic, 
when in 2019 only 12% of visas were refused.

The UK has one of the highest visa rejection 
rates among comparator science nations, 
as highlighted in Figure 5. Only France and 
Sweden had higher refusal rates in 2022.

FIGURE 4 

UK annual refusal rate of Standard Visitor visas, 2012 – 2022

Data source: Home Office, 2022.
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Refusals occur when an Entry Clearance Officer 
(ECO) is not convinced that an applicant is a 
genuine visitor and believes they will likely 
overstay the visit or break the accepted terms. 
While some visa applicants may not be genuine, 
RPOs and conference organisers must vouch 
for the scientific attributes of individuals and, 

47	 Canada, China, India, Israel, Japan, South Korea and Singapore do not have up-to-date refusal data available.  
Data for the USA (B-1 Business Visa) is for the 2022 financial year, and Australia (all short-term business visas)  
is for Q4 2022 only. Method of measuring refusal rate may vary.

48	 ‘Australian Government, Department of Home Affairs. Visitor Visa Program Report – 31 December 2022’, n.d.

49	 ‘European Commission – Migration and Home Affairs Visa Policy. Visa Statistics for Consulates, 2022.’,  
accessed 15 May 2023, https://home-affairs.ec.europa.eu/policies/schengen-borders-and-visa/visa-policy_en.

50	 ‘U.S Department of State – Bureau of Consular Affairs. Nonimmigrant Visa Statistics –  
FY2022 NIV Workload by Visa Category.’, accessed 15 May 2023,  
https://travel.state.gov/content/travel/en/legal/visa-law0/visa-statistics/nonimmigrant-visa-statistics.html.

in many cases, pay significant financial sums 
to facilitate their visit to the UK. Furthermore, 
conferences are often highly selective and 
involve a competitive application to present 
papers prior to invitation. In these cases, there 
is a low risk of non-genuine applicants being 
able to take advantage of the system. 

FIGURE 5 

Business visitor visa refusal rates in leading science nations, 2022 47, 48, 49, 50

Data source: Home Office, 2022.
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There is concern that refusals are often 
made for arbitrary and subjective reasons. 
A common explanation for a refusal, listed in 
the visa caseworker guidance51, is insufficient 
funds, which is used even when a UK sponsor 
is covering the full costs of the trip. In one 
example, an Iranian scientist had sought to 
come to the UK for three days and was rejected 
for financial reasons, as UKVI had reportedly 
mistaken their salary by a factor of 1052. 

While the exact drivers behind such decision 
making are not clear, it is possible that cultural 
issues play a significant part. Immigration 
Compliance Officers, in their experience 
of visa refusals on other routes and direct 
interaction with the Home Office and UKVI, 
said that ECO concerns around overstaying 
(echoed in wider media reporting around 
overstaying)53, 54 were particularly acute for 
the visitor visa route55. Resource constraints 
and management practices may also play a 
role in refusals. 

51	 Visit Caseworker Guidance (Accessible)’, GOV.UK, accessed 31 July 2023,  
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/visit-guidance/visit-caseworker-guidance-accessible.

52	 INT08

53	 Lord Andrew Green, ‘What Action Is the Government Taking to Tackle Overstaying?’, Migration Watch UK,  
accessed 22 May 2023, https://www.migrationwatchuk.org/briefing-paper/document/488; Steve Doughty, ‘Number 
of Foreign Nationals Overstaying Visas in Britain DOUBLES’, Mail Online, 24 February 2021, https://www.dailymail.
co.uk/news/article-9292943/Number-foreign-nationals-overstay-visas-Britain-DOUBLES-five-years-new-report-claims.
html; Charles Hymas, ‘Number of Visa Overstayers Almost Doubles in Five Years’, The Telegraph, 23 February 
2021, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2021/02/23/number-visa-overstayers-almost-doubles-five-years/.

54	 ‘May’s £3000 Security Bond for African and Asian Visitors Dropped’, accessed 22 May 2023,  
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/immigration/10423913/ 
Mays-3000-security-bond-for-African-and-Asian-visitors-dropped.html.

55	 INT01; INT06.

56	 David Bolt, ‘An Inspection of Entry Clearance Processing Operations in Croydon and Istanbul’, 2016.

57	 Lotta Velin et al., ‘Conference Equity in Global Health: A Systematic Review of Factors Impacting LMIC  
Representation at Global Health Conferences’, BMJ Global Health 6, no. 1 (1 January 2021): e003455,  
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjgh-2020-003455.

A 2017 inspection by the Independent Chief 
Inspector of Borders and Immigration (ICIBI) 
found tight productivity targets in all visa 
decision making centres. In Istanbul, for 
example, the average time taken to review 
an application was just three minutes56.

Inequities of refusals
Although official policy states that “all 
applications are considered on their individual 
merits”, visitor visa refusals disproportionately 
affect individuals from low to middle income 
countries (LMICs), and particularly those in 
Africa. Figure 6 shows that African nationals 
are twice as likely to have their visa rejected 
than any region, bar Oceania. They are also 
three to four times more likely to be rejected 
than East Asian nations, a trend which has 
held for at least the last 10 years.

Breaking down refusal rates by country, the 
skewed nature of refusals towards African 
applicants is even clearer. Figure 7 shows 
that the top 10 most highly refused visa 
nations were in Africa. 

This issue is not unique to the UK as 
LMIC attendees are underrepresented at 
conferences worldwide, at least in part 
because of visa issues and refusals57. 

http://GOV.UK
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/visit-guidance/visit-caseworker-guidance-accessible
https://www.migrationwatchuk.org/briefing-paper/document/488
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-9292943/Number-foreign-nationals-overstay-visas-Britain-DOUBLES-five-years-new-report-claims.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-9292943/Number-foreign-nationals-overstay-visas-Britain-DOUBLES-five-years-new-report-claims.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-9292943/Number-foreign-nationals-overstay-visas-Britain-DOUBLES-five-years-new-report-claims.html
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2021/02/23/number-visa-overstayers-almost-doubles-five-years/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/immigration/10423913/
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjgh-2020-003455
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FIGURE 6 

Heatmap of visitor visa refusal rates by regions, 2012 – 2022. 

Nation 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

Africa North 20.1 22.6 23.1 24.1 29.3 28.2 33.6 29.2 29.9 36.6 37.3

Africa Sub-Saharan 25.2 26.1 21.1 23.3 27.6 22.8 27.1 24.3 32.3 38.2 31.6

America Central and South 11.5 12.2 11.2 9.0 11.5 9.3 9.8 8.5 12.6 23.8 15.5

America North 29.3 35.9 30.6 24.7 25.7 21.9 19.1 10.1 9.5 10.9 9.2

Asia Central 11.0 12.1 11.2 14.7 16.7 14.5 19.5 25.0 26.8 34.6 26.6

Asia East 4.3 3.8 3.7 5.5 5.2 2.4 2.3 3.2 5.3 15.6 8.5

Asia South 16.9 15.6 16.2 19.8 20.8 16.6 15.3 16.5 21.0 23.2 19.2

Asia South East 8.2 7.3 6.8 7.8 8.3 7.5 7.1 6.7 9.5 18.1 9.3

Middle East 5.5 4.9 7.5 9.1 10.5 10.3 10.7 9.1 14.6 11.5 19.7

Oceania 20.8 19.6 16.3 13.9 14.1 20.6 24.0 15.8 14.9 23.1 18.8
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Geographical discrepancies in visa refusals 
were also identified in interviews with many 
highlighting difficulties in inviting scientific 
visitors from LMICs to UK conferences. One 
Immigration Compliance Officer remarked 
that “when we hear we have someone 
coming from Africa, we sigh as we know it’s 
going to be much, much harder [for them to 
be accepted]”58. Conversely59, a conference 
organiser commented that “if someone is 
coming from India or the USA, we’re highly 
confident they’ll get accepted”60.

Several interviewees said that UKVI seemed 
to operate on the assumption that anyone, 
regardless of their background or position, 
coming from an LMIC is more likely to be an 
economic migrant. In their experience of visa 
refusals, they said a ‘blunt’ approach was 
applied, so that an individual’s nationality 
took precedence over their personal 
circumstances or rationale for their visit. For 
similar reasoning, one Immigration Compliance 
Officer interviewed said that they took special 
measures for their African visitors, deliberately 
covering the costs of their trip to avoid financial 
refusals and asking them to provide more 
documentation than was normally required to 
prove they were a genuine visitor61. 

58	 INT01

59	 INT04

60	 Many interviewees noted that not all LMICs were treated equivalently and some LMICs, such as India and Brazil, 
seemed to have minimal issues.

61	 INT07

62	 INT12; INT05

63	 INT01

64	 Matthew Weaver, ‘WHO Voices Alarm as Academics Denied Visas to Visit UK Conference’, The Guardian, 
9 October 2018, sec. UK news, https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/oct/09/who-voices-alarm-
academics-denied-visas-to-visit-uk-conference; Sophie Edwards and Lottie Watters // 09 November 2018, 
‘Outrage after Visas Denied for UK Global Health Conference’, Devex, 9 November 2018, https://www.
devex.com/news/sponsored/outrage-after-visas-denied-for-uk-global-health-conference-93821; Harriet 
Grant, ‘“Prejudiced” Home Office Refusing Visas to African Researchers’, The Observer, 8 June 2019, sec. 
Politics, https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/jun/08/home-office-racist-refusing-research-visas-africans.

65	 ‘Letters: Unfair Visa System Is Wrong’, The Observer, 9 June 2019, sec. 
Opinion, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/jun/09/letters-rationing-save-world.

Impacts of visa refusals on science
As well as frustrating hosts and scientists, visa 
refusals can act as a barrier to current and 
future collaboration. Interviewees spoke of 
academic partnerships that had fallen through 
due to visa rejections62, and conferences that 
had been cancelled or rearranged due to 
visa related absences of keynote speakers63. 
Interviewees agreed that an inability of 
international researchers, due to visa refusals, 
to attend conferences in person undermines 
their quality and the convening power of 
UK science. In the case of one conference 
focused on gathering insights from the Global 
South, visa issues meant that representation 
was limited to attendees based at institutions 
in the Global North. The conference organiser 
said that this “defeat[ed] the purpose of the 
event” and that the “academic quality of the 
workshop was compromised, no question”. 
Such incidences are not uncommon, as 
scientists from LMICs have been refused from 
several high-profile conferences in recent 
years64. Such was the concern that in 2019 
more than 70 academics wrote that African 
visa rejections were “undermining ‘global 
Britain’s’ reputation and efforts to tackle 
challenges including climate breakdown, 
poverty, disease outbreaks and conflict”65.

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/oct/09/who-voices-alarm-academics-denied-visas-to-visit-uk-conference
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/oct/09/who-voices-alarm-academics-denied-visas-to-visit-uk-conference
https://www.devex.com/news/sponsored/outrage-after-visas-denied-for-uk-global-health-conference-93821
https://www.devex.com/news/sponsored/outrage-after-visas-denied-for-uk-global-health-conference-93821
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2019/jun/08/home-office-racist-refusing-research-visas-africans
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/jun/09/letters-rationing-save-world
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FIGURE 7

66	 This analysis excludes nations with fewer than 100 applicants in 2022.

Top 30 nations by Standard Visitor visa refusal rate, 202266
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67	 For example, Mauritanians applying for a UK visa are required to first travel 2,000km to Rabat in Morocco  
and pay for a Moroccan visa.

68	 INT04, INT05, INT02, INT06

69	 INT01

70	 INT01

Compared to other leading science nations, 
the UK’s Standard Visitor visa is average on 
price. At a cost of £100, it is broadly similar to 
C Visas for the Schengen Zone, which vary 
between £85 – 103 depending on the service 
provider used. Of comparator science nations, 
Australia had the lowest visa cost for visa 
nationals at £11, while South Korea was the 
most expensive at around £160. 

In addition to headline visa costs, there are 
significant hidden costs associated with the 
application process. Obtaining a biometric 
appointment, for example, where fingerprints 
and digital photograph are required, can be 
highly expensive if a visa application centre 
is not present in visitors’ home countries. 
For African nationals in particular, accessing 
a biometric appointment for the UK Standard 
Visitor visa often requires flying to a third 
country and occasionally paying additional 
visa costs as a result67. 

Another significant cost comes from cancelled 
flights due to refused or delayed visas. 
Applicants have spent hundreds and, in some 
instances, thousands of pounds on flights 
that were cancelled or unused because of 
refusals68. While UKVI might advise applicants 
to wait to book flights only after the visa had 
been processed, booking a long-haul flight 
at short notice can be prohibitively expensive 
for RPOs69. 

Finally, the administrative burden involved 
in the application can also be considered as 
a hidden cost, as RPOs often use research 
funds to hire dedicated administrative staff 
to facilitate visa applications70.
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FIGURE 8

Estimated government filing fees of comparator visas to UK Standard Visitor visa.

Government filing fees are 
approximate and may vary 
dependent on the location of 
the applicant. This is shown 
for the Schengen Zone, where 
the service center fee varies 
dependent on the nation of 
service provider (dashed area).

Estimated government filing fees (£)

0 50 100 150 200

Australia: Subclass 601 Visa

Japan: Temporary Visitor visa

Singapore:  Entry visa

Israel: B-2 Visitor visa

India: e-Visa (business, conference)

Australia: Subclass 600 Visa / 
Visitor Visa (business stream)

UK: Standard Visitor Visa

Schengen Zone C Visa

Canada:  Business Visitor

USA: B-1 Business Visitor

China: Regular single-entry M-visa

South Korea: C-3-4 Visa
(short-term business)

Data Source: Fragomen LLP71.

71	 Fragomen LLP data collected for the Royal Society, see Appendix 2.	
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Conclusion 

The UK’s visa arrangements for visiting 
researchers are bureaucratic and difficult to 
navigate, which acts to discourage visitors 
and hosts. Confidence in the legitimacy of 
the visa application process is undermined 
by perceptions of arbitrary decision-making 
around genuine scientific visitors, and refusals 
that are skewed towards LMICs.

Short-term researcher mobility has important 
scientific, economic and societal benefits. It is 
facilitated by efficient and effective visa policy.	
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APPENDIX 1:  

UK non-visa nationals

72	 ‘Who Needs a UK Visa? List of Nationalities Who Need a Visa for the UK’, accessed 9 June 2023,  
https://visaguide.world/europe/uk-visa/who-needs-uk-visa/.

Citizens of the following countries do not need a visitor visa to visit the UK72:

•	 European Union (EU) / European 
Free Trade Association (EFTA) 
nations

•	 Andorra

•	 Antigua and Barbuda

•	 Argentina

•	 Australia

•	 Bahamas

•	 Barbados

•	 Belize

•	 Botswana

•	 Brazil

•	 Brunei

•	 Canada

•	 Chile

•	 Costa Rica

•	 Dominica

•	 Timor-Leste

•	 El Salvador

•	 Grenada

•	 Guatemala

•	 Honduras

•	 Hong Kong

•	 Israel

•	 Japan

•	 Kiribati

•	 Macau

•	 Malaysia

•	 Maldives

•	 Marshall Islands

•	 Mauritius

•	 Mexico

•	 Micronesia

•	 Monaco

•	 Namibia

•	 Nauru

•	 New Zealand

•	 Nicaragua

•	 Palau

•	 Panama

•	 Papua New Guinea

•	 Paraguay

•	 Saint Kitts and Nevis

•	 Saint Lucia

•	 Saint Vincent and the Grenadines

•	 Samoa

•	 San Marino

•	 Seychelles

•	 Singapore

•	 Solomon Islands

•	 South Korea

•	 Taiwan

•	 Tonga

•	 Trinidad and Tobago

•	 Tuvalu

•	 United States

•	 Uruguay

•	 Vanuatu

•	 Vatican City

https://visaguide.world/europe/uk-visa/who-needs-uk-visa/
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APPENDIX 2:  

International comparable visas

73	 Fragomen LLP data collected for the Royal Society.

This table offers a simplified view of a complex 
international visitor system. It presents the visa options 
that most closely resemble the UK standard visitor visa 
in each nation. Costs are up to date as of May 2023, 
and those that are listed in local currency were converted 
to GBP using Xe currency converter on 4 May 2023. 

The costs presented are the maximum for the standard 
application for the visa-type shown. However, costs may 
vary from those listed as there may be additional fees not 
included and visa applicants may have the option to pay more 
for priority services. This table is provided for informational 
purposes only and does not constitute legal advice.

TABLE 1

International comparable visas reference table73.

Nation Visa Permitted duration 
of stay for 
business visitor

Allowed to speak 
at a conference

Allowed to 
receive payment 
for conference 
activities

Cost  
(approximate)

Explanation  
of cost

Australia Subclass 601 Visa 
/ Electronic Travel 
Authority (eligible 
countries only)

Three months Yes No £11 Standard visa is 
free, but there may 
be an £11 service 
charge

Australia Subclass 600 Visa 
(if ineligible for 
Subclass 601)

Three months Yes No £81 Standard visa fee of 
£81 for all applicants 
outside Australia

Canada Business Visitor / 
Temporary Resident 
Visa

180 consecutive 
days

Yes – for up to five 
consecutive days

Yes – for up to 
five consecutive 
days, requires work 
authorisation or 
exemption if hired 
by a Canadian 
entity to provide 
training services or 
weekend seminars

£110 Standard visa 
fee of £60 for all 
applicants, and a 
one-off biometrics 
charge of £50. 
The biometric test 
is required once 
every ten years

China Single-entry M-Visa 90 consecutive 
days. Business 
visitors are 
limited to 90 days 
cumulatively per 
calendar year

Yes No £151 Standard visa fee 
of £85 when filed 
in the UK, with a 
further £66 for the 
service fee

France

Germany

Italy

Netherlands

Spain

Sweden

Switzerland

Schengen Zone C 
Visa

90 days in any 180-
day period, counted 
cumulatively across 
the Schengen 
Area. If attending 
conferences or 
receiving training in 
activities limited to 
90 days per year

Yes (except for 
Netherlands)

No £80-£103 Standard fee of £71 
for all applicants, 
plus a service 
charge dependent 
on the provider 
used which typically 
vary from £9 – £32
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TABLE 1 (continued)

International comparable visas reference table.

Nation Visa Permitted duration 
of stay for 
business visitor

Allowed to speak 
at a conference

Allowed to 
receive payment 
for conference 
activities

Cost  
(approximate)

Explanation  
of cost

India e-Visa (Business or 
Conference)

180 consecutive 
days

Yes No £65 Standard visa fee 
when filed in the  
UK of £65

Israel B-2 Visitor Visa 90 consecutive 
days

Yes No £22 Standard visa  
fee of £22 for  
all applicants

Japan Temporary Visitor 
Visa (Single Entry)

15 to 90 days Yes No £18 Standard visa fee of 
£18 for all nationals 
(except for Indian 
nationals)

Singapore Entry Visa 90 consecutive 
days

Yes – if an internal 
meeting, otherwise 
a Work Pass 
Exception (WPE)  
will be required

Yes – requires a 
WPE

£19 Standard 
application fee of 
£19 when filed in 
the UK

South Korea C-3-4 Visa (Short-
Term Business)

90 consecutive 
days (except for 
Canadian nationals 
at 180 days)

Yes No £160 Standard 
application fee 
of £108 when 
filed in the UK, 
with a further £52 
service charge

UK Standard Visitor 
Visa

Six cumulative 
months

Yes – provided 
not organised as 
commercial events 
and will not make 
a profit for the 
organiser

No £100 Standard visa  
fee of £100 for  
all applicants

USA B-1 Business Visitor One year, but rarely 
more than 180 days 
are granted for 
business visits

Yes No £150 Standard visa fee 
of £150. Additional 
fees may apply for 
non-UK applicants
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APPENDIX 3:  

Home Office data analysis

74	 ‘Managed Migration Datasets – Entry clearance visa applications and outcomes’, GOV.UK, 23 February 2023,  
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/managed-migration-datasets.

75	 ‘Visas and Citizenship Data: Q4 2022’, GOV.UK, accessed 11 May 2023,  
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/visas-and-citizenship-data-q4-2022.

The Home Office has many immigration 
datasets available for public use, making it 
more transparent than many other nations for 
immigration data. To understand the patterns 
in the volume of applications, refusal rates and 
time taken to process the UK Standard Visitor 
visa application, the Society analysed two 
publicly available Home Office datasets.

Entry clearance visas granted outside 
the UK, Vis_D0274.
This dataset includes entry clearance visa 
applications by nationality and visa type 
and includes outcomes of visa applications. 
The analysis focused on the Standard 
Visitor visa applications for all visit purposes 
(not just for research) for the 10-year period 
from 2012 to 2022. 

The refusal rate was calculated as the number 
of applications divided buy the total resolved 
cases. Withdrawn and lapsed cases were 
excluded from the analysis, consistent with 
Home Office methodology.

Nations within the dataset were grouped 
into regions. The nationalities included within 
the EU, European and Other regions were 
excluded from the international comparison. 
Table 2 outlines the nations included within 
each region in the analysis:

Visas and citizenship data, VSI_0275 
This dataset includes percentage of 
applications processed within the service 
standards, and covers only Q2 2019 to Q3 
2021, when the dataset was discontinued. 
The analysis was focused on the Standard 
Visitor visa applications for all visit purposes.

The UK Standard Visitor visa applications 
were broken down by three customer 
service standards:
1.	 Standard – 15 working days

2.	 Priority – 5 working days

3.	 Super Priority – next working day

Both datasets cover periods of time during the 
COVID-19 pandemic when travel restrictions 
were in place and there was a drop in visitors 
to the UK, thus the trends during this period 
may not represent the typical visitor visa 
experience outside of the pandemic.

http://GOV.UK
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/managed-migration-datasets
http://GOV.UK
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/visas-and-citizenship-data-q4-2022
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TABLE 2

Nations included within each region.

Region Nationalities

Asia Central Afghanistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan 

Africa North Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Mauritania, Morocco, Sudan, Tunisia 

Africa Sub-Saharan Angola, Benin, Botswana, Burkina, Burundi, Cameroon, Cape Verde, Central African Republic, 
Chad, Comoros, Congo, Democratic Republic of Congo, Djibouti, Equatorial Guinea, Eritrea, 
Ethiopia, Gabon, The Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, Ivory Coast, Kenya, Lesotho, 
Liberia, Madagascar, Malawi, Mali, Mauritius, Mozambique, Namibia, Niger, Nigeria, Rwanda, 
Sao Tome and Principe, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Somalia, South Africa, South Sudan, Swaziland, 
Tanzania, Togo, Uganda, Zambia, Zimbabwe, Seychelles

America Central  
and South

Argentina, Barbados, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Dominica, Dominican 
Republic, Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Guyana, Haiti, Honduras, Jamaica, Mexico, 
Nicaragua, Paraguay, Peru, St. Kitts and Nevis, St. Lucia, Surinam, Trinidad and Tobago, 
Venezuela, Grenada, Panama, Uruguay, Antigua and Barbuda, St. Vincent and the Grenadines, 
The Bahamas, Belize

Oceania Australia, Fiji, New Zealand, Vanuatu, Papua New Guinea, Tuvalu, Tonga, Solomon Islands, 
Samoa, Marshall Islands, Kiribati, Micronesia, Niue, Nauru 

Middle East Bahrain, Iran, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Occupied Palestinian Territories, Oman, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, United Arab Emirates, Yemen 

Asia South Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, Maldives 

Asia South East Brunei, Burma, Cambodia, East Timor, Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore, 
Thailand, Vietnam 

America North Canada, United States 

Asia East China, Hong Kong, Japan, South Korea, Macau, Mongolia, Taiwan, North Korea 



THE BORDERS OF SCIENCE	 43

APPENDICES

APPENDIX 4:  

Interviewee reference table

See below for a list of interviewees and how they correspond to the codes used in the report.

TABLE 3

Key to interviewee roles

Interviewee code Interviewee role

INT01 Immigration Compliance Officer at UK university

INT02 Kenyan Scientist

INT03 UK Academic

INT04 UK Academic

INT05 Indian scientist

INT06 Conservation Science Conference Organiser

INT07 Immigration Compliance Officer at UK university

INT08 Iranian Scientist

INT09 Immigration Compliance Officer at UK university

INT10 Immigration Compliance Officer at UK university

INT11 Immigration Compliance Officer at UK university

INT12 Immigration Compliance Officer at UK university
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