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Expectation of societal impact from the doctorate is 
long-standing but increasing

Salzburg Principles 2005
The core component of doctoral training is the advancement of knowledge through original 
research. At the same time it is recognised that doctoral training must increasingly meet the needs 
of an employment market that is wider than academia.

Taking Salzburg Forward 2016
Doctoral education has great potential as a link between universities and society […] ..the vast 
majority of doctoral candidates find employment in non-academic jobs and take knowledge about 
universities and the academic culture with them to their new working environments.

Building the Foundations of Research 2022
Doctoral education has great potential as a link between universities and society. […]After 
graduation, the vast majority of doctoral candidates find employment in non-academic jobs 
and take knowledge about universities and the academic culture with them to their new 
working environments.



Collaboration and mobility as channels

• Two intertwined outcomes of doctoral education
• qualified people in the form of the doctoral graduates and
• the knowledge which results from the research they have conducted

• In turn these enable two main channels for societal impact
• Research collaboration and outreach with societal actors during and after the doctorate 

e.g. via placements, collaborative arrangements, sponsorship and co-creation
• Subsequent employment outside academia estimated at c.50% of graduates at the time 

of Salzburg
• 2025 EUA-CDE Member survey found 71% of universities reporting ≤40% likely to find 

permanent employment in academia of which  47% reported ≤20%
• Declining availability of academic posts and precarity of temporary positions 

pushes up proportion employed outside academia 
• Substantial variability by subject field, industrial sector and nation



European initiatives affect societal impact in two main 
ways

• Building capacity for impact
• Includes resources for doctoral research and mobility
• Incentivising acquisition of the necessary skills to achieve impact
• Stabilising research careers so that impact can be achieved
• Mainly the domain of European Research Area initiatives

• Shaping the direction(ality) of impact
• Programme content and priority
• Measures to improve the European innovation ecosystem
• Mainly the domain of Competitiveness and Innovation initiatives



The Innovation Ecosystem

Source: L.Georghiou cited in House of Commons Select Committee on Science & Technology Report Bridging the valley of
death: improving the commercialisation of Research, March 2013

• Builds on systems of 
innovation and on 
knowledge flows of open 
innovation

• Ecosystem analogy 
reflects interdependent 
actors and resources

• Four key flows: 
knowledge, finance, 
services and people

Source: L.Georghiou cited in House of Commons Select Committee on 
Science & Technology Report Bridging the valley of
death: improving the commercialisation of Research, March 2013



European policy landscape in ferment

• Starting position the European Green Deal and ‘twin 
transition’ of sustainability and digital

• Societal challenges have not gone away but, in 
addition…

• US neo-mercantilism undermining rules-based international 
order and massive Chinese investment threaten European 
competitiveness

• Increasingly dominant position of small number of Big Tech 
companies resisting regulation through extraterritorial 
political pressure

• Wars on Europe’s borders and key supply arteries & stressed 
Atlantic Alliance  driving increased focus on defence & on 
technology sovereignty 

• Populist politics riding on discontented or excluded voters 
often negative about universities

• Disruptive technologies, notably AI, changing industrial and 
employment landscape

Albrecht Durer 1498



Competitiveness as a strategic frame

Three key analytical reports in 2024
• Draghi report on European Competitiveness
• Letta report on future of the Single Market
• Heitor expert group report on future EU support for research 

and innovation

• Diagnosed Europe lagging on innovation investment and 
scale-up capacity

• Key follow-up The Competitiveness Compass (January 2025) 
• Closing innovation gap
• Roadmap for decarbonisation & competitiveness
• Reducing dependencies and increasing security

https://commission.europa.eu/topics/competitiveness/draghi-report_en
https://commission.europa.eu/topics/competitiveness/draghi-report_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/ny3j24sm/much-more-than-a-market-report-by-enrico-letta.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/ny3j24sm/much-more-than-a-market-report-by-enrico-letta.pdf
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/2f9fc221-86bb-11ef-a67d-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/2f9fc221-86bb-11ef-a67d-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://commission.europa.eu/topics/competitiveness/competitiveness-compass_en


Positives and cautions for doctoral impact in the 
competitiveness and innovation frames

• Doctoral knowledge is seen as central to European renewal
• Researchers are critical to closing the innovation gap

• Key caution is that current policy direction tilts emphasis
• Economic and industrial application vs broader public good research and societal challenges 

in health, sustainability and social science and humanities

• Much will depend upon final shape and governance of Horizon Europe in FP10 
incarnation and relative treatment of Pillar 2 (collaborative research) and Marie 
Skłodowska-Curie Actions

• Affects both direction and volume of doctoral activity

• European Innovation Act (due this year) targets commercialization gap and in 
principle should ease path from doctoral research to application

• Key caution is risk it could be based on a too-narrow linear view of innovation
• Risk neglecting wider ecosystem development and channels such as social innovation and 

student entrepreneurship BUT…

https://commission.europa.eu/publications/horizon-europe_en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/strategy/support-policy-making/shaping-eu-research-and-innovation-policy/european-innovation-act_en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/strategy/support-policy-making/shaping-eu-research-and-innovation-policy/european-innovation-act_en


Start-ups - a growing alternative career pathway

• Entrepreneurship is not necessarily in contradiction with innovation in public goods
• EU-startups database indicates circa one in four European startups focused on 

environmental sustainability, in areas such as renewable energy, sustainable materials and 
waste management. Many more in health and life sciences etc.

• For deep-tech startups post docs and PhDs  are often the critical employees who follow the 
professor from lab to company carrying key tacit knowledge. May be founders themselves.

• Less the case for software/tech startups.

• European Innovation Act and Startup and Scale-up Strategy both ease the path for 
those who choose to found companies on the basis of their research and other 
capabilities

• Scale-up is particular European challenge as insufficient capital and failure to 
complete Single Market results in many being acquired and/or relocating to USA

https://www.eu-startups.com/
https://www.eu-startups.com/
https://www.eu-startups.com/
https://www.eu-startups.com/
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/strategy/strategy-research-and-innovation/jobs-and-economy/eu-startup-and-scaleup-strategy_en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/strategy/strategy-research-and-innovation/jobs-and-economy/eu-startup-and-scaleup-strategy_en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/strategy/strategy-research-and-innovation/jobs-and-economy/eu-startup-and-scaleup-strategy_en


Initiatives building capacity in research careers for 
societal impact

• 2023 Council recommendation & new Charter for Researchers
• major revision of 2005 European Charter for Researchers focused on facilitating employability and 

careers of early career researchers
• Also talent attraction and retention (MSCA Choose Europe for Science), researcher profiles and 

ResearchComp tool for research competences
• Objective ‘to ensure that the nature of the relationship between researchers and employers or funders is 

conducive to successful performance in generating, transferring, sharing and disseminating knowledge 
and technological development, and to the career development of researchers’

• Precarity is the enemy of impact so more stable careers are highly beneficial

• Underpinning for ERA Act (due 2026) 
• Legal vehicle for the fifth freedom - the free movement of research, innovation and knowledge
• Several dimensions but focus here on ‘Improving researcher circulation, careers and working conditions, 

including mobility, gender equality and knowledge security’
• Could remove or reduce barriers to interaction with society for doctoral graduates

• EUA caution - need to balance reducing fragmentation and maintaining flexibility & 
autonomy for institutions subject to different national specificities

https://euraxess.ec.europa.eu/hrexcellenceaward/european-charter-researchers
https://marie-sklodowska-curie-actions.ec.europa.eu/actions/choose-europe-for-science
https://euraxess.ec.europa.eu/worldwide/north-america/news/researchcomp-european-competence-framework-researchers


Capacity and Incentives in networking and collaboration

• Important to acknowledge ongoing role of MSCA Doctoral 
Networks

• Provide intersectoral secondments, interdisciplinary and public 
engagement training and hence create training-for-impact 
pipeline anr research-to-public translation capability

• Specific support for Industrial and Joint Doctorates

• Critical role of career incentives through assessment 
reform and its implementation

• Even in the exemplary innovation case of Finland 2025 EU 
found need for cultural shift at all levels to give PSF Review 
of research-business collaboration equal priority with other 
goals to societal and economic impact 

• Funding model for universities
• Application of criteria in hiring and promotion decisions

Prime Minister Petteri Orpo 
receives PSF Report

https://marie-sklodowska-curie-actions.ec.europa.eu/actions/doctoral-networks
https://marie-sklodowska-curie-actions.ec.europa.eu/actions/doctoral-networks
https://projects.research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/en/statistics/policy-support-facility/psf-country/support-finland-reforming-cooperation-framework-universities-and-research-institutions-business
https://projects.research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/en/statistics/policy-support-facility/psf-country/support-finland-reforming-cooperation-framework-universities-and-research-institutions-business
https://projects.research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/en/statistics/policy-support-facility/psf-country/support-finland-reforming-cooperation-framework-universities-and-research-institutions-business
https://projects.research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/en/statistics/policy-support-facility/psf-country/support-finland-reforming-cooperation-framework-universities-and-research-institutions-business


Conclusions

• European policy is affecting doctoral impact on society in multiple ways both 
while studying and in subsequent careers

• Some key distinctions
• Qualified people vs knowledge transfer
• Collaboration/outreach vs employment beyond academia
• Policies supporting capacity vs policies supporting directionality
•  Impact on Economy  vs impact on public goods

• Unresolved tensions in weight of competitiveness agenda in research policy
• Broader challenges facing Europe impact on ecosystem in which doctoral 

impact on society is manifested



Thank you!

Capitalism, Sustainability and Democracy

https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC144547
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