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This scoping report examines how researcher mobility in transatlantic research 
collaborations between Scotland, the United States, and Canada fosters resilience 
in the academic sector, with a particular focus on the career development of PhD 
students, early career researchers (ECRs), and early career faculty. 

In an era defined by shifting political landscapes, tightening immigration policies, and 
evolving funding priorities, these collaborations are critical mechanisms of stability 
and adaptability. They provide access to diverse resources and generate cross-
disciplinary innovations that contribute to both academic and career advancement 
and societal impact.

Drawing on survey data, literature, and case studies, this report demonstrates that 
sustaining collaboration requires intentional design, flexible funding, and institutional 
scaffolding. Even modest investments in mobility and seed funding yield significant 
returns in the form of new networks, joint publications, student training, and long-term 
research legacies.

At the same time, challenges remain. Visa and housing constraints, short timelines for 
funding calls, and bureaucratic complexity persist as barriers. Yet evidence across the 
study highlights how structured but flexible frameworks, combined with trust-based 
relationships, enable collaborations to endure geopolitical and institutional uncertainty.

Key Findings
•	 Mobility as resilience: Researcher exchanges foster deep relationships that help 

projects endure political and financial disruptions.

•	 High return on small grants: Even modest seed funding enables pilot projects, 
publications, and larger grant applications.

•	 Institutional scaffolding: Toolkits, risk registers, and structured seed-funding 
models reduce administrative burdens, provide stability, and share knowledge.

•	 Humanities and Social Sciences undervalued: Funding frameworks often  
privilege STEM fields, leaving  the other disciplines underrepresented despite their 
vital contributions.

•	 Alignment gaps: Disconnects between institutional priorities and funding timelines 
limit capacity for long-term planning.	

Recommendations for the Academic Sector and Higher Education Institutions

•	 Expand Mobility Pathways: Develop institutional fellowships, co-supervised PhD 
and early-career mentoring schemes, and hybrid training schools that provide 
equitable mobility opportunities across disciplines. Allocate internal funds for 
travel and accommodation to address gaps in external grants.

Executive summary
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•	 Strengthen Administrative Support: Provide shared toolkits, due diligence 
frameworks, and legal guidance (e.g., data-sharing agreements) to streamline 
collaboration. Establish cross-institutional administrative roles to coordinate 
mobility and partnership logistics.

•	 Institutionalise Interdisciplinarity: Embed social sciences, humanities and creative 
arts in challenge-led initiatives alongside STEM, AI, and sustainability. Incentivise 
cross-disciplinary consortia through joint workshops and strategic planning.

Recommendations for Funders, Policymakers, and the Royal Society of Edinburgh

•	 Create Dedicated Transatlantic Funding Streams: Establish modest, flexible grants 
(£10k–£20k annually) for Scotland–North America collaborations, explicitly 
including mobility. Explore Erasmus-style mobility funding models tailored to staff 
and ECR exchanges.

•	 Improve Accessibility and Timeliness: Extend lead times for funding calls to enable 
consortium building. Harmonise application and reporting requirements across 
jurisdictions to reduce bureaucracy.

•	 Convene and Align Stakeholders: Use RSE’s convening power to host annual 
workshops uniting funders, policymakers, and academics to align priorities 
and share best practices. Support transparent, multi-level dialogue between 
universities and government representatives in Scotland, Canada, and the US.

•	 Champion Inclusivity and Equity: Ensure equitable access across geography, 
discipline, and career stage by embedding diversity and transparency in funding 
frameworks. Leverage diaspora networks in North America as bridges for 
sustaining collaboration.

Conclusion
Sustaining collaboration in uncertain times requires flexible funding, institutional 
scaffolding, and intentional alignment between academics, funders, and policymakers. 
Multi-lateral transatlantic collaborations form the cornerstone of research resilience, 
enabling projects to withstand uncertainty and continue advancing innovation. By 
valuing interdisciplinarity, addressing mobility funding gaps, and ensuring equitable 
access, stakeholders can secure a resilient transatlantic research landscape that 
supports the next generation of scholars while delivering transformative research  
for society.



5

Foreword 

Research at its best is not simply 
about producing knowledge. It is about 
remembering our interconnectedness, 
living in right relation, and finding 
solutions that regenerate, restore, and 
heal. The challenges we face—climate 
change, inequality, environmental 
degradation, technological disruption—
are not separate issues but expressions 
of the same truth: we have forgotten our 
coherence with the world around us.

This report points toward a different 
path. It shows how mobility between 
Scotland, Canada, and the United States 
is more than the movement of scholars. 
It is the weaving of relationships across 
borders and disciplines, relationships 
that strengthen not just institutions but 
people. It reveals how these ties help 
early career researchers grow into leaders who can navigate complexity with creativity 
and courage, and who can bring forward knowledge that serves not only innovation 
but also justice and restoration.

From grassroots partnerships to structured institutional strategies, the case studies 
here remind us that resilience is relational. It comes from trust, reciprocity, and the 
willingness to create frameworks that enable people to flourish across cultures. 
These are the conditions under which research does not merely respond to crisis 
but anticipates and transforms it. And these are the conditions under which mobility 
becomes not an act of privilege but a practice of equity—opening opportunities to 
those who might otherwise be excluded, broadening the circle of voices shaping our 
shared future.

I hold the belief that we cannot separate science from society, or research from 
responsibility. Our task is not only to generate new insights but to ensure that they are 
in service of regeneration, restoration, and social justice. Transatlantic collaboration, 
when guided by these principles, becomes more than academic exchange. 

May this report serve as both a reflection and a call, to invest in partnerships that 
cultivate resilient researchers, and to do so in ways that honor interconnectedness, 
nurture reciprocity, and contribute to a future where knowledge is once again made 
useful by being made just.

Moriba K. Jah	
Professor of Aerospace Engineering  
and Engineering Mechanics,  
University of Texas at Austin	
President & Chief Scientist, GaiaVerse Ltd.
RSE North America Working Group 
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1. Introduction

International research collaborations are a cornerstone of modern science and 
innovation, enabling countries to pool expertise and address complex global 
challenges. Research collaborations between Scotland, the United States, and 
Canada have a rich and diverse history, with partnerships and institutional 
ties that span centuries.1 These three nations carry significant weight in the 
academic world, hosting over half of the world’s top 50 universities, which have 
resulted in multiple Nobel Prize winners, groundbreaking patents, innovations 
in industry, and transformative effects on social and governmental policy. 

In early 2025, The Royal Society of Edinburgh’s (RSE) North American Working 
Group (NAWG) commissioned this review to investigate how researcher mobility 
through multilateral transatlantic research collaborations between North America and 
Scotland supports and contributes to the academic and professional development 
of PhD students, early-career researchers, and junior faculty. In recent years, shifts in 
funding priorities and political contexts have emphasized the importance of building 
resilient and varied international networks that support early-career academics. 
In the United States, research priorities and funding have undergone significant 
restructuring, giving rise to open questions about how this will impact international 
collaborations and development opportunities for PhD students, Postdoctoral 
researchers, and early-career researchers more generally (ECRs; up to seven years 
after completion of their PhD).2 At the same time, initiatives such as Canada’s 2024 
association with Horizon Europe are expanding mobility opportunities, underscoring 
the critical role of international networks in sustaining researcher development in 
the midst of changing political and institutional funding landscapes.3 For doctoral 
students, early career researchers , and early career faculty, this diversification is 
vital, as international mobility opportunities offer alternative routes to gain research 
training, mentorship, and access to research resources that might otherwise 
be limited in their home countries. The ripple effects of Brexit prompted major 
Scottish universities to strategically assess the need to diversify their research 
income streams and build resilient partnerships overseas in support of sustainable 
academic progress and innovation, with North America becoming a key region 
for such engagement.4 North America’s vibrant research environment provides 
extensive opportunities for practical training, access to advanced facilities, and 
collaborations that can boost an early-career researcher’s publication record or lead 
to connections with industry and policy sectors. However, current events, such as 

1  Edinburgh Global, ‘North America’, University of Edinburgh, 24 June 2024, https://global.ed.ac.uk/regional-
engagement/north-america; University of Glasgow, ‘Internationalisation: Early Career Mobility Scheme’, University of 
Glasgow, 2025, https://www.gla.ac.uk/explore/internationalisation/funding/earlycareermobilityscheme/.
2  ‘Uncertain Times’, Nature Materials 24, no. 6 (2025): 805–805, https://doi.org/10.1038/s41563-025-02267-x.
3  European Commission, ‘International Cooperation with Canada in Research and Innovation’, Research and 
Innovation Europe, July 2024, https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/strategy/strategy-research-and-
innovation/europe-world/international-cooperation/association-horizon-europe/canada_en.
4  Ludovic Highman et al., ‘Higher Education and Research: Multiple Negative Effects and No New Opportunities 
After Brexit’, Contemporary Social Science 18, no. 2 (2023): 216–34, https://doi.org/10.1080/21582041.2023.219204; 
Edinburgh Global, ‘North America’.

https://www.gla.ac.uk/explore/internationalisation/funding/earlycareermobilityscheme/
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41563-025-02267-x
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/strategy/strategy-research-and-innovation/europe-world/international-cooperation/association-horizon-europe/canada_en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/strategy/strategy-research-and-innovation/europe-world/international-cooperation/association-horizon-europe/canada_en
https://doi.org/10.1080/21582041.2023.2192044


5  Murray Stewart Leith and Duncan Sim, ‘Scotland’s Diaspora Strategy: The View from the Current American 
Diaspora’, Scottish Affairs 25, no. 2 (2016): 186–208, https://doi.org/10.3366/scot.2016.0126.
6  Scottish Government, ‘Scottish Connections Framework’, Gov.Scot, April 2023, https://www.gov.scot/publications/
scottish-connections-framework/.
7  Opinion Leader, ‘The Role of International Collaboration and Mobility in Research: Findings from a UK National 
Academies Survey’, RoyalSociety.Org, March 2017, https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/documents/111/UK_
National_Academies_Report_Final_280417.pdf.
8  Royal Society of Edinburgh, ‘North America Working Group’, RSE.Org, 2025, https://rse.org.uk/about-us/
governance/standing-committees/north-america-working-group/.
9  The TRUST Code – A Global Code of Conduct for Equitable Research Partnerships https://www.
globalcodeofconduct.org/
10  TRUST Code, ‘A Global Code of Conduct for Equitable Research Partnerships’, Global Code of Conduct, 2025, 
https://www.globalcodeofconduct.org/.
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the US administration change in early 2025 and the subsequent shift in government 
priorities and policies for research funding, have underlined the need to ensure that 
these transatlantic research relationships are multi-lateral collaborations that are 
sustainable and reciprocal, with benefits and responsibilities more broadly shared. 

Strengthening ties with the US and Canada offers opportunities not only for 
funding but also for resource and knowledge exchange that can buffer against 
domestic, regional, or even global uncertainties. The intentionality of Scottish 
academic institutions, public sector and commercial stakeholders, and government 
policymakers in developing transatlantic relationships has resulted in thriving and 
interactive engagements with international communities, of which the Scottish 
diaspora plays a significant role. The global Scottish diaspora is vast, with millions 
residing in the United States and Canada alone.5 These diaspora networks form a 
‘living bridge’ facilitating academic knowledge exchange and researcher mobility, as 
evidenced by initiatives such as the Scottish Government’s Scottish Connections 
Framework and the GlobalScots network.6 These types of innovative international 
collaborations provide unique opportunities for researchers, specifically those 
early in their careers, to broaden perspectives, acquire distinct expertise, and 
build professional networks, all of which are vital to career development.7  

Drawn from these rich, collaborative transatlantic relationships, The Royal Society 
of Edinburgh’s (RSE) North American Working Group (NAWG) was established in 
2024 in support of the RSE’s commitment to address shared global challenges 
through ‘Knowledge Made Useful.’8 Comprised of public and private sector 
experts and senior researchers and academics in Scotland, Canada, and the 
United States, the aim of the working group is to deepen longstanding global 
multilateral transatlantic relationships and establish and develop new and innovative 
research, industry, and creative arts partnerships. This is achieved by extending 
the RSE’s motto to making knowledge mutually useful. NAWG members view 
transatlantic collaborations not only as a mechanism for advancing disciplinary 
and interdisciplinary knowledge but also as a platform for addressing shared 
global challenges through joint innovation, policy-relevant research, and knowledge 
exchange. Aligned with the Global Code of Conduct9 principles of fairness, respect, 
care, and honesty, the NAWG’s approach to partnership-building is grounded 
in its members' shared core values of trust, transparency, and respect, while 
actively promoting creativity, inclusivity, and participation.10 These values underpin 
the design, implementation, and evaluation of all collaborative activities. 

https://doi.org/10.3366/scot.2016.0126
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-connections-framework/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-connections-framework/
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/documents/111/UK_National_Academies_Report_Final_280417.pdf
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/documents/111/UK_National_Academies_Report_Final_280417.pdf
https://rse.org.uk/about-us/governance/standing-committees/north-america-working-group/
https://rse.org.uk/about-us/governance/standing-committees/north-america-working-group/
https://www.globalcodeofconduct.org/
https://www.globalcodeofconduct.org/
https://www.globalcodeofconduct.org/
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As mentioned above, this review set out to investigate how researcher mobility 
contributes to early-career progression and academic development. Studies 
from the past decade have more broadly established the value of international 
mobility and collaborations for PhD students and early career researchers' 
development.11 However, investigation into multi-lateral research collaborations 
involving researcher mobility between North America and Scotland, and the 
subsequent impact on the academic and professional development of early-career 
researchers, is still a relatively nascent field, and questions remain. What effective 
and supportive models and structures presently exist? What are the primary 
financial, logistical, and institutional challenges that prevent participation? 

The review concentrates on Scotland’s research linkages with North America, 
specifically the United States and Canada. While “North America” can broadly 
include Mexico and other parts of the continent, the decision was made to limit 
the focus to the US and Canada given the existing intensity of academic ties 
and the RSE NAWG’s strategic emphasis on these two countries. Institutional 
partnerships form the core of this examination as the report looks primarily at 
collaborations involving universities, research institutes, and analogous scholarly 
organizations. This includes formal university-to-university agreements, joint 
research projects, exchange programmes for researchers, and partnerships 
that may adjacently involve third-party stakeholders, such as funding councils, 
government agencies, or industry partners as part of the collaboration structure. 

There are limitations to this review that are important to acknowledge. First, the 
focus on Scotland, the US, and Canada means that insights from other international 
partnerships fall outside the scope of analysis, except where comparisons are useful 
for context. The exclusion of Mexico and other parts of the Americas is a conscious 
limitation. Second, within the realm of transatlantic academic engagement, this review 
emphasizes research-oriented exchanges, including PhD training, postdoctoral work, 
and faculty partnerships. As such, industry partnerships or commercial collaborations 
are not a primary focus, though some academic partnerships do include industry 
or public sector stakeholders. Survey participants largely came from higher 
education and research institutes, and both case studies are drawn from research 
collaborations implemented with the support of academic institutions. Third, the 
data collected is largely qualitative and exploratory in nature. The two case studies 
provide an in-depth look at particular programmes, and while these were chosen 
carefully, they should not be considered representative of all institutional collaborative 
efforts and partnerships. In addition, the survey was a convenience sample broadly 
distributed in all three countries via informal and formal networks, which may bias 
responses toward those who find collaborative research partnerships beneficial. 
Findings highlight prevalent themes and issues but should not be interpreted as 
precise metrics of benefit or impact. Time and resource constraints also mean 
that some potentially relevant angles are not fully pursued. For example, while the 
role of industry and government partners is briefly touched on, a comprehensive 
analysis of private sector engagement in these types of transatlantic research 

11  Research and Innovation, February 2025, https://www.ukri.org/publications/global-mobility-evidence-report/
global-mobility-evidence-report-2024/.

https://www.ukri.org/publications/global-mobility-evidence-report/global-mobility-evidence-report-2024/
https://www.ukri.org/publications/global-mobility-evidence-report/global-mobility-evidence-report-2024/
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collaborations would require a separate dedicated study. Finally, the rapidly evolving 
nature of policy, such as changes in funding availability or new government strategic 
priorities, means that this report captures only a moment in time. It is important 
to note that certain conditions, such as funding access or geopolitical support for 
international collaborations involving researcher mobility, will continue to change and 
thus ongoing attention will be needed to keep recommendations current. Despite 
these limitations, the triangulation of data sources does provide a glimpse into the 
current state of Scotland-North America research collaborations involving early 
career researcher mobility and the findings and recommendations should serve 
as a insightful guide for stakeholders in academia, industry, and government.

To address the primary questions of the study and provide foundational context 
and framing, this report begins with a high-level overview of the relevant literature 
on researcher mobility, international partnerships and initiatives, funding models, 
and capacity building, while maintaining focus on Scotland–North America 
connections. The literature review is then followed by the methodology and 
analysis, offering an overview of findings from the internationally distributed 
survey of researchers and faculty involved in or supervising transatlantic research 
projects, as well as two illustrative case studies: the Scotland-Canada Academic 
Partnership (S-CAP) led by Professor Kevin James, director of the Centre for 
Scottish Studies at the University of Guelph (Canada), and Edinburgh Global’s 
North America Strategy at the University of Edinburgh (Scotland), led by Scott 
McQuarrie, Regional Director for North America.12 The report concludes with an 
overview of findings from the data and recommendations for stakeholders.

12  Centre for Scottish Studies, ‘Scotland-Canada Academic Partnership (S-CAP)’, University of Guelph College of 
Arts, 2025, https://www.uoguelph.ca/arts/scottish/s-cap; Edinburgh Global, ‘North America’.

https://www.uoguelph.ca/arts/scottish/s-cap
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International Research Collaboration: Trends and Benefits

Academic research has become an increasingly international endeavour, and a 
substantial body of evidence indicates that international collaboration is not only 
common, but also highly valued by researchers. In a 2017 survey of over 1,200 
Fellows and grant recipients of the UK’s national academies, 95% had engaged in 
at least one international collaboration in the past five years, and 89% reported that 
such collaboration was important to their career.13 Studies show that internationally 
collaborative research tends to have higher visibility and impact and, notably, 
over half of Scotland’s scientific publications are co-authored with international 
partners and carry significantly higher citation impact than internationally co-
authored publications of comparative countries.14 International teamwork often 
enables more novel or ambitious projects, as illustrated by big-science fields 
like particle physics and astronomy, where global consortia are the norm.15 
However, even in the humanities and social sciences, where cross-border research 
partnerships are not as common, collaborative research across countries can 
yield insights that may be impossible to achieve through single-nation studies.16 

Academic Mobility and Early Career Development

Closely tied to collaboration is the mobility of researchers across borders. Short 
and long-term stays enable the face-to-face interaction and on-site work that often 
catalyse deeper partnerships and the importance of mobility to academic careers 
is strongly evidenced in surveys. In the 2017 UK National Academies study, 91% 
of researchers said international mobility was very impactful for their careers, with 
86% calling travel “essential.”17 Short visits for conferences or meetings spark the 
creative and innovative interactions that form the building blocks of collaboration, 
while longer residencies like a postdoc or faculty exchange abroad allow researchers 
to immerse in a different research culture and build lasting ties, providing key pieces 
for a career development framework. Over half of the researchers surveyed in the 
study had spent at least a year working in another country at some point in their 
academic careers, most during their postdoctoral phase. Analytically important for 
the purposes of this study, 70% noted that these sustained international experiences 
were valuable for career progression, as their time abroad expanded their professional 
network, enabled work with leading experts, and even enhanced personal growth 

2. Literature Review

13  Opinion Leader, ‘The Role of International Collaboration’.
14  Scottish Funding Council, ‘Ambition and Impact: International Development Research in Scotland’, Scottish 
Funding Council, 2025, https://www.sfc.ac.uk/research-innovation/research-impact/.
15  Brian Owens, ‘The Benefits and Challenges of International Research Collaboration’, University Affairs, November 
2018.
16  Jennifer Dusdal and Justin J W Powell, ‘Benefits, Motivations, and Challenges of International Collaborative 
Research: A Sociology of Science Case Study’, Science and Public Policy 48, no. 2 (2021): 235–45, https://doi.
org/10.1093/scipol/scab010.
17  Opinion Leader, ‘The Role of International Collaboration’.

https://www.sfc.ac.uk/research-innovation/research-impact/
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through cross-cultural experiences.18 Quantitative studies align with these perceptions 
as analysis of bibliometric data has found that researchers who are internationally 
mobile tend to have higher research output and more collaborative publications 
than those who never move.19 Mobility facilitates trust-building and understanding 
between collaborators, which in turn can make joint projects more productive.

For PhD students and early-career researchers, participating in international 
exchanges or collaborations can be particularly formative. International research 
experience is often promoted as a fast-track route to future career opportunities.20  
Doctoral mobility programmes such as co-tutelle arrangements or exchange 
fellowships give students access to facilities or expertise that might be unavailable 
at their home institution, while also teaching them to navigate diverse academic 
environments. One large study found that completing a post-PhD fellowship abroad 
significantly increases the likelihood of securing a competitive academic position 
or postdoc on return.21 The benefits, however, depend on context. Studies have 
also noted potential challenges for mobile early-career researchers.22 Sociological 
factors, such as life stage, experience with international travel, number of languages 
spoken, and geographic origins, can affect the ability of researchers to effectively 
integrate into new environments.23 In addition, the benefit of international mobility 
to career development can vary depending on the research discipline and career 
stage of the researcher. PhD exchanges and postdoctoral projects demonstrate a 
higher career impact from mobility than an early-career faculty member accepting 
a new post outside their home country.24 These caveats highlight that while 
mobility is broadly beneficial, institutions must ensure proper support so that 
international researchers can fully contribute and advance in their careers.25 

Overall, the literature underscores that mobility and collaboration enhance  
professional and personal development.26 International work supports emerging 
researchers in building reputations beyond their home country, diversifying their 
skill set, and signals a capacity to operate in global teams – all assets in today’s 
competitive academic job market.27 At the same time, the infusion of international 
talent benefits host institutions by bringing fresh ideas and increasing global 

18  Opinion Leader, ‘The Role of International Collaboration’.
19  Karen Vandevelde and Marco Seeber, ‘International Research Mobility: Beneficial for an Academic Career?’, 
European Association for International Education, March 2023, https://www.eaie.org/resource/research-mobility-
academic-career.html.
20  Vandevelde and Seeber, ‘International Research Mobility’.
21  Alice Dias Lopes and Sally Hancock, ‘International Mobility After the Phd: Exploring the Characteristics and 
Early Labour Market Outcomes of Uk Doctoral Graduates’, Higher Education, 29 November 2024, 1–22, https://doi.
org/10.1007/s10734-024-01357-0.
22  Vandevelde and Seeber, ‘International Research Mobility’.
23  Carolina Cañibano et al., ‘Scientific Careers and the Mobility of European Researchers: An Analysis of 
International Mobility by Career Stage’, Higher Education 80, no. 6 (2020): 1175–93, https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-
020-00536-z.
24  Cañibano et al., ‘Scientific Careers and Mobility of Researchers’.
25  Cañibano et al., ‘Scientific Careers and Mobility of Researchers’.
26   Alexis Carr and Catherine Beaudry, ‘Effectiveness of In-Person and Virtual International Mobility Scholars 
Programme on Career and Professional Development’, Journal of Learning for Development 10, no. 3 (2023): 333–45, 
https://doi.org/10.56059/jl4d.v10i3.722.
27   Vandevelde and Seeber, ‘International Research Mobility’.

https://www.eaie.org/resource/research-mobility-academic-career.html
https://www.eaie.org/resource/research-mobility-academic-career.html
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-024-01357-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-024-01357-0
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-020-00536-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-020-00536-z
https://doi.org/10.56059/jl4d.v10i3.722
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networks. Scotland and North America have both been active in facilitating 
researcher exchange as programmes like the Fulbright Award and Commonwealth 
Scholarship have long enabled bilateral mobility of students and scholars.28  
However, gaps remain in funding and policy and ensuring equitable access to 
mobility across disciplines and demographic groups is a continuing challenge.

Interdisciplinary and Multilateral Partnerships

A notable trend in international collaboration is the rise of interdisciplinary partnerships 
and multilateral networks. Complex global issues, such as the impact of climate 
change, sustainable development, or the global mental health crisis require cross-
disciplinary international expertise. Scotland-North America research partnerships 
increasingly reflect this reality in bringing together diverse disciplines and sectors. For 
example, due to the background, experience, skillsets, and networks of its members, 
the RSE NAWG deliberately focuses on thematic research areas such as environment 
and cultural heritage, space and AI, as well as the creative arts, economics, and 
public health. These are all areas where solutions may require both scientific and 
social insights.29 Literature on research innovation suggests that cross-cultural and 
interdisciplinary teams are more likely to produce breakthrough innovations, as they 
can integrate methods and perspectives in ways that are more globally relevant.30 

The sustainability of international interdisciplinary projects often benefits from 
institutional backing in the form of strategic partnerships. Through broad network and 
alliance frameworks, universities may engage in informal agreements or more formal 
memorandums of understanding (MOUs) between major universities that make it 
easier for early career researchers across disciplines to connect and engage in joint 
programmes.31 These umbrella agreements can provide structure and resources, 
such as seed funding and exchange mechanisms, to stimulate bottom-up research 
collaborations.32 In the Scotland–North America context, many Scottish universities 
have formal partnerships through MOUs with U.S. and Canadian peers that span 
multiple faculties. When the University of Edinburgh identified North America as a 
priority region and cultivated strategic partnerships with institutions like the University 
of Toronto, Cornell University and Rice University, seed funding opportunities 
across all disciplines were unlocked.33 As a result, numerous interdisciplinary pilot 
projects, ranging from digital humanities to renewable energy, have been launched. 
Early evidence from such initiatives indicates that clear, tangible outputs, such 
as workshops, joint publications, and new grant bids, have resulted. These seed 

28  ‘Scholarships and Fellowship’, Commonwealth Scholarship Commission in the UK, 2025, https://cscuk.fcdo.gov.
uk/about-us/scholarships-and-fellowships/; Fulbright Commission, ‘Fulbright Awards’, 2023, https://fulbright.org.uk/
about-us/.
29  Royal Society of Edinburgh, ‘North America Working Group’.
30  Davide Ravasi et al., ‘What Makes Research Collaborations Successful?’, Academy of Management Journal 67, no. 
3 (2024): 583–94, https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2024.4003.
31  Centre for Educational Research and Innovation, Internationalisation and Trade in Higher Education: Opportunities 
and Challenges (Organisation for Cooperation and Development, 2004), https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264015067-en.
32  Akbar Zolfaghari et al., ‘Internationalization of Higher Education: Challenges, Strategies, Policies and Programs’, 
US-China Education Review 6, no. 5 (2009): 1–9, https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED505713.pdf#page=1.36.
33  Edinburgh Global, ‘Seed Funding | North America’, University of Edinburgh, 24 June 2024, https://global.ed.ac.uk/
regional-engagement/north-america/seed-funding.

https://cscuk.fcdo.gov.uk/about-us/scholarships-and-fellowships/
https://cscuk.fcdo.gov.uk/about-us/scholarships-and-fellowships/
https://fulbright.org.uk/about-us/
https://fulbright.org.uk/about-us/
https://doi.org/10.5465/amj.2024.4003
https://doi.org/10.1787/9789264015067-en
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED505713.pdf#page=1.36
https://global.ed.ac.uk/regional-engagement/north-america/seed-fundinghttp://
https://global.ed.ac.uk/regional-engagement/north-america/seed-fundinghttp://
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funding initiatives also emphasise the importance of legacy planning.34 Legacy 
planning encourages, or even requires, research teams to seek external funding 
to continue their collaboration beyond the seed grant period. This aligns with best 
practices identified in the literature, where funders provide initial support to “get things 
started,” with the expectation that research teams will then leverage that funding into 
sustainable long-term projects.35 Crucially, interdisciplinary international collaborations 
depend on flexible, trust-based relationships rather than rigid bureaucratic structures. 
Successful research collaborations often begin informally through personal contacts 
made at a conference or during short research visits, and then become formalised 
once trust is established and a shared vision emerges. Flexibility in these research 
partnerships is key as institutions must accommodate differences in academic 
calendars, regulatory environments, and funding cycles and mechanisms through 
clear but adaptable agreements that leave room for growth in new directions. 

Funding Models for International Collaboration 

Frequently discussed in the literature are the appropriate funding mechanisms 
necessary to sustain effective and resilient cross-border research partnerships. 
Traditionally, researchers have had to patch together funding from their respective 
national sources to support joint projects. A Scottish research team may receive a 
UK Research Council grant while their American research partners receive a National 
Science Foundation grant and the two pools are then used in tandem. Respondents 
in the North America-Scotland Research Collaboration Survey acknowledged the 
benefit of this approach while noting that pooling funding also entails significant 
and frequent coordination challenges and administrative burdens, as each grant 
may have different timelines, rules, and expectations. Moreover, national funding 
criteria may not fully value international work. As funding bodies tend to be framed 
around national priorities, a proposal to study another country or work with 
foreign partners can be a harder sell as researchers applying to study Country X 
from Country Y may fall between the cracks of each nation’s funding remit.36 

In response to these challenges, several funding models have emerged. One is 
the lead agency model for bilateral research calls, where two national funders 
agree that a single lead agency will review proposals on behalf of both, and each 
side then funds its country’s researchers for the selected projects. The UK and 
the U.S. have piloted this in some areas, and the UK has such agreements with 
Ireland and some European countries, though less so with Canada.37 Another 
model is multilateral funding programmes, such as the EU Framework/Horizon 
Europe programmes, which pool contributions from many countries into one pot 

34  Edinburgh Global, ‘Seed Funding’.
35  PricewaterhouseCoopers, ‘International Research Funding Systems: A Comparative Analysis’, PwC, April 2025, 
https://www.pwc.co.uk/industries/government-public-sector/education/international-research-funding-systems-
comparative-analysis.html.
36  Professor Kevin James, ‘NAWG Scoping Report Interview: Scotland-Canada Academic Partnership’, 8 July 2025, 
Online- Microsoft Teams.
37  David Berkowitz, ‘NSF-UKRI/EPSRC Lead Agency Opportunity on Understanding and Exploiting Quantum 
Information in Chemical Systems’, US National Science Foundation, 24 September 2024, https://www.nsf.gov/
funding/opportunities/dcl-nsf-ukriepsrc-lead-agency-opportunity-understanding.

https://www.pwc.co.uk/industries/government-public-sector/education/international-research-funding-systems-comparative-analysis.html.
https://www.pwc.co.uk/industries/government-public-sector/education/international-research-funding-systems-comparative-analysis.html.
https://www.nsf.gov/funding/opportunities/dcl-nsf-ukriepsrc-lead-agency-opportunity-understanding
https://www.nsf.gov/funding/opportunities/dcl-nsf-ukriepsrc-lead-agency-opportunity-understanding
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accessible to international consortia.38 However, access to funding for mobility 
costs remains a significant roadblock, especially within the constraints of smaller 
grants or seed funding. For example, the Scottish Government’s diaspora-related 
grants, like the new Scottish Connections Fund, provide small awards of £2000-
£5000 to support events and networking by overseas Scottish communities, but 
travel and accommodation costs are only allowed “where justifiable.”39 These types 
of small grants are often easier for early career researchers to successfully apply 
for, however, they are often required to front costs or apply for additional funding to 
overcome constraints in their activities due to the small amount awarded to them. 
Specifically broadening international initiatives to cover research seed funding with 
a direct line item addressing the costs of transatlantic mobility would fill one of 
the biggest gaps identified in the literature and by NAWG survey respondents.

The literature also highlights the importance of institutional funding 
and support. Universities in Scotland and North America have begun 
creating internal funding schemes to spur collaboration. 	

When the aforementioned University 
of Edinburgh, University of Toronto 
(Ontario), Cornell University (New 
York), and Rice University (Texas) 
each put forward matching funds to 
create joint seed grant competitions 
they invited proposals from any 
discipline, require a team with members 
from both institutions, and award 
relatively small grants (£5k–£15k) 
to be used for workshops, travel, 
and preliminary research.40 Such 
schemes not only provide resources 

but signal institutional commitment from the highest levels, which can encourage 
early career faculty to pursue international partnerships they might otherwise 
deem too difficult. Additionally, philanthropic funding plays a role. Endowments 
and donations, often from alumni or diaspora in North America, have been used 
to establish fellowships and travel scholarships. The Centre for Scottish Studies in 
Guelph benefits from endowed funds specifically dedicated to supporting student 
and faculty travel to Scotland.41 These private funds can help fill the travel and living 
cost gap in mobility exchange where government grants may not. Still, reliance 
on endowments means uneven support across institutions. Creating a structured 
binational mobility fellowship programme could spread opportunities more widely.

Increasing our international 
research collaborations is a 
cornerstone in expanding our research 
program at Rice. The University 
of Edinburgh partnership plays an 
important role in that endeavour.”	
Professor Ramamoorthy Ramesh	  
Vice President for Research, Rice University 

38  Directorate-General for Research and Innovation, ‘Horizon Europe: International Cooperation in Research and 
Innovation’, European Commission, 28 July 2025, https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/strategy/strategy-
research-and-innovation/europe-world/international-cooperation_en.
39  Scottish Government, ‘Scottish Connections Fund: Guidance’, Gov.Scot, 15 July 2025, https://www.gov.scot/
publications/scottish-connections-fund-how-to-apply/.  Edinburgh Global, ‘Seed Funding Collaborations in North 
America’, University of Edinburgh, 24 June 2024, https://global.ed.ac.uk/stories/seed-funding-collaborations-in-
north-america.
40  Edinburgh Global, ‘Seed Funding Collaborations in North America’, University of Edinburgh, 24 June 2024, https://
global.ed.ac.uk/stories/seed-funding-collaborations-in-north-america.
41  Professor Kevin James, ‘NAWG Scoping Report Interview: Scotland-Canada Academic Partnership’, 8 July 2025.

https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/strategy/strategy-research-and-innovation/europe-world/international-cooperation_en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/strategy/strategy-research-and-innovation/europe-world/international-cooperation_en
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-connections-fund-how-to-apply/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-connections-fund-how-to-apply/
https://global.ed.ac.uk/stories/seed-funding-collaborations-in-north-america
https://global.ed.ac.uk/stories/seed-funding-collaborations-in-north-america
https://global.ed.ac.uk/stories/seed-funding-collaborations-in-north-america
https://global.ed.ac.uk/stories/seed-funding-collaborations-in-north-america
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Capacity Building and Equity in Collaboration 

A recurring theme in the literature is the benefit of international research 
partnerships to building capacity, not only in a narrow sense of training individuals 
but also strengthening institutional capabilities and developing research projects 
in underrepresented fields.42 In global development contexts, “capacity building” 
often refers to collaborations where a higher-resourced partner helps develop 
research infrastructure or skills in a lower-resourced setting.43 While Scotland, the 
US, and Canada are all high-income research-intensive contexts, capacity building 
still applies in terms of knowledge exchange and broadening participation. Joint 
training initiatives, such as summer schools, PhD training networks, and PhD mentor 
schemes, allow PhD students and early-career researchers to gain skills that their 
home institution may not offer, thus raising the overall capacity of the researcher pool. 
A concrete example of this type of initiative is the Scottish Universities Partnership 
for Environmental Research (SUPER), which recently received 5 million from the 
UK Natural Environment Research Council for their innovative Doctoral Training 
Partnership (DTP).44 The SUPER DTP comprises a collaborative group of universities 
with well-established relational partnerships, providing opportunities for ‘multi-
institutional, cross-disciplinary, and interdisciplinary doctoral research’ that delivers 
innovative and globally impactful research in natural environmental science.45 

In summary, the literature and global best practices suggest that transatlantic 
research collaboration, when supported by aligned strategies and adequate 
funding, can drive innovation and capacity building, while also having a 
transformative effect on the career development of researchers at all levels. 

The literature and data identify several key success factors: 

•	 Strategic alignment through partnerships that match institutional and  
national priorities.

•	 Trusted relationships built through researcher mobility as a part of  
institutional networks.

•	 Supportive funding models to reduce administrative barriers and cover  
mobility costs. 

•	 Inclusive frameworks that integrate diverse participants across all disciplines.

•	 Evaluation and sustainability planning to ensure partnerships deliver mutual 
benefit and lasting impact. 	

42  C. Merritt et al., ‘Positioning for Success: Building Capacity in Academic Competencies for Early-Career 
Researchers in Sub-Saharan Africa’, Global Mental Health 6 (July 2019): e16, https://doi.org/10.1017/gmh.2019.14.
43  Merritt et al., ‘Building Capacity in Early Career Researchers’.
44  Scottish Oceans Institute, ‘The Scottish Universities Partnership for Environmental Research – The SUPER 
Doctoral Training Partnership’, University of St. Andrews, 2025, https://superdtp.st-andrews.ac.uk/.
45  ‘SUPER Doctoral Training Partnership’.

https://doi.org/10.1017/gmh.2019.14
https://superdtp.st-andrews.ac.uk/
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This project was conducted as a high-level review and qualitative inquiry to explore 
the ways in which transatlantic research collaborations between Scotland and 
North America involving researcher mobility support the academic and professional 
development of early-career researchers. A high-level review approach allows for the 
identification and mapping of key themes and issues in transatlantic mobility, like 
funding, institutional and government support, and career benefits for researchers, 
as well as providing for the examination of grey literature such as strategy 
documents, public sector surveys, and government policy reports. The literature 
review synthesises these findings and informs the design of the primary research.

Along with the review, primary data were collected through the online North America-
Scotland Research Collaboration survey, as well as two case study interviews, to 
gather insights from those directly engaged in multilateral research collaborations 
involving transatlantic mobility. The study design, along with ethical considerations, 
was approved by the RSE NAWG. The data was then triangulated with the literature  
for analysis. 

Data Collection: Survey 

PhDs students, early career academics, and research faculty in North America 
and Scotland were invited in June and July 2025 to participate in an online 
questionnaire exploring their experiences of multi-lateral transatlantic research 
collaborations.  The 33 responses received came from a diverse sample of 
disciplines, including the creative arts, health sciences, environmental studies, 
AI, and the humanities. The survey asked both closed and open-ended questions 
about respondents’ collaborative research activities, mobility experiences, research 
outcomes, and challenges experienced, then concluded with a request for 
recommendations for improvement. Responses were anonymised and analysed 
qualitatively with thematic coding used to categorise open-ended answers. 

In total, respondents reported affiliations spanning over 50 different institutions 
across Scotland, Canada, the US, and several European countries. The top three 
Scottish universities represented were University of Edinburgh, University of Glasgow, 
and University of Aberdeen. The top three Canadian universities represented were 
University of Guelph, University of Ottawa, and McGill University. Universities in 
the United States were represented by Cornell University, Rice University, and the 
University of Pennsylvania. Respondents reported research partnerships with 
institutions such as the National Library of Scotland, British Arctic Survey, National 
Research Council of Canada, Canadian Museum of Nature, and the Scottish 
Association for Marine Science (SAMS). Because the survey allowed multiple 
institutions and countries to be listed per respondent, the results clearly demonstrated 
the multilateral nature of transatlantic research collaborations. While the survey’s 
focus was on Scotland, USA, and Canada, a few respondents mentioned partnerships 
that also included researchers from Germany, France, and Poland, indicating that 
Scotland-North America collaborations are also part of a wider global consortium. 

3. Research Design
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Nevertheless, Scotland, Canada, and the USA were the primary countries of focus, 
with Scotland and Canada mentioned most frequently as collaboration locales.

Data Collection

Ethical approval for this study was obtained through the Royal Society of Edinburgh, 
under protocols for research involving human participants. In the survey, respondents 
were informed of the study’s purpose and that participation was voluntary and 
anonymous. Implied consent was obtained via survey submission. No personally 
identifiable information is reported from the survey; any quotes used from open-
ended responses are paraphrased to protect identity unless the respondent 
explicitly agreed to attribution. For the interviews, written informed consent was 
obtained from both case study interviewees and both agreed to be identified by 
name/title for the sake of the case studies. The case study sections were shared 
with them for review prior to publication to ensure accuracy and allow redaction 
of any sensitive details. Every effort has been made to represent participants’ 
views faithfully and in context, and to avoid any bias or misinterpretation.

Case Study Interviews

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with select individuals to complement the 
survey data through in-depth case studies. Participants were chosen via purposive 
sampling, in consultation with the RSE NAWG, to highlight notable examples of 
collaboration models to illustrate different scales and approaches: one at the 
grassroots academic network level and one at the institutional strategy level. 

Two key informants were identified:

•	 Professor Kevin James – Scottish Studies Foundation Chair at University of 
Guelph, Canada, and Director of the Scotland-Canada Academic Partnership 
(S-CAP). Professor James has been instrumental in building a transatlantic 
grassroots network of scholars in Scotland and Canada through the work  
of S-CAP.

•	 Mr. Scott McQuarrie – Regional Director for Edinburgh Global at the University 
of Edinburgh. McQuarrie leads Edinburgh Global’s North America engagement 
strategy, coordinating partnerships and exchanges across the US and Canada. His 
perspective represents the institutional strategic approach to collaboration.

In July 2025, Professor James and Scott McQuarrie shared their experiences and 
insights via online interview. The interviews were semi-structured, guided by a set 
of questions sent in advance, and covering topics such as the genesis and goals 
of their programmes, partnership structures, funding and logistical aspects, the 
involvement of PhD students and ECRs, challenges encountered, and reflections 
on what has worked well or could improve. Interviews were recorded with consent 
and transcribed. The interview transcripts were qualitatively analysed for key points 
and quotes that illustrate the themes emerging from the literature and survey. Each 
case offers a nuanced view of how multi-lateral transatlantic research collaborations 
function. Professor James' efforts through S-CAP demonstrates the effectiveness 
of a network developing largely from scholarly initiative and diaspora links and 
Scott McQuarrie’s work at Edinburgh Global highlights the value and impact of an 
institutionally orchestrated strategic effort to systematise international engagement. 
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Collaboration Models and Formation

The survey and interviews revealed a spectrum of collaboration models, from informal 
scholar-to-scholar projects to formal institutional alliances. Many respondents 
noted that their collaborations began through personal connections or shared 
research interests, then later gained institutional backing. In fact, networking and 
prior relationships were commonly cited as the seed of collaboration, affirming 
literature findings that existing relationships along with new connection opportunities 
like research workshops and conferences are frequently the spark for future 
research partnerships.46 One survey respondent in the humanities described 
partnering with a Canadian colleague on a comparative project after discovering 
mutual interests at a workshop. Others referenced more structured models 
like co-supervised PhD students and faculty exchange programmes. Another 
respondent indicated that some collaborations are built into training mechanisms, 
such as a PhD student spending a semester at a research partner’s lab.

Both bi-lateral and multi-lateral international relationships were represented with 
nearly half the survey respondents involved in partnerships between Scotland 
and one other country (US or Canada), with the remainder in collaborations 
involving multiple countries. A considerable degree of research collaborations 
were institutionally brokered, whereas others were entirely bottom-up. Both routes 
were noted as successful but entailed different dynamics. Respondents reported 
that top-down partnerships often come with resources and administrative support 
but may initially lack the relational connectivity and trust necessary to negotiate 
reporting requirements and bureaucratic challenges. Bottom-up partnerships 
were observed as having relational connection and intellectual alignment from 
the start but then often experienced limited research infrastructure and funding 
roadblocks. Respondents consistently expressed a desire for mechanisms that 
support long-term, multi-pronged collaboration, envisioning partnerships not as 
one-off projects but as evolving networks that might involve faculty visits, student 
exchanges, joint courses, and research co-production over years. A balanced 
approach of institutional support for researcher-driven ideas appears to be ideal. 

Team Composition, Mobility, and Capacity Building 

Collaboration teams were primarily constructed of senior faculty and postdoctoral 
researchers, with a few including PhD students and/or industry partners. A 
recurring emphasis was the value of in-person engagement for building trust and 
mentoring early-career researchers. Survey participants highlighted multi-modal 
collaborations that combine in-person travel, workshops, virtual meetings, and 

4. Data Analysis and Discussion:  
Survey and Interview Key Themes

46  Sen Chai and Richard B. Freeman, ‘Temporary Colocation and Collaborative Discovery: Who Confers at 
Conferences’, Strategic Management Journal 40, no. 13 (2019): 2138–64, https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.3062.

http://https://doi.org/10.1002/smj.3062
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mentorship as providing the most benefit. Many noted that short-term visits or 
exchanges of a few weeks or even months were crucial for early-career researchers 
to begin gaining skills and building networks but emphasised the value of longer-
term collaborations for career opportunities. Some respondents also observed that 
large grant funding calls for longer-term projects are often STEM-focused with the 
mobility opportunities only available for those fields, frequently excluding researchers 
in the humanities. Both case study interviewees touched on this as well with Scott 
McQuarrie noting that, at times, the humanities were underrepresented in strategic 
goals given the University of Edinburgh’s priorities of Data/AI, sustainability, health. 
Scott McQuarrie highlighted present and ongoing efforts to incorporate the arts 
and humanities through interdisciplinary international initiatives, ensuring they are 
not left behind.47 Professor James comparatively noted that historically Scottish-
Canadian collaborations have been strong in the humanities, due in part to Scottish 
studies programmes. As a result, S-CAP has focused on building and supporting 
STEM connections and networks in addition to humanities-based research 
collaborations.48 James pointed out that the University of Guelph has multiple 
endowed scholarships sending students to Scotland, an almost unique level of 
support outside Scotland itself. This capacity was built over decades through alumni 
donations from the Scottish diaspora in Canada, demonstrating how one or two 
champions can create lasting mobility pipelines. Capacity building via collaboration 
was also seen in skill development. Respondents noted that PhD students and early 
career researchers on transatlantic teams learn to operate in different research 
cultures with several survey respondents mentioning how working internationally 
improved their leadership and project management skills as they navigated complex 
logistics and multi-site coordination. These “softer” professional skills are important 
for career progression and can be an overlooked benefit of international projects.

Funding and Institutional Support

It became abundantly clear from both the survey and interviews that funding 
constraints are a primary challenge, particularly for the costs associated with 
transatlantic mobility. A large majority of survey respondents identified funding  
issues as a major barrier, citing short grant timelines, administrative bureaucracy  
and complex application processes, and unclear pathways to obtain co-funding 
across borders. 

Many researchers emphasised that travel and exchange costs need to be properly 
resourced within grants in order to get the most out of the activities. Professor 
James acknowledged that mobility funding was all too frequently left out of grant 
allocations, resulting in researchers having to bear the costs or forgo travelling. 
James went on to say, “half my research would never have happened” without the 
external mobility fellowships he had as a younger scholar. His personal experience 
with the career benefits of mobility informed his efforts to immediately advocate for 
the creation of fellowship funds earmarked for transatlantic mobility when stepping 
into the role of the Centre of Scottish Studies chair. By pooling endowment yields 

47  Scott McQuarrie, ‘NAWG Scoping Report Interview: Edinburgh Global North America’, 1 July 2025, Online- 
Microsoft Teams.
48  Professor Kevin James, ‘NAWG Scoping Report Interview: Scotland-Canada Academic Partnership’, 8 July 2025.
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and negotiating support from the 
University of Guelph’s library and the 
Scottish Government’s Canada office, 
he established two visiting fellowship 
programmes: one through the Centre 
for Scottish Studies to bring a scholar 
to the University of Guelph’s Scottish 
collections, and the soon-to-be-launched 
S-CAP fellowship to bring a Scottish 
university scholar to Canada. These are 
relatively small-scale funding schemes 
but targeted exactly at the people 
exchange and mobility gap identified 
through the survey and in the literature. 

Survey participants similarly called for 
small-scale seed grants and dedicated 
mobility support to be prioritised. 
Thematic analysis of recommendations 
showed repeated mentions of the need 
for flexible travel grants and longer-
duration funding to allow the necessary 
time for relationship-building, as well 
as the need for institutional support 
for bridge or seed funding. While 
researcher mobility funding options 
such as the UK’s Turing Scheme and 
the aforementioned United States' 
Fulbright Program do exist, both are 
extremely competitive with application 
processes specifically highlighted 
as complex and challenging.49 Scott 
McQuarrie proposed exploring a 
“return to Erasmus-style funding 

for staff mobility,” noting that short academic visits are extremely valuable but 
currently hard to fund and arrange between Scotland and North America.50 This 
idea reflects survey respondents’ expressed desire for a streamlined, government-
backed scheme to help overcome these financial and bureaucratic roadblocks. 

49  Department for Education, ‘Turing Scheme’, GOV.UK, 14 March 2025, https://www.gov.uk/government/
collections/turing-scheme; ‘Fulbright Scholar Awards to the UK’, Fulbright Commission, 2025, https://fulbright.org.
uk/our-programmes/fulbright-scholarships-to-the-uk/us-scholars/; Dorothy Lepkowska, ‘Study Reveals Benefits, 
Drawbacks of Turing Mobility Scheme’, University World News, June 2025, https://www.universityworldnews.com/
post.php?story=20250606114448976.
50  Scott McQuarrie, ‘NAWG Scoping Report Interview: Edinburgh Global North America’, 1 July 2025.

It's been very difficult 
managing administrative needs 
of the USA and also Canada, 
while at the same time managing 
administrative needs of UKRI and 
our home institution. As a researcher, 
I am put in the middle of these 
management tensions, and it upsets 
our scientific relationship. As a 
scientist with significant experience 
in international applications, 
meeting the administrative 
requirements of multiple countries 
is a more challenging task than the 
science itself. It's a major barrier 
to collaboration, and in fact can 
negatively impact professional 
scientific relationships as our home 
institutions try to extract financial 
benefit from the action.“	
Academic Researcher	 
Scotland, Psychology and Education

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/turing-scheme
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/turing-scheme
https://fulbright.org.uk/our-programmes/fulbright-scholarships-to-the-uk/us-scholars/
https://fulbright.org.uk/our-programmes/fulbright-scholarships-to-the-uk/us-scholars/
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20250606114448976
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20250606114448976
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Institutional support beyond funding also plays a big role. Several survey respondents 
described the value of partnership toolkits and administrative frameworks to 
ease collaboration. Scott McQuarrie explained that, prior to Brexit and the UK’s 
departure from the Erasmus Programme, the University of Edinburgh developed an 
evaluation framework and partnership agreement process through the EVALUATE 
project, an Erasmus+ funded consortium to guide academics in setting up strategic 
collaborations.51 Edinburgh Global and the Edinburgh Research Office now 
collaboratively maintain a toolkit that covers how to initiate a partnership that aligns 
with the university priorities and strategies, as well as legal considerations like data-
sharing agreements, and due diligence on partners.52 By providing such structured 
support, the university tries to alleviate the administrative load on academics, a pain 
point raised in the survey. Additionally, some institutions have created risk registers 
and guidance for international engagement. The University of Edinburgh maintains 
a risk register for engagement with the U.S. to navigate potential legal, political, and 
funding issues.53 This kind of top-level support can give researchers confidence that 
their institution “has their back” when venturing into complex international projects.

Outcomes and Impact

Participants in the survey reported a wide array of research outputs and outcomes 
from their collaborations, indicating that transatlantic partnerships are indeed 
productive. Outputs ranged from traditional peer-reviewed articles to more diverse 
forms like digital archives, artistic exhibitions, policy white papers, new datasets, 
student training programmes, and even patents. A few respondents highlighted 
high-profile scientific outcomes (e.g. biomedical patents, clinical trial advances, 
and an AI company startup) which they attributed to the unique expertise brought 
together by a transatlantic research team. Arts and humanities outputs were 
also represented in the survey with numerous top journal publications noted as 
well as a transatlantic history collaboration that led to a public exhibition and an 
online educational resource, policy impact and change resulting from a public 
health project in a prison system, and the launch of an international humanities 
network. Several survey respondents issued a call for institutions and funders 
to value such cross-disciplinary and non-traditional impacts, rather than just 
counting publications or citations. The UK Research Excellence Framework 
reinforces this modern research evaluation trend in its emphasis on the necessity 
for research that has a beneficial impact on society beyond academia.54  

In terms of the impact on early career researchers, the data suggests significant 
positive effects on skill development, career opportunities, and academic progression. 
Several survey respondents noted their collaborations directly led to job offers or 
further funding. One ECR wrote that working with a U.S. lab opened the door for 

51  Edinburgh Global, ‘The Evaluate Framework and Handbook’, University of Edinburgh, 24 June 2024, https://global.
ed.ac.uk/evaluate-framework.
52  Edinburgh Global, ‘Global Partnerships’, University of Edinburgh, 24 June 2024, https://global.ed.ac.uk/
partnerships.
53  Edinburgh Global, ‘Responsible Global Engagement’, University of Edinburgh, 24 June 2024, https://global.ed.ac.
uk/responsible-global-engagement.
54  Cagla Stevenson et al., Impacts of Research from Scottish Universities: Analysis of the Ref 2021 Impact Case Studies 
(2023), https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA2848-1.html.

https://global.ed.ac.uk/evaluate-framework
https://global.ed.ac.uk/evaluate-framework
https://global.ed.ac.uk/partnerships
https://global.ed.ac.uk/partnerships
https://global.ed.ac.uk/responsible-global-engagement
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https://www.rand.org/pubs/research_reports/RRA2848-1.html
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her to pursue and acquire a postdoc at the same lab – a step that might not have 
occurred otherwise. Faculty noted that through collaboration they were able to 
establish new research lines and groups that have since trained multiple PhDs. 
Survey responses demonstrate that partnerships create a vital research cycle where 
initial collaboration yields results, which attracts the attention of other students or 
researchers, which then sustains and grows the collaboration. Professor James 
described how the S-CAP network has started to nurture a “new generation of 
Scots and Canadians alike” by facilitating visiting fellowships and lectures.55  The 
first S-CAP visiting scholar (to be appointed in the coming year) is envisioned as 
someone who exemplifies this next generation of innovative bi-national researchers. 
Meanwhile, Scott McQuarrie noted that Edinburgh’s seed-funded projects have 
already produced tangible results like co-publications and conferences, and 
importantly, many teams are now applying for larger external grants together.56  

Another impact theme is the resilience of collaborations in the face of external 
shocks. One argument that emerged in Professor James’s discussion interview 
is that having robust international relationships can make research programmes 
more resilient to sudden shifts, whether political changes, funding cuts, or other 
disruptions. If one country’s funding is withdrawn or government policies and 
priorities change, a group with robust multi-lateral transatlantic ties might find 
creative ways to continue via alternate support or restructuring, whereas a bi-
laterally funded group project may have to stop until other funding or structural 
support is secured. James concurred and shared that while Canada’s research 
funding climate is currently stable, he has observed in other contexts that 
international collaboration that adds “depth in relational connection” allows 
research collaborations to weather tough times by leaning on partners. While 
this point was not a primary focus of the survey, international collaboration and 
researcher mobility help promote a greater understanding of cultural differences 
and geopolitical considerations, which benefit researcher career development. 

Challenges

Despite the achievements in transatlantic research collaborations highlighted in 
the survey, participants frequently acknowledged ongoing challenges. Issues such 
as the undervaluing of the humanities in funding and strategic planning, as well 
as the lack of planning for mobility logistics and costs, remain core concerns that 
were highlighted in the responses throughout. This is corroborated by findings 
from the Academy of Arts and Sciences who reported that “[e]xpenditures for 
academic humanities R&D were dwarfed by those for research in the STEM fields 
(science, technology, engineering, and medicine). At the extreme, expenditures 
for health sciences research in 2023 were over 42 times greater than funding 
for research in the humanities. Further, 2023 spending for humanities research 
equalled 0.8% of the amount dedicated to STEM R&D (when all scientific fields 
[…] are considered).”.57 The humanities receive a little over 0.1% of the federal 

55  Professor Kevin James, ‘NAWG Scoping Report Interview: Scotland-Canada Academic Partnership’, 8 July 2025.
56  Scott McQuarrie, ‘NAWG Scoping Report Interview: Edinburgh Global North America’, 1 July 2025.
57  American Academy of Arts and Sciences, “Research and Development Expenditures at Colleges and Universities,” 
Humanities Indicators.



58   Christopher Newfield. Humanities Decline in Darkness: How Humanities Research Funding Works. Public 
Humanities. (2025) ;1:e31. doi:10.1017/pub.2024.39
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total research and development funding – mostly as the disciplines cannot rely 
on business funding or commercialisation of their research. “For every thousand 
dollars the feds spend on research, the humanities receive a dollar and 30 cents.” 
(Newfield, 2025).58 And although the arts and humanities receive comparatively less 
funding, it is important to recognise that, across disciplines, constrained resources 
and intense competition for external grants constitute a pervasive challenge.

Other common difficulties include visa and immigration obstacles, short notice 
for funding calls, and bureaucratic rigidity. Visa issues, in particular, have become 
more severe and harder to resolve. Scott McQuarrie and several respondents 
noted that delays in immigration processes and visa issuance for researchers 
have worsened, complicating exchange arrangements. One respondent shared 
that a U.S. collaborator’s visit was nearly canceled due to a visa delay. Housing 
for visiting fellows presents another practical challenge, especially in cities like 
Edinburgh or New York, where short-term accommodation is costly and difficult 
to find. Timing mismatches in funding calls are also a significant cause of 
frustration. Many respondents said that by the time they learn about a relevant 
transatlantic funding opportunity such as a UKRI-NSF joint call, the deadline 
is too short to form a strong consortium. This highlights the need for longer 
planning periods and better communication about available opportunities.

Ultimately, aligning projects with institutional and national priorities can be a double-
edged sword. When collaboration goals are clearly aligned with administrative 
and government priorities, bureaucratic hurdles tend to be reduced. However, 
a disconnect between these priorities can create significant challenges at the 
beginning of collaborative efforts. It would seem that the best approach is to 
harmonise bottom-up initiatives with top-down support. As Scott McQuarrie noted, 
researchers need to align “senior-level decisions with practical implementation” to 
avoid misalignment. This highlights the importance of ongoing communication 
between administrators and academics. Both Professor James and Scott McQuarrie 
concurred with survey respondents' call for regular meetings to promote dialogue 
among funders, policymakers, and academics to better address researchers' needs.

Overall, the literature and data demonstrate that transatlantic multilateral research 
collaborations are providing significant benefits for early-career researchers,  
despite facing several systemic challenges. The following case studies illustrate  
these dynamics.
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Scotland-Canada Academic Partnership (University of Guelph)

Background, Aims, and Objectives

Inspired by Scotland’s international strategy and diaspora engagement, the Scotland-
Canada Academic Partnership (S-CAP) is a newly formalised initiative aimed 
at strengthening academic ties between Scotland and Canada. The successful 
launch of S-CAP in 2024 is the result of the collaborative efforts of Professor Kevin 
James, chair of the Centre for Scottish Studies at the University of Guelph (Guelph), 
and John Devine, head of the Scottish Government office in Canada (Ottawa). It 
highlights the historical connections between Scotland and Canada, including 
waves of Scottish immigration and ongoing academic collaborations in fields such 
as agriculture, medicine, and Scottish studies. Professor James, a Canadian expert 
on Scottish history who studied in Edinburgh as a Commonwealth Scholar, had 
observed that many existing research relationships are often informal or personal 
and saw an opportunity to formalize and institutionalize these connections to 
ensure their longevity beyond individual careers. In late 2020, shortly after James 
took up the endowed Scottish Studies chair at Guelph, he began discussions 
with Devine’s predecessor about forming a partnership platform. These plans 
continued under Devine, and S-CAP was conceived by James and Devine as 
a network of networks, aiming to bring together scholars across disciplines in 
Scotland and Canada who work on Scottish-Canadian topics or collaborative 
projects explicitly aligned with Scotland’s international strategic goals. S-CAP’s 
objectives include: (1) promote communication between scholars in Canada 
and Scotland with mutual research interests; (2) highlight their research to the 
wider community; and (3) bring them into closer contact to nurture new research 
agendas, across a broad range of disciplines and domains.59 Underlying these 
objectives is the aspiration to inspire a new generation of researchers and to 
embed researcher collaboration into Scotland and Canada’s institutional fabric.

5. Case Studies

59  Centre for Scottish Studies, ‘Scotland-Canada Academic Partnership (S-CAP)’.
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Activities

S-CAP’s overarching goal is to provide a forum and support structure for Scotland-
Canada academic collaboration. The first tangible step Professor James initiated 
was to create a listserv, or a network mailing list of researchers engaged in 
intersectional research between Scotland and Canada, with an emphasis on 
research involving transatlantic mobility. James recounted hiring students from 
the University of Guelph to scour university websites, publication databases, and 
existing networks for past and present transatlantic research collaborations, which, 
as was also experienced through the course of this review, is a significant task. 
James’ research team discovered that his own university’s records, along with 
other research databases, do not easily filter partnerships by country. Scotland is 
commonly listed more generally under the UK, and this gap in nation-specific data 
and coordination means valuable relationships remain under the radar, resulting in 
frequently missed opportunities for broader impact. Through what James describes 
as “soliciting information, rather than relying on pre-collected data,” thus requiring 
manual sifting of research projects and case-by-case outreach to researchers, 
the S-CAP team compiled a list of approximately 100 researchers spanning the 
humanities, social sciences, and STEM fields who have connections to Scotland 
and Canada. These scholars consented to be added to an S-CAP email list, which 
has quickly become an engaged community exchanging news and opportunities. 

One early achievement was the launch of a visiting research fellowships scheme 
in Scottish Studies. In the 2024–25 cycle, Professor James piloted a fellowship 
programme that enabled a Scottish university researcher to visit Guelph to 
utilise underused collections and archives, directly addressing the identified 
need for mobility and data access. This fellowship was jointly supported by 
Guelph’s Centre and library endowments and drew strong interest throughout 
the S-CAP researcher network. Professor James’ endowed Chair funds, which 
he can allocate to scholarly initiatives, contributions from Guelph’s library, 
which hosts Scottish collections, and, crucially, an annual renewable agreement 
with the Scottish Government in Canada, provided operational funding.

S-CAP also established a public intellectual exchange through its inaugural lecture 
hosted in September 2025. Delivered online by University of Toronto graduate and 
University of Edinburgh Celtic Professor Robert Dunbar on “Gaelic in Scotland, Gaelic 
in Canada: Challenges, Prospects, Connections,” the lecture attracted transatlantic 
attendees and highlighted historical and contemporary links between the two 
countries’ Gaelic communities. The event, generously supported by the Scottish 
Government Office in Canada, underscored S-CAP’s role in both research and cultural 
dialogue. Professor James shared that, although there has been a greater focus on 
the humanities at times, one of S-CAP’s goals is to expand into STEM and social 
sciences to represent the full range of shared interests between the countries. 

The financial model of S-CAP is modest and piecemeal, reflecting both the 
opportunities and limitations of small-scale funding. The partnership does not 
yet have a major dedicated grant or endowment. Instead, it reallocates existing 
funding sources. Professor James repeatedly emphasised his belief that small 
grants can be game changers, acknowledging that “very low investments can 
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yield high returns” in the Scotland-Canada research context. However, James 
understands that scaling up to regularly fund multiple fellowships or multi-
institutional projects would require significantly more robust funding and is 
exploring approaching external funders, such as Canadian foundations or UK 
trusts, for a joint “Scotland-Canada research fund.” He notes that even £10k–£20k 
per year allocated by the Scottish Government or a group of universities could 
seed multiple projects or exchanges and demonstrate proof of concept. 

Professor James observes strong enthusiasm within the international 
research community for grassroots collaboration and acknowledges that 
institutions and funders haven’t yet caught up in support. James suggests 
bringing together funders, government representatives, and scholars to 
discuss these challenges and opportunities, possibly under S-CAP or RSE 
NAWG auspices, could be a next step in advocating for the Scottish Funding 
Council or Canada’s SSHRC to co-sponsor Scotland-Canada projects.

By late 2025, S-CAP has evolved into a vibrant scholarly network with regular 
communication, inaugural events, and pilot funding schemes. It demonstrates 
how a bottom-up collaboration supported by top-down institutional 
recognition can support and develop researcher connectivity leading to new 
collaborations and innovations that significantly broaden the reach and visibility 
of Scottish-Canadian research. It also emphasises key issues identified by 
survey respondents, such as the need for flexible funding for mobility and 
simplification of administrative and bureaucratic processes. S-CAP’s initiatives 
and framework can serve as a model for other regional partnerships.

Edinburgh Global’s North America Strategy (University of Edinburgh)

Background, Aims, and Objectives: 

Inspired by Scotland’s strategy for international engagement and the recognition 
that global collaboration is central to academic excellence, the University of 
Edinburgh has developed a highly structured approach to their transatlantic 
partnerships. Unlike the grassroots origins of the Scotland–Canada Academic 

60  Edinburgh Global, ‘North America’.
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Partnership (S-CAP), Edinburgh’s model is institutionally driven, reflecting the 
University’s position as one of Scotland’s largest and most internationally 
active universities. At the centre of this strategy sits Edinburgh Global, the 
University’s central international office, tasked with coordinating partnerships, 
supporting overseas operations, and ensuring that international activities 
align with both government priorities and the University’s mission.60 

The origins of this approach stem from the University’s identification of the need to 
move beyond ad hoc collaborations and create a framework that could support large-
scale, long-term cooperation. Edinburgh Global’s objectives include: (1) positioning 
the University as a leader in global collaboration, (2) supporting research and 
innovation partnerships with world-class institutions, (3) expanding staff and student 
mobility opportunities, (4) aligning international efforts with strategic themes such 
as sustainability, health, and data/AI, and (5) ensuring international engagement 
contributes directly to excellence in research, education, and societal benefit.

To deliver on these aims, the University created a regional director model and 
appointed senior staff to lead engagement across six priority regions. Scott McQuarrie 
identified his North America Regional Director role as both strategic and practical, 
with responsibilities ranging from facilitating partnerships with leading universities, 
research institutes, and funding bodies to supporting Edinburgh academics in 
setting up collaborations to ensuring that partnerships deliver measurable benefits. 
McQuarrie also conducts due diligence, manages joint seed-funding initiatives, 
and serves as a communication bridge between the University of Edinburgh, 
policymakers, and higher education institution partners in North America.

Activities

Under the North America strategy, Edinburgh Global has pursued deeper ties 
with a select few universities. Two prominent examples that Scott McQuarrie 
highlighted were developed with the University of Toronto (Canada) and Cornell 
University (USA). McQuarrie explained how the partnership with the University of 
Toronto led to a joint seed-funding initiative for six collaborative projects aimed at 
strengthening connections between universities and local and global partners. The 
seed fund model requires each university to contribute (often equally) to a pool 
and jointly choose winners. McQuarrie noted that the results have been positive, 
as now, in addition to publications and workshops, teams are developing follow-up 
grant proposals to external agencies, supporting Edinburgh Global’s strategic goal 
that seed-funded collaborations should aim for “continuity and legacy” through 
external funding. With Cornell University, the partnership was built on trust that 
developed over the years through individual collaborations. While initially, Edinburgh 
researchers may have taken the initiative to collaborate with Cornell peers on their 
own, over time these relationships evolved into a more structured partnership that 
included leadership visits and joint workshops to identify areas for cooperation. 
McQuarrie emphasised the “importance of trust and time investment,” saying 
that real progress was achieved when both sides invested effort to understand 
each other’s priorities and bureaucracies. Edinburgh Global now considers 
Cornell one of its core strategic partners in the US and they are exploring the 
possibility of piloting a joint PhD cotutelle programme in a specific discipline.
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Beyond universities, Edinburgh Global’s North America strategy also targets 
funders and industry partners. McQuarrie explained that they actively analyse 
the North American funding landscape by identifying potential opportunities 
from organisations such as the NSF, NIH, and private foundations like Mellon 
or Gates, as well as exploring collaborations with corporations and nonprofits. 
They then share these insights with Edinburgh academics to help them secure 
collaborations and grants. By providing this targeted knowledge, Edinburgh 
Global enables its researchers to be proactive, strategic, and better prepared 
to leverage new project and career opportunities as they emerge.

For PhD students, early-career researchers, and early-career faculty, McQuarrie 
explained that Edinburgh Global’s programmes create pathways that integrate 
international mobility into career development. The joint seed-funding 
programmes with Toronto and Cornell explicitly require teams to include early-
career scholars. As a result, PhD candidates gain access to co-supervision 
and research placements, while postdoctoral researchers and early-career 
faculty utilise these projects to co-author publications, apply for external grants, 
and present at international workshops. This structured support ensures that 
career-building outputs flow directly from transatlantic partnerships.

McQuarrie also emphasised that Edinburgh Global works to reduce barriers 
for early-career researchers and faculty by providing partnership toolkits, 
administrative templates, and visa support, allowing them to focus on intellectual 
and professional benefits rather than bureaucratic hurdles. Regional strategy 
groups convened by Edinburgh Global create cross-disciplinary mentoring 
networks, giving early career academics opportunities to connect with peers 
and senior colleagues engaged in similar partnerships thus building confidence, 
intercultural and interdisciplinary competence, and robust research skills. 
These experiences strengthen CVs, improve competitiveness in academic 
hiring, and broaden career options both within and outside the academy.

Challenges and Solutions 

McQuarrie also acknowledged the reality of the ongoing logistical challenges in 
transatlantic researcher mobility. Stricter UK visa regulations for visiting academics 
post-Brexit and the increased uncertainty in U.S. visa process are key concerns. 
Edinburgh Global now provides more direct visa assistance to support researchers 
in their mobility planning and logistics. Although McQuarrie communicated that 
some consider remote collaboration as an alternative when visas are delayed or 
denied, he affirmed that all agree this is a poor substitute for in-person exchanges. 
In addition, McQuarrie pointed out that political shifts and changes in national 
priorities for funding research can suddenly impact research connections. The risk 
registers he is creating for US involvement addresses this reality along with other 
possible risk factor scenarios. He emphasised that one way to build resilience and 
sustainability into research projects is by diversifying partners and establishing 
broad agreements, so that work can continue despite external shocks.

McQuarrie explained that accountability in research collaborations facilitated 
through Edinburgh Global is built on the previously mentioned Evaluate framework. 
Edinburgh Global tracks outcomes from partnerships with annual reports on 
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international activities that include statistics like the number of joint publications 
with top US and Canadian partners, as well as the number of exchanges and 
co-funded projects. This data has shown, for example, a significant increase 
in joint publications with the University of Toronto after the launch of the 
seed fund programme, which helps justify continuing or expanding it. It also 
highlights gaps such as low collaboration with other top universities, helping 
Edinburgh Global to identify areas in need of growth and development.

Edinburgh Global’s North America strategy demonstrates how an institution-led 
model can complement grassroots initiatives like S-CAP. Where S-CAP shows 
how bottom-up advocacy and energy can spark collaboration, Edinburgh Global 
illustrates what can be achieved when a major university invests in structured 
frameworks, dedicated staff, and long-term funding. It highlights the needs 
expressed by survey respondents, such as funding flexibility, mobility support, 
and robust administrative support, while also presenting practical solutions like 
joint seed funds, formalized processes and toolkits, and staffed coordination. 
The case shows how aligning university goals with government priorities can 
mobilize resources and deliver tangible benefits for faculty and students. It also 
provides a model that other Scottish and North American universities could follow 
to enhance their international engagement and provide tangible opportunities for 
PhDs, ECRs, and junior faculty to advance their research, skills, and professional 
networks. As Scott McQuarrie summarised, “We hope to amplify our combined 
strengths and solve grand challenges, which is not always possible on our own. 
Ultimately, our focus is to build sustainable and equitable partnerships that will 
benefit our students, staff, and alumni and have a long-lasting impact on society.” 

The two case studies provide complementary perspectives and converge on 
similar themes. Both approaches demonstrate the importance of individual 
champions and institutional support working in tandem. S-CAP emerged from the 
initiative of a dedicated academic and diaspora advocate and is now seeking more 
institutionalisation. Edinburgh Global’s strategy was institutional from the start 
but relies on the relational trust between engaged academics to thrive and grow. 
Both case studies operate within an ecosystem of supportive strategies but also 
encounter systemic challenges that require attention. This suggests a hybrid model 
for transatlantic research collaborations with policies and structures that empower 
and expand what passionate researchers naturally pursue would best support early 
career development and lead to robust, innovative research outputs and impact.
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The aim of this review is to examine how transatlantic research collaborations 
between Scotland and North America contribute to and support academic and 
professional development for early career researchers, especially through mobility 
opportunities. The survey of PhD students, early career researchers, and early 
career faculty yielded interesting insights into the nature, benefits, and challenges 
of these collaborations. Respondents represented a wide range of disciplines and 
described partnerships that ranged from formal institutionally brokered agreements 
to informal scholar-to-scholar networks. Participants highlighted beneficial 
mechanisms such as co-supervised projects, faculty exchanges, joint workshops, 
student training programmes, and knowledge exchange presentations as the 
backbone of their collaborations, whether developed through institutional initiatives 
or emerging organically from academic networks and relational connections. A 
consistent theme was the call for structures that support long-term interdisciplinary, 
multi-institutional, international partnerships. This underscores a recognition that 
tackling complex research questions relies on sustainable and resilient international 
collaborations built on relational trust supported by clear institutional frameworks.

Other prominent themes that arose 
from the data are the central importance 
of researcher mobility and the value 
of diverse team composition. Most 
respondents emphasised that mobility 
schemes are crucial enablers of 
collaboration and advocated for 
their expansion. Opportunities such 
as time spent at a field site or in a 
student training programme were 
seen as transformative, particularly 
for early-career researchers and 
PhD students. At the same time, 
several participants emphasised 
the importance of strengthening 

disciplinary diversity and inclusivity within research teams, noting an opportunity 
to ensure that collaborations consistently recognise and create space for 
meaningful contributions from the arts and humanities alongside STEM fields. 
This finding highlights the importance of ensuring that international exchange 
schemes are designed to support all research disciplines, with ongoing efforts to 
enable deeper participation from scholars across the full academic spectrum.61   

6. Conclusion and Recommendations

Collaboration can only work 
if there are connections between 
researchers—institutions on both 
sides of the Atlantic need to make 
an effort to bring scholars together, 
to create the possibility for more 
sustained research efforts."	
United States Researcher/Faculty 
Translation & Architecture

61  Anita Välikangas, ‘The Limited Role of Social Sciences and Humanities in Interdisciplinary Funding: What Are Its 
Effects?’, Social Epistemology 38, no. 2 (2024): 152–72, https://doi.org/10.1080/02691728.2023.2245769.
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Additional themes that arose from the data revolve around funding and institutional 
support, with participants identifying several structural barriers that impede fruitful 
collaboration. Chief among these were short funding timelines, making it difficult 
to plan longitudinal projects, and heavy administrative burdens that inhibit the 
necessary management and coordination between varied funders in international 
grants. Respondents noted complex applications and reporting requirements, 
and, in some cases, the unclear pathways for co-funding projects across country 
borders. These hurdles can discourage researchers from initiating collaborations 
or force them to scale back research aims and objectives, potentially limiting 
innovation. Survey participants overwhelmingly suggested that simplifying 
processes and increasing transparency in funding would lower the barriers to 
entry. Many advocated for the creation of (small-scale seed) grants and flexible 
funds specifically dedicated to transatlantic work. Even modest seed funding was 
seen as valuable as it encourages creativity, interdisciplinary collaboration, and 
risk-taking, and can serve as a “safe zone” to test novel ideas and bring together 
diverse expertise. Respondents also highlighted the need for dedicated mobility 
support, like travel bursaries and visa assistance, as well as resources tailored 
to interdisciplinary work. Furthermore, respondents advocated for universities 
and research institutions to play a more proactive role in supporting early-stage 
collaboration. An annual Scotland–North America research symposium, for example, 
could help scholars find partners, share resources, and co-create best practices. 
These findings and recommendations paint a picture of researchers who are eager 
to collaborate but are often hindered by funding logistics and bureaucratic hurdles. 

Career development themes in the data align with recent research showing 
that multidisciplinary collaboration frequently underpins the most significant 
long-term career advantages for early-stage academics. Respondents overall 
viewed their transatlantic partnerships as generating not only societal and 
institutional benefits but also crucial career-development outcomes. They noted 
that pooling expertise and perspectives across the Atlantic enabled early-career 
scholars to tackle complex problems more holistically, demonstrate impact 
in multiple formats, reach wider audiences, and resiliently and collaboratively 
negotiate rapidly changing institutional and geopolitical landscapes. 

In short, Scotland–North America mobility has evolved from being a 
desirable opportunity to being an essential career development mechanism. 
Scotland and its North American partners are therefore urged to proactively 
strengthen these ties, with the explicit goal of supporting PhDs and early-
career academics in building competitive, internationally informed careers 
with the experience and recognition necessary to thrive in a competitive and, 
at times, uncertain global academic environment. By aligning the study’s 
recommendations with international best practice, Scottish institutions and 
policymakers can ensure that collaborations deliver not just institutional 
prestige but also measurable career benefits for early-career scholars.

Scottish–North American partnerships are flourishing with grassroots enthusiasm 
and diverse participation, and they contribute in significant ways to the professional 
growth of PhD students, ECRs, and early-career faculty. Yet they face systemic 
challenges that require strategic attention. They illustrate an ecosystem where 
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We have shared our AI 
technologies with two universities 
in the USA, who collected data 
as part of our collaboration. This 
work is now spinning out into 
a company. PhD students were 
involved on both sides."	 	
AI and Public Health Faculty Researcher 
Scotland

institutional initiative, funding support, 
and policy frameworks reinforce 
each other and by addressing the 
identified barriers and scaling up 
the supports, stakeholders can 
unlock even greater potential for 
global innovation and impact. 

Addressing these challenges will not 
only benefit research collaborations 
but also strengthen the career 
development pipeline, equipping the next 
generation of researchers with the skills, 
networks, and experience necessary 
for resilient, long-term success. The 

conclusion from the data is that policy frameworks must catch up with and support 
these ambitions, translating them from high-level commitments into concrete 
mechanisms that directly benefit researchers at formative stages of their careers.
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