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Funders also have a lot to gain from early career researchers… 
Early career researchers can help shape the agenda, bring new ideas and offer fresh approaches. 

1. Help create strong and equitable systems not 
islands of excellence – by being bold about where 
and how to invest

Talent exists in many places. For more ECRs to thrive we need more places where that can 
happen – secondary cities, rural areas, non-apex institutions in major cities
That means supporting ECRs beyond the traditional centres – by being bold, not playing it safe. 
Supporting networks rather than single institutions (or individuals) can help. Researchers want 
and need to collaborate, but doing so isn’t easy. 

2. Fit support to the realities of African early 
careers – don’t separate research & teaching & 
provide targeted support to women researchers

“Being” an early career researcher means different things in an African context – many won’t 
yet have a PhD. Many also teaching and lecturing. Few structured programmes/career 
pathways. Need to adapt support to fit real careers. Digital & blended cross-country 
programmes can leverage expertise at cost. Careers aren’t linear, especially for women, who 
may be juggling professional and family responsibilities, have taken time out to have children, and 
where institutions and systems and wider norms may obstruct.

3. Help to challenge prevailing notions of 
“excellence” & “impact” and equip researchers to 
do engaged work

ECRs want to make a difference. But research & university rankings and prevailing metrics of 
“excellence” and “impact” divert energy, agendas & institutional policy. It’s risky for ECRs 
to go against the grain at a challenging point in their careers. They need support to deliver 
engaged research, on their terms, and they need others to influence where they can’t.

4. Re-imagine mentoring & support & leverage the 
possibilities of a digitally connected world

Too few experienced mentors, too many ECRs seeking help, too many gaps in foundational 
research training… Yet researchers need help to navigate careers, make choices, make sense of it 
all. Are there new ways of bringing experience to guide and support ECRs, and doing so at 
greater scale? Can AI and digital tools help triage requests and identify best answers to 
common questions – thus reserving scarce mentoring time for where it's most needed?

5. Invest over the longer term and stick with it Growing the pipeline and strengthening systems takes time, commitment and persistence. 
Research careers take time to develop – ups and downs, peaks and troughs. 

Five ways funders can support early career 
researchers



Key resources
Voices of Early Career Researchers
• Listening to the voices of early-career researchers in the 

Global South so that we can better support them to thrive 
https://www.inasp.info/publications/voecrs-2023-summary

• An equitable knowledge ecosystem must include the voices of 
women and men 
https://www.inasp.info/publications/voecrs-2023-gender 

AuthorAID
• A global, digital community of ECRs, providing training, advice, 

peer support and discussion spaces. 14,000 members. 9,000 
participating in learning programmes annually. Local hubs in 
Nigeria, Ghana, Kenya www.authoraid.info 

Learn@INASP
• Flexible online learning for researchers and academics, 

designed with and for Southern experts, free at the point of use 
https://learn.inasp.info 
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