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Abstract: As global scientific and technological competition increasingly shifts toward the realm
of basic research, countries around the world are strengthening their investment in this area.
Through their scientific research funding agencies, they are formulating systematic development

strategies to guide priority directions, enhance basic research capacity, and thereby promote
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scientific progress, economic development, and social prosperity. As one of the world’s leading
science powers, the United Kingdom possesses significant advantages in research system
development. However, it has long faced persistent challenges such as an overemphasis on basic
research over application, low efficiency in the commercialization of research outcomes, and a
weak integration between science and the economy. China is currently at a critical stage of striving
for self-reliance and strength in science and technology, facing a development landscape that, in
many ways, mirrors the UK's past experiences—characterized by intertwined challenges of a new
wave of international scientific competition and opportunities brought by technological
revolutions. Against this backdrop, in-depth exploration and reference to the UK’s practical
experience in formulating science funding strategies—particularly analyzing the evolution and
underlying drivers of the UK's strategic studies conducted prior to policy formulation—can offer
valuable insights for enhancing the scientific rigor, foresight, and strategic adaptability of China’s
research funding system. As the UK’s research funding system has evolved, its science funding
strategies have been continually adjusted to adapt to emerging developmental contexts and policy
needs. During this process, the UK has placed significant emphasis on preliminary strategic
research, conducting foresight-oriented studies to lay a solid foundation for more strategically
guided science funding plans. However, existing literature largely focuses on the characteristics
and performance of UK science funding strategies at different stages, while systematic reviews
and in-depth investigations into the nature, methodology, and evolution of the preliminary
strategic research remain scarce. This paper conducts a comprehensive review of the development
trajectory of the UK’s scientific research funding agencies, with a particular focus on their
preliminary strategic studies. By analyzing key strategic reports and tracing the evolution across
different institutional phases—from the “Seven Research Councils” to Research Councils
UK(RCUK), and subsequently to UK Research and Innovation(UKRI)—this study identifies
changes in goals, approaches, and methodologies used in pre-strategic research during various
planning phases. Findings reveal that over the course of these three institutional stages, the
objectives of preliminary strategic research shifted from addressing singular development needs to
the systematic construction of a multi-level, excellence-oriented research and innovation system.
The research approach evolved from an internal focus on resource efficiency to emphasizing
multidimensional coordination involving external actors, resources, and regions, ultimately aiming
to formulate macro-level strategies with attention to global scientific influence. Methodologically,
the evolution moved from traditional expert consultations and evidence-based assessments toward
the application of foresight techniques, enabling a more systematic, scientific, forward-looking,
and innovative policy design process. By offering an in-depth analysis of the UK’s practices in

conducting preliminary strategic research for science funding planning, this study highlights its



critical role in meeting the differentiated demands of national basic research development. The
findings provide valuable implications for establishing a more scientific, systematic, and

foresight-driven approach to science funding strategy in China.
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