
 

 
A Call for Expressions of Interest  

 

Great Transitions 
 
This part of the early 21st century is a time of ‘Great Transitions’.  Our ability to navigate these 
transitions successfully, harvesting the opportunities in the fields of science, technology and policy, 
as much as steering a course through the risks, will be crucial to our common future.  The Oxford 
Martin School has therefore decided to launch its new research call under the overarching theme of 
‘Great Transitions’. 
 
We invite Expressions of Interest on researchable questions into four of these: 

• Digital /AI Horizons - Normative Frontiers 
• Transition to the Post-Carbon Society 
• Zoonoses and Pandemics 
• African Futures 

 
Background 
The Oxford Martin School at the University of Oxford is a world-leading centre of pioneering 
research that addresses global challenges. 
 
We aim to increase understanding of the most pressing challenges of our time, and we support 
interdisciplinary teams to address issues that cannot be understood by any one academic field alone. 
We invest in research that conventional funding channels cannot, or will not yet, take on but which 
could have a major impact on the wellbeing of this and future generations. 
 
The Oxford Martin School will make a new round of grants available in 2017.   We are now seeking 
short Expressions of Interest from eligible academics as the first stage of our selection process. 
Shortlisted candidates will be requested to submit a full proposal.  
 
This is primarily a partnership scheme: the School will give preference to proposals which are able to 
demonstrate a commitment and ability to secure matching and other funds, although the School will 
actively work with successful applicants to achieve this.  We anticipate that the Oxford Martin School 
will contribute up to a total of £1million per project over a period of two to five years.  
 
Great Transitions 
The vision of James Martin was that the Oxford Martin School would support research into the great 
challenges of the 21st century.  However, he was as concerned about a failure to grasp the 
opportunities available in a period of such rapid change, as he was about the possible negative 
outcomes.  His optimism was focused on a search for solutions.  
 



The School has therefore identified ‘Great Transitions’ as a way of guiding our research to focus on 
both averting negative possibilities as well as harvesting positive opportunities.  Initially, we have 
selected four such transitions.   
 

• Digital/AI Horizons - Normative Frontiers  
As society has moved online, the changes to the way we live and the pace at which change is 
happening is breathtaking.  The School is interested in the ways in which digitisation, AI and 
the ubiquity of the internet are changing society and changing us: the way we work, play, 
consume, vote and perhaps even the way we think.  What normative foundations are 
required for society to govern the impact, if not the pace, of such change?  Can, or should, 
society put these in place?  From psychology to politics, ethics to engineering, understanding 
technology and managing our relationship with it is fundamental to ensuring a successful 
transition to the digital age.   

 
• Transition to the Post-Carbon Society 

Addressing climate change, and moving to a world of net zero CO2 emissions, requires an 
unprecedented shift in great swathes of the way in which societies are currently organised.  
The degree of complexity and risk implied in this transition is paralysing the economic and 
political arena, preventing the move towards the post-carbon society that we know is 
needed.  We are particularly interested in systems thinking and approaches to change and 
leadership, which might enable society to map a route to a post-carbon future.  What are 
the pre-conditions for such change, and how can they be put in place?  What can we learn 
from the past?  Challenges are economic, technological, cultural and political.  How might 
we enable and equip leaders to navigate a path to a post-carbon society which require far-
reaching decisions and choices in the context of anxiety and public concerns. 
 

• Zoonoses and Pandemics 
The transition to a hyper-connected world with a dramatically altered and damaged 
environment represents a growing threat to human health, as nearly all of the most 
important human pathogens are either zoonotic, or originated as zoonoses.  While 
population growth, shifts in land use, climate change, habitat loss and inadequate 
infrastructure are all among the factors associated with an increase in the incidence of 
zoonotic disease, our understanding of the links remains limited.  Thus both in terms of 
causal links as well as response strategies to the growing threat of pandemics, there is an 
urgent need to foster interdisciplinary research across the fields of medicine and ecological/ 
biological sciences to mitigate risks and identify new response strategies.   
 

• African Futures 
By 2050 a quarter of humanity will be African.  The facts about Africa’s growth and 
development leave no doubt about its unique trajectory: Africa is the fastest urbanizing and 
soon industrialising continent in the world, yet 55% of Africa’s labour force is today 
employed in agriculture; 19 of the world’s 35 fragile states are in Africa, but African 
economic growth has outperformed Latin America and developed economies over recent 
years; 600 million of Africa’s citizens live without access to electricity, yet already in 2014, 
more than 80% of the population had a mobile phone.   By any measure, Africa is in 



profound transition, and its scale means that this matters not just for the citizens of Africa’s 
53 nations, but for the world.  Africa has long been an object of study, but in the context of 
the Africa Oxford Initiative, we are particularly interested in novel approaches to 
understanding not only how Africa will navigate these changes, but how the world will 
engage with Africa’s transition and the range of African Futures that could emerge. 

 
These themes are designed as a spur to imaginative thinking and so these descriptions are merely 
illustrative; the School is open to broad and creative interpretations of these themes.  Our objective is 
to catalyse research on major 21st century transitions.  Beyond that we are open to consider relevant 
researchable questions and themes that promise impact and relevance in terms of solutions that 
contribute successfully to managing these transitions. 
 
How will we decide? 
First and foremost, we will judge your expression of interest against the School’s membership 
criteria: 

• Scale and significance: Is the research topic of global scale and future significance? 
• Academic excellence: Are the people involved leaders in their field, through past 

achievements and future potential?  
• Impact: Will this research make a major positive difference in the world beyond academia 

and how will this be achieved? 
• Additionality: What is innovative about this research; how is it interdisciplinary; could the 

research be undertaken elsewhere; and how will it add value to the School’s overall aims? 
 

Your Expression of Interest should demonstrate in summary form that you: 
• are addressing a key research question that will provide novel and highly significant insights 

into a subject which falls within one of the four ‘Great Transitions’ above; 
• have the academic expertise and leadership in the relevant area and hold a long term 

position within the University of Oxford; 
• are able to lead this research and have the ambition to take its results beyond academia, to 

ensure that the work makes a positive difference in economic and policy arenas; 
• have a desire to be associated with the Oxford Martin School and a commitment to be part 

of its community of interdisciplinary programmes. 
 
Eligibility 
It is essential that applicants be in a permanent or long-term (five-years plus) research post in the 
University.  Please be aware of your Department or Faculty’s policies; if you are not eligible to apply 
for research funding as a Principal Investigator in your own name, you are not eligible to submit an 
Expression of Interest.  
 
At this stage we are interested in the subject to be researched, approach to be taken, and your 
suitability to lead this.  If we decide to request a full proposal, we will then need more details of the 
research, the timetable and the team.  
 
 



More than a funder 
Please note that an Oxford Martin research programme is not solely a funding arrangement but will 
entail a partnership between the School and you.  We view the selection of the Programme’s 
Director(s) as vital to the success of the programmes; successful applicants will become key 
members of the Oxford Martin School. The School anticipates providing further opportunities for 
support, including with fundraising and outreach, but also expects active engagement of the 
Directors in the School’s community.   
 
Matched funding 
This is primarily a matched funding scheme. Where other potential matching funds are available or 
highly likely, this should be made clear and will be considered positively by the committee, although 
we are also interested in proposals where potential matching funds have not yet been identified. In 
such cases the School will work with you to identify and secure potential funds, and your active 
engagement in this fundraising stage is therefore essential.   
 
What we will offer 
The Oxford Martin School is looking for exciting and novel research programmes.  As a Director of a 
programme within the Oxford Martin School, you will become an important part of the School’s 
community.  The School will provide funding for at least 20% of your time as a Principal Investigator 
– we do this because we want this programme to benefit from your full involvement and for the 
School to benefit from your membership.  We are aware that leading academics have a number of 
ongoing demands and commitments, and so remain flexible and open to discussing this 
requirement, though it is important that the commitment to the research and to the School is 
understood. 
 
Open House 
The School will host an Open House meeting on each theme.  We hope that each session will prove a 
valuable opportunity to explore, in an open-minded forum, possible research programmes, meet 
and exchange ideas with potential collaborators, and to deepen understanding of the School and its 
funding process.   We strongly encourage all interested in applying to attend. 
 
The process 
At this stage, we request that you provide a short (max four pages) description of the proposed 
research and a short CV for each proposed Principal Investigator.  The School would be interested in 
expressions of interest for collaborative proposals from two or three potential Principal 
Investigators, from different departments.  
 
In addition please provide details of possible other funders and your connections with them.  All 
information will be treated in strict confidence. 
 
The proposals will be considered by the Management Committee of the Oxford Martin School.  An 
indicative timeline is indicated below. Further details on the Oxford Martin School can be found on 
our website: www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk 
 
 

http://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/about/people/management/


Timeline  
Open House meetings (please register for these via the link on the Research Funding page): 

• 12th January: Zoonoses and Pandemics  
• 24th January: Digital /AI Horizons - Normative Frontiers 
• 26th January: The Transition to the Post-Carbon Society 
• 1st February: African Futures 

 

5pm on 28 February 2017 – Deadline for Expressions of Interest 
 
Please submit Expressions of Interest to Claire Jordan, claire.jordan@oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk 

Requests for full proposals will be issued in mid-March, May 10th will be the deadline for full 
proposals, and it is hoped that final decisions will be made in June.  It is envisaged that the first 
research teams would start work in Michaelmas term 2017. 
 
 
If you have queries, please contact Claire Jordan, claire.jordan@oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk, ext. 87359 
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