
Remembering Professor Peter Senker: A Pioneer in Science Policy and 

Technological Innovation  

  

  

For over three decades, Peter Senker (1934 -2024) was a cornerstone of the Science Policy 

Research Unit (SPRU).  From his early days at SPRU to his later years as a Visiting Professor, 

Peter Senker’s work on technological change and its societal impacts has been influential. SPRU 

colleagues Tim Brady, Charlotte Huggett, Martin Bell, and Ben Martin, remember and celebrate 

his commitment to interdisciplinary research and mentorship, which has shaped the careers of 

many in the field of science policy.  

For much of SPRU’s first 25 years, Peter Senker was a key figure in the Unit’s rise to prominence. 

Founded in 1966 by Christopher Freeman, one of SPRU’s strengths in those early years was its 

group structure, with 30 or so staff being formed into about five or six main groups including the 

‘Innovation Group’, the ‘Energy Group’, the ‘Developing Countries Group’ and the ‘Military 

Technology and Arms Limitation (MTAL) Group’. Peter led the ‘Technology and Skills Group’. He 

was a constant source of advice, inspiration and, not least, good humour for members of that 

group but also for many others who worked at SPRU during those early years.  

Early Contributions to SPRU  

Peter joined SPRU in 1972 to work on technological change, manpower, skills and training in a 

succession of projects for the Engineering Industry Training Board (EITB), taking over that area of 

work from Martin Bell and developing its focus in a slightly different direction. In the very early 

stages, Chris Freeman (who knew Muriel Venning, at that time Head of Research, Planning and 

Statistics of the EITB) was also involved in these projects. Like many of the SPRU pioneers, Peter 



had an undergraduate degree (in his case an MA from Cambridge) but did not have a PhD. What 

he did possess, however, was extensive work experience mainly in the electronics industry (in 

Mullard), working in industrial market research and forecasting. This was to prove invaluable to 

the Skills Group and SPRU more generally. He had also spent a year studying environmental 

policy as an IBM Fellow at Manchester Business School in 1971 before joining SPRU the 

following year.  
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Already in his late 80s, Peter returned to SPRU in February 2020 and again in October 2021 to 

give lunchtime seminars; in 2020, he spoke of how the expansion of electric car production was 

likely to exacerbate rather than reduce global warming.  

Peter was also a member of the Editorial Board of Prometheus, the journal devoted to ‘critical 

studies in innovation’, right to the end of his life. After Tim visited him last Christmas, Peter 

emailed to ask Tim to review a paper for the journal reporting on a pilot study of the use of AI-

generated text to inject humour into economics teaching as a means of improving the learning 

experience. Peter remained deeply interested in new technology and its impact on learning and 

education.  

  

Peter’s legacy at SPRU  

The fact that SPRU – a relatively small and specialised interdisciplinary research unit set up to 

address what was then called ‘science policy’ – is still in existence and indeed thriving after 

nearly 60 years is something of a mystery, as well as a source of considerable pride. Its 

continuing existence and success indicate that it was created with firm foundations. Those 

include in particular a shared sense of values – a determination to address real-world problems, 

to bring in relevant concepts, analytical frameworks, theories and methodologies from different 

disciplines in a truly interdisciplinary manner to analyse and understand those problems, to 

adopt an international perspective, and to speak truth unto power and stand firm to one’s 

principles, but also to have some fun along the way – all to ensure that science, technology and 

innovation enable us to make the world a better place. Like other SPRU pioneers, Peter Senker 

truly embodied those values and helped foster them in others. He will be greatly missed by 

former SPRU colleagues and many others who worked with him over the years.  

Peter was married twice, first to Linda Cree, who passed away in 1975. He married Jacqueline 

Goulston in 1979, who later worked at SPRU for many years (Dr Jacqueline Senker). He is 

survived by Jacqueline and his three children and three stepchildren.  

 Professor Peter Senker, political economist, born 1934; died 2024  

 


