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Thematic Review
Research Support Services

Panel Report

1 Scope of the Review and Panel

1.1 The scope of the review of Research Support Services was:

A. To review the organisation, resources, roles, systems and processes required to support the University’s research objectives and ambitions as outlined in the 2020 strategy.
B. To evaluate the performance and suitability of current arrangements.
C. To bring forward recommendations for any changes or developments in the delivery of professional services that are required to meet that strategy.

1.2 The Review in particular considered:

(i) Arrangements to support and facilitate the growth and diversification of sources of external research income awarded to academic activity.
(ii) Identify appropriate requirements for Principal Investigators to support bid development and grant writing and the skills and roles required to support this.
(iii) The support requirements for research grant monitoring and contract research.
(iv) The current support available at departmental, faculty and central areas of the University and identification of opportunities for improved alignment and efficiency.
(v) The support requirements for research ethics consideration.
(vi) The research management information required to inform and support the implementation of the strategy.
(vii) The suitability and requirement of the corporate IT systems.  

1.3 The Panel consisted of the following:

· Dave Hall, Registrar, University of Leicester (Chair)
· Professor Steve Beaumont, Vice-Principal for Research & Enterprise, University of Glasgow 
· Professor Sally Bushell, Department of English & Creative Writing
· Professor Stephen Decent, incoming Pro-Vice-Chancellor Research
· Professor Idris Eckley, Department of Mathematics and Statistics
· Nicola Owen, Chief Administrative Officer 
· Joel Pullan, President, Lancaster University Students’ Union

1.4 Prior to the review, The Panel considered a range of documentation including:

· The Scope of the Thematic Review of Research Support Services 
· The Self-evaluation analysis of Research Support Services from the strategic lead
· Data tables and commentary
· Stakeholder feedback from pre-review discussions with stakeholders and responses from a survey on Research Support Services
· Lancaster’s Research Strategy:

1.5 The Panel convened on 4 and 5 June 2014 and met with a number of academic staff from a range of departments and roles.  The Panel also met with staff working in research support based in departments, faculties and the central-based Research Support Office (RSO), as well as staff working in finance and the rest of Research and Enterprise Services (RES) such as the Contracts Office and enterprise.  

2 Introduction/summary 

2.1 The University has set itself ambitious targets on external research grant income (£45m per year by 2020 from the current level of £26m). This requires a step change in the quality of grants and amount of grant capture from a more diverse range of funders. Research support is critical to this strategic objective although the Panel recognised that this is only one of a number of variables that will influence the University’s success in this area; others include the need to further incentivise academic staff to develop external grant bids and the development of a plan for creating a generation of bidders.

2.2 Feedback from the staff working in research support across the University was generally positive. Stakeholders expressed respect and high regard for the work of colleagues and their efforts to provide efficient and effective support. However, academic and support staff noted issues around systems and processes which served to undermine these interactions.  There was evidence that staff, particularly those based in Research and Enterprise Support (RES), which consists of the pre-award team, the post-award team and the Contracts Office, were overstretched and as a consequence were only able to provide a reactive service.  However, it was unclear whether this was due to inadequate staffing levels, an overly bureaucratic system, a high throughput of small grants or a combination of these factors.  

2.3 The issues raised in discussions with the Panel covered the following:

A. A lack of coherence of research support throughout the University and variation in the level of access to research support by academic staff within and across Departments and Faculties.
B. A lengthy approvals process and slow turnaround times on some contracts, making the system unresponsive to opportunities with short timescales and delaying the start date of grants.
C. A lack of capacity and expertise to support the development and management of large bids, particularly for the more complex projects funded by, for example the EU.
D. Limited specialised developmental support for capturing grants from the major funding bodies.
E. Inadequate  Management Information (micro and macro):
i. Lack of detail on budget reports making it difficult for Principal Investigators to manage grants effectively and increasing the risk of underspending.
ii. Lack of macro level Management Information making it difficult for academic leaders to appropriately monitor grant activity and performance across the institution.

3 Lack of coherence of research support across the University

3.1 The level of dedicated research support varies greatly between departments and across the four faculties. This situation had developed organically over a number of years as departments and faculties have each responded to their own needs.  The support is fragmented and inconsistent across the University, leading to the duplication of effort and restricting the capacity for the sharing of best practice. 

3.2 The central Research Support Office’s pre-award team is currently focused on the financial aspects of grants (such as refining the costings) and also checking that bids are compliant with a call’s criteria and the funder’s terms & conditions.  Each Faculty has at least one Faculty Research Officer providing mainly pre-award support, though their roles are all slightly different and involve the following activities to a greater or lesser extent:
· supporting the development of bids; 
· working with academic staff to produce costings for bids; 
· checking proposals to be approved by the Dean; 
· managing the ethics process. 
The Faculty of Science and Technology, which has the largest research grant capture in the University, also has localised pre and post-award support in the Department of Psychology and the School of Computing and Communications.  

3.3 Faculty and Departmental Research Officers have informal arrangements in place with the Research Support Office (RSO) to meet and share information and best practice.  The central team and faculty/departmental based support seem to work well together, although this appears to be dependent on good personal relationships rather than the inherent characteristics of the systems in place. Officers in the faculties/departments and RSO attempt to ensure duplication is avoided and that expectations are clear. However, there remains an overlapping remit between the support to which some academic units have access to and the work undertake centrally, especially in relation to costings and finance.  Access to staff development funding for participation in networking and information events also differs between departments and faculties. There is some information and practice sharing between the central team and officers based in faculties and departments but a more structured relationship is required and research support staff need consistent access to appropriate professional development.

3.4 The Panel felt that academic staff should have access to a more appropriate and comprehensive level of support across the system, regardless of where they are based in the institution.  However, the panel recognised that a ‘one size fits all’ approach to research support would not be optimal due to the wide variations in expectations of academic staff (even within departments) as different academic staff require different levels of support.  Some are very ‘hands-on’ whilst others prefer more direct support or may be less experienced.  The support provided needs to be respectful of this variety of behaviours.  The Panel suggests that a solution could be moving to a research support model with the following:  

a. a centrally led and co-ordinated research support team (centrally line managed where possible) providing the ability to shift resource across the team to add resilience and prioritise workloads, benefit from economies of scale and facilitate the sharing of practice; 
b. which is highly and easily accessible to academic colleagues at a local level within departments and faculties.  

3.5 Recommendation 1: The panel recommends that the University considers moving towards a centrally co-ordinated and resourced model for research support which includes an aspect of physical location in close proximity to departments and faculties to enable local delivery.

4 Lengthy approvals process and slow turnaround times on contracts

4.1 Evidence from stakeholders suggested that the approvals process was often lengthy and there could be a slow turnaround time on contracts.  Suggested reasons for this included claims that the University was risk averse.   The Panel heard that some of the approvals processes were legacies from when Lancaster was smaller and much of its external grant funding was gained from RCUK.  The system was said to be deep and narrow rather than broad and flexible.   The Panel heard that for RCUK bids the research grant pipeline generally worked well.  However, the system appears to be less responsive to opportunities with other funders or when timescales are shorter.  The Panel heard a number of suggestions for improving the effectiveness of the research grant pipeline:   

i. Research proposal approval - The pre-award approvals process involves a number of stages depending on the size of the grant and amount of FEC recovery.  The Head of Department is the first point of approval followed by the Deans.  In the Faculties the grant proposals and costing are checked and Dean approval is given when appropriate.  In some Faculties where peer review of bids is mandatory, the Faculty Research Officer checks that this has taken place.  The proposal then goes to the central RSO for the checking of costings and to ensure that bids being submitted are compliant with the funder and University’s terms.  Following this, some bids also have to go to the Director of Finance and also the Vice-Chancellor for approval.  The Panel felt there could be greater clarity as to the rationale for each approval point and suggests exploring the option of devolving the sign off for some bids to lower levels.

ii. Ethical approval - Many academics (especially outside the Faculty of Health & Medicine and the Department of Psychology) questioned the need to undergo ethics approval for projects with little or no ethical considerations. Colleagues managing the ethics process reported that much of their time was spent chasing staff who had not completed and returned a signed copy of the self-assessment form on ethical concerns even when there were clearly no ethical issues. This prevented them from devoting time advising on projects with potential ethical concerns.  With the implementation of the new costing software (ACP) there is an opportunity to roll the costing and ethics processes into one.  The Panel suggested simplifying the ethical approval process would be helpful, especially for grants with no ethical issues. 

iii. Contracts – It was reported that the performance of the Contracts Office in turning round contracts had improved recently, but the Panel also heard reports of unexplained delays.  The Panel noted a May 2014 report indicating that 21 contracts were still waiting to be signed after 3 months, and 10 contracts awaiting for approval after 6 months.  As a Project Code is not normally released until the contract is signed, delays of this nature can result in a delay to the start of the grant.  If contract negotiations are not moving at a satisfactory speed there is also the risk that the contract could be lost altogether.  There was an acknowledgement that some academic staff get frustrated with this last phase in the process, especially as they had been through so many ‘hoops’ prior to this stage.  The Panel questioned the level of resource available to the Contracts Office given that currently 2.8 staff were handling around 400 contracts a year of which only 50% were based on standard terms and conditions.  The resource pressures were evidenced by the need to buy in external consultants although this created its own problems because they are often without HEI experience, some work exclusively off-campus, and there are frequent changes of personnel.  The Panel felt that there should be a review of the resource in the Contracts Office and what skillset was required.  The Contracts Office is currently working to instructions some would argue are unnecessarily risk adverse. This means that in some areas, the contract needs approval from the Vice-Chancellor (unlimited liability) or the Director of RES (patents, publications) when the overall risk profile of the grant is otherwise minimal. Adjusting these instructions may help make the approval process more efficient.  Good practice was evident where Contracts Office staff meet with PIs at the initial award stage especially for large, multi-partner grants to gain a greater understanding of requirements.  However, in general the Contracts Office did not seem to be integrated within the wider research environment. There also appears to be a disconnect between contracts support and the RSO, even though they are co-located within the Research and Enterprise Services division.

4.2 The Panel recommendations include: 

Recommendation 2: The support processes are reconfigured and the system is adjusted to reflect the level of risk associated with each funding stream and that responsibilities are allocated at a level proportionate to this risk.

Recommendation 3: The ethical approval process is streamlined and ideally moves to a paperless system.  

Recommendation 4: The University’s senior management revisits their appetite for risk when considering contractual terms and considers how to deploy this in a proportionate way.

Recommendation 5: The Contracts Office works with academic staff to become more integrated with the research environment and that the office is re-configured to encourage closer working with the Research Support Office.

5 Lack of capacity and expertise to support the development and management of large bids
5.1 There are currently many opportunities for a university with Lancaster’s range of disciplines to bid for large grants from bodies such as: the EU (e.g. Horizon 2020); the National Institute for Health Research (NIHR); The Medical Foundation; and industrial partners.  However, the Panel heard that many academic staff are reluctant to apply to these sources of funding due to the lack of available support and expertise for the development and management of large bids. With the investment of time being significant, academic staff reported concern that they neither had the knowledge nor capacity to ‘take the challenge on’.  With a few exceptions, the Panel heard that for many academic staff, applying for a large bid was a ‘no-go’ area and for some who had submitted a large bid the experience proved so difficult that they were unlikely to do so again. The management of large bids was also said to be very complex.  There is some variability between departments, with some having dedicated grant management support available because it was costed into the initial bid. This runs the risk of losing expert staff when the grant period comes to an end.

5.2 It was reported that until support for large bid development was in place, it was difficult for Deans and Associate Deans in some Faculties to encourage colleagues to develop large bids, especially in departments where there was a culture of applying for small grants.  The Panel noted that 57% of the research grant proposals submitted by Lancaster over the period from August 2010 and March 2014 were less than £100k  It was also noted that a number of departments gained below average research grant income (per fte) when benchmarked with competitor institutions based on a comparison of HESA cost centre data.  The Panel heard that although gaining large bids is strategically important for the University it is often not tactical for individual academic staff to do so when, for many, they could do their research without gaining a grant.  Section 8 further looks at the perceived disincentives to apply for external grants.

5.3 The following concerns were raised with the Panel which exposed some of the reasons why staff in some departments appeared reluctant to bid for large grants:

· That opportunities were not always apparent and help was needed in identifying potential bidding opportunities.
· That preparing and organising large bids was time-consuming and additional support was needed in the pre-award stage.
· That, similarly, holding a big grant was complex and post-award support was necessary.
· That incentives were needed to encourage staff to bid for large grants across all Faculties and that there should be some level of compensation for the effort involved. 

5.4 The Panel noted that the University had recently employed a large grants officer who had been tasked to involve herself early in the process.  The Panel heard that the officer was in high demand and that a second appointment, at least, should be considered as this would allow some degree of specialisation. The University may wish to consider creating a team of staff dedicated to supporting large grant capture. 

5.5 The Panel also felt that the structures to support large grant development and management were not currently in place at Lancaster as a number of academic staff suggested that a large grants team could, for example:

(i) Offer expert knowledge of a particular funding body and the ability to navigate the complexities of bidding for and managing a large grant.
(ii) Target calls to and across specific academic staff by having developed a knowledge of academic staff research. 
(iii) Initiate meetings to bring together groups of staff with cognate interests.
(iv) Facilitate the sharing of best practice and provide a repository of advice for setting up large grants e.g. via an accessible and updated website.
(v) Draft appropriate non-research elements of a bid (e.g. data protection) and reshaping these for different funders.
(vi) Act as an editor for large bid proposals to finesse the bid presentation.
(vii) Arrange mock interviews for funder panels.
(viii) Provide contracts expertise of large funders.
(ix) Provide financial expertise for large grants at the development and post award stage.
(x) End to end management of a project thereby preventing the need to hand work over to another team.

5.6 Recommendation 6: The Panel recommends that a large grants team is established to provide expert knowledge to academic staff on the development and management of large grants.

6 Limited specialised developmental support for all grant sizes
6.1 As well as a requirement for large grant development support, the Panel heard that there is a need for specialised developmental support for grants of all sizes across a wide variety of funders, including industry i.e. staff need to be able to develop expertise in dealing with a particular funding body or source of funding.  Research support should facilitate interdisciplinary and collaborative research as these bids often had the best chance of success.  The limited capacity of the RSO and the volume of bid activity meant that although they wished to offer proactive and specialised support, they were often unable to do so. 
6.2 The Faculty of Science and Technology is engaging with businesses through high quality research and considers such collaborative research to be mainstream rather than third stream.  The Panel felt that the team, led by the Faculty Director for Business Partnerships and Enterprise, is a model which works well and is a good example for broader business support across the University.  It was noted that the centrally based Knowledge Exchange Support team works very closely with the Faculty of Science and Technology team and had been very successful in capturing ERDF funding.  It was suggested that this was helped by developing close working relationships with the funders and gaining a full understanding of how the system works.
6.3 Ideas for specialised development support to improve the quality of bids and support included:
(i) Systematic identification of relevant funding opportunities sent directly to academic staff.
(ii) Engage with funders and sponsors in order to develop strong personal relationships based on an intimate understanding of the funder’s future strategy and funding priorities. 
(iii) Provide expertise on a specific funding type/funder (including collaborative research with business) rather than organising support along disciplinary boundaries.
(iv) Bring academic staff together interested in developing interdisciplinary bids.
(v) Provide a programme of research support activities for academic colleagues, such as, routinely meeting with staff in departments.
(vi) Engage with new starters to ensure they understand the research proposal approval process, similar to the Faculty of Arts & Social Sciences grant writing course for new starters.
(vii) Continue to provide support in the bid development process early on enough to increase the quality and accuracy of bids and reduce the need to ‘unpick’ details later e.g: 
a) refine the costings and make these more accurate as some staff do not always know what eligible costs are; 
b) review the application to ensure that there are no discrepancies in the information on the main application and the costings; 
c) ensure that each bid fits into the call criteria.
(viii) Provide research support to manage impact and build impact case studies in a proactive way, rather than hope that impact will follow on from publication of research.
(ix) Provide support for evidencing research impact.

6.4 Recommendation 7: The Panel recommends that the University makes additional resource available to the Research Support Office so that they can consult further on the ideas on specialised development support and take them forward as appropriate.

7 Inadequate Management Information and research grant monitoring

7.1 The Panel heard that the management information available to Principal Investigators, Heads of Departments and senior management was inadequate and made it difficult to monitor research grant activity at both the micro and macro level:

· Lack of detail on budget reports for Principal Investigators   - The post-award team located in the RSO have around 1,000 active grants at any one time to manage across a variety of funders.  The team conduct basic monitoring of the grants (such as, sending budget information and invoicing funders) but the day-to-day monitoring and expenditure is done by either the relevant Departmental Officer, Faculty Finance Officer or (for some projects) a dedicated administrative officer.  The Panel heard that the budget reports currently provided to Principal Investigators (PIs) lacked detail (e.g. future commitments, data on transactions) making it difficult for them to manage their grants effectively.  It was noted that this had, in the past, led to significant underspends.  This partly explains why some staff maintain their own independent financial records outside the central finance system.  The PIs said that they could gain more detail by asking the Faculty Finance Officer or Departmental Officer to produce it, though this access to greater detailed information was not systemised.  The Panel heard that the financial management system used at Lancaster (Agresso) was not particularly user-friendly, though it would be feasible to provide a solution via the development of a portal for PIs .  The Panel noted that the next upgrade of Agresso has a commitment resourcing module which they felt could be explored.

· Lack of macro level Management Information for Head of Departments and Senior Management - The Panel heard that, although the quality of Management Information provided by the Research Support Office had improved, there remained a lack of information for Heads of Departments and Senior Management, for example, on grant applications in progress and success rates.  At the moment this information is recorded manually and not connected to data on current grants.  The Panel understood that the University is moving from using pFACT (Project Financial, Accounting and Costing Tool) as a costing tool to ACP, a move necessary as pFACT is no longer supported.   In addition, the Panel heard that Research Centres do not properly exist in the finance system. The person managing a portfolio of work under a research centre therefore has no way to get an overview of its grant activity.  The Panel heard that the change to ACP presented an ideal opportunity to improve Management Information.

7.2 The Panel recommendations include: 

Recommendation 8: The Panel recommends that the RSO and Finance Office works with Principal Investigators to develop the provision of detailed, online budget statements which can be accessed regularly to enable PIs to monitor and effectively spend their grant.

Recommendation 9: The Panel recommends that systems are put in place to provide real-time Management Information to Heads of Departments and Senior Management on grant applications in progress and success rates, connecting this information with the detail on grant awards made.

8 Outside the scope of the review

8.1 The Panel did not have time to discuss a number of issues identified and which were considered to be outside the initial scope of the review. The University may wish to explore them in another forum:  

(i) The need to develop a plan for creating a generation of bidders.  The Panel noted that it is important that the University’s new staff induction programme provided on-going support and encouragement for Early Career Academics.

(ii) A lack of incentives to submit external grant bids – There is a culture in some departments of individual scholarship and consequently there is a need to incentivise staff and departments to bid for research funding.  The Panel heard that in some departments there is an active research culture where incentives to increase grant applications were unnecessary.  However, other academic members spoke of a lack of incentivisation in their department.  It was recognised that for those members of staff, submitting a grant every 2 or 3 years could seem like a huge undertaking whereas for others putting in bids regularly was ‘second nature’.  Faculty/departmental workload models take into account if a member of staff brings in a grant which means a decrease in their teaching and/or administrative load.  However, the Panel noted that ‘buy-out’ can cause resentment in departments when there was no compensating support in the department.  The University should review the research incentive schemes currently operating to identify opportunities for sharing good practice.

(iii) The need for greater interaction between Impact and enterprise with the Research agenda.  The Panel heard that there was a need for greater interaction of the impact agenda and enterprise with the research agenda.  The Panel heard that the new Pro-Vice-Chancellor for Research’s remit did not include Enterprise which was now under the lead of the Deputy Vice-Chancellor.  It was suggested that with this allocation of remits there is a risk that the academic leadership is not cohesive and reinforces the notion that enterprise is separate from research.  The Panel felt there needs to be a research impact strategy which encourages impactful research.  The Panel also felt that enterprise support activities needed to be more co-ordinated with research support.

8.2 Recommendation 10: The Panel recommends that the Pro-Vice-Chancellor for Research looks at the issues brought up in discussion which were outside the scope of the review including: the incentivisation of research; and encouraging greater interaction of impact and enterprise with research.  

9 Summary of recommendations 

9.1 The Panel made the following recommendations:

1:	The University considers moving towards a centrally co-ordinated and resourced model for research support which includes an aspect of physical location in close proximity to departments and faculties to enable local delivery.

2: 	The support processes are reconfigured and the system is adjusted to reflect the level of risk associated with each funding stream and that responsibilities are allocated at a level proportionate to this risk.

3: 	The ethical approval process is streamlined and ideally moves to a paperless system.  

4: 	The University’s senior management revisits their appetite for risk when considering contractual terms and considers how to deploy this in a proportionate way.

5: 	The Contracts Office works with academic staff to become more integrated with the research environment and that the office is re-configured to encourage closer working with the Research Support Office.

6: 	A large grants team is established to provide expert knowledge to academic staff on the development and management of large grants.

7: 	The University makes additional resource available to the Research Support Office so that they can consult further on the ideas on specialised development support and take them forward as appropriate.

8: 	The RSO and Finance Office works with Principal Investigators to develop the provision of detailed, online budget statements which can be accessed regularly to enable PIs to monitor and effectively spend their grant.

9: 	Systems are put in place to provide real-time Management Information to Heads of Departments and Senior Management on grant applications in progress and success rates, connecting this information with the detail on grant awards made.

10:	The Pro-Vice-Chancellor for Research looks at the issues brought up in discussion which were outside the scope of the review including: the incentivisation of research; and encouraging greater interaction of impact and enterprise with research.  
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