Development of the Draft Research Strategy for 2010 – 2014
Summary

The University’s Research Strategy is due for renewal/updating this year.  Following on from the RAE2008 the draft strategy is being put forward for consultation in this paper which gives some background to the development of the Strategy, the planned timetable for its adoption and implementation and the Strategy itself.

It is now being circulated to stakeholders for further comment for a period up to the end of July 2009.  Stakeholders are asked to consider the Strategy and to make relevant and appropriate comment.    

Background
The University’s submission to the RAE2008 exercise placed it in equal 45th place, up from a position of equal 63rd in the 2001 exercise according to the THES Table of Excellence and in 39th position according to Research Power.  
In moving forward to the next assessment of research the University will need to update its strategy in the light of the changing environment and to document its operational practices.  At the time of writing there is no clearly articulated definition of what the Research Excellence Framework will be, only an emerging picture of what it is likely to feature.  The research strategy will, therefore, need to be broad enough to accommodate developments. 

The Operating Environment

The operating environment within which research is to be conducted and thus assessed is changing:  the RAE is becoming the REF!  While the details are still developing what is emerging is a framework consisting of three categories: ‘research output’, ‘research environment’ and ‘research impact’ which will form the three broad categories of assessment:
Research Output.  

The most significant change from the 2008 framework in this category of assessment involves the introduction of bibliometrics.  It is likely that bibliometric information will be used, where appropriate, to inform the process of peer/expert review which will be retained from the previous RAEs but enhanced with the involvement of more users of research than practitioners.  The exact methodology is not yet decided but may well be a bottom-up one in which universities will be expected to provide detailed information on the citation rates of submitted publications.  The implications for universities will be the maintenance and retention of robust records of publications data which is ‘open access’.  The University will be required to make all its research output open access and an Institutional Repository is currently under development which will contain all Ulster’s research outputs.  The major change from the 2008 exercise will be the way in which the research outputs are measured with metric-based measurements likely to be a significant factor.  The University is currently producing a model of how the measures might be made and how individuals are credited.  Working with the Library we have been able to produce a profile of outputs based on the two data sources most likely to be used.

Research Environment.  

The research environment is reflective of the metric-based indicators of research grant income and PhD student numbers as well as the physical and operational facilities within which the research is conducted.  While this is largely carried over from previous assessment exercises it will be influenced, particularly in the latter category, by what emphasis is placed on the impact value of research.  There is also a growing trend towards accommodating research activity in environments which provide support for interdisciplinary thematic working.  The notion of ‘research space’
 may well take a primary position in the next exercise.

Research Impact.   

The Research Councils mantra ‘excellence with impact’ is one which reflects Government’s commitment to ensure research better benefits the social, economic and policy-making agenda.  This will be the most significant change to previous exercises and the way in which research is to be supported.  There will be at least two major effects of this change: the increasing need for collaborative working, between RIs, with other institutions and with commercial, governmental and industrial agencies; and the closer alignment of the research and innovation communities.  This will need to be reflected in the physical infrastructure Ulster provides to its research community.  The REF has given notice that it is likely to put a much greater emphasis on collaboration both internally and externally essentiallu replacing the indication of esteem measure.  The language refers to a ‘family of indicators’ to reflect a variety of output measures.

As with previous exercises, the REF assessment will likely include weightings for each of the above categories with ‘research output’, most likely, remaining predominant.  

Development of the Research Strategy: Methodology

The development of the draft research strategy began following the announcement of the RAE2008 outcomes and the release of the sub-panel feedback reports which gave brief information on the three categories.  A working panel3 consisting of senior staff who had contributed to the work of different panels along with the PVC (R&I) and the Director of the Office of Innovation met to discuss the development of research assessment and to identify broad strategic themes which would be developed and influence RI capability and capacity.  

Research Institute Directors were subsequently asked to develop 5 year plans outlining how they would organise to achieve improved performance based on the broad corporate targets of increasing Ulster’s position in the league tables by around 5 places and increasing the number of staff submitted to between 510 - 520 FTEs.  Each individual plan was discussed in detail at a series meetings held between the RIs and the PVC (R&I) and the outcome of those discussions has been used to inform the draft strategy given below.

The development and implementation will continue with a broadening of the consultation to all stakeholders in the way shown in Table 1.   

	Actions

	Dates

	Undertake high-level review and produce working draft of the key strategic issues and identify main themes.

Based on key themes construct developmental plans at RI level for the next 5 years to include consideration of increasing staff submissions by 5-10% and performance as measured by moving up leagues tables by 5 points.

On the basis of consultations with each RI produce a draft Strategy. 

Revise Strategy and offer for broader consultation to research and academic community 

Develop an operational plan to provide information on how research is to be conducted

Revise Strategy and bring through University committee structure with implementation planned for the beginning of the next academic year

Ongoing review of the operating environment so as to take cognisance of emerging policy and trends

To keep RIC & Senate informed of progress through verbal updates


	January 2009

Completion by end April – 

mid May 2009

End May 2009

June – July 2009

July – October 2009

From September 2009

Ongoing

Ongoing


Table 1 Timetable for the Development of the Research Strategy

Summary of the main Research Strategy parameters 

As a result of the consultations and discussions thus far the following has emerged as the high-level issues to be addressed in the Strategy:

· Following the successful outcome of the RAE2008, the University wishes to build upon its current provision of research activity and to reward quality wherever it is to be found.  Under the REF the University will strive to consolidate and improve its research position and increase its percentage of Northern Ireland QR funding. 

· The full value of research earnings will be attributed through faculty financial statements directly, and in proportion, to the faculties and schools of each individual researcher.  The practice of allocation of recurrent budgets to Research Institutes will remain and the amount will be derived directly from the earned QR (including charity and RDP).  An element of the budget will recognise Research Council grant income and, in order to avoid large swing changes on the 2008/09 allocation, budgets will be maintained within a +/- 20% range in the current year.   
· Strategic funding will be used to encourage collaboration and innovation and will be made available on a competitive basis through research proposals submitted to the PVC (R&I).  

· The University will be encouraging thematic areas of research and the growth of thematic ‘research space’ where there will be a closer alignment between research and innovation.  We will explore best practice in providing centralised facilities to support collaborative research and will realign some funding drawn from the innovation budget to support research with the potential for exploitation within the research spaces.
· The University will pay particular attention to the training and development of research students and staff at all levels so as to grow the culture of research in such a way that each member of staff makes a valued contribution to research output and environment.  
· The University will encourage a vibrant and balanced research portfolio across Institutes that reflects a healthy and varied research grant income focussing on sustainability, succession planning and an increasing number of grant holders.  We will grow our research student base and ensure that supervision is spread across all research staff in an equitable manner.  We will, where possible and subject to financial constraints, grow the FTE base.
· The PVC (R&I) will engage with central departments to ensure that research and innovation needs are both understood and supported and develop a professional method of reporting of research and innovation activity which allows us to monitor and plan efficiently.

All the above issues have been drawn together into three vertical and one cross-cutting theme along with a number of action lines as shown in Table 2 below.
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4.1	Maintain support for the research and innovation environment;


4.2	Encourage and develop all staff with particular emphasis on early stage researchers;


4.3	Develop mechanisms to support CRS in their developments;


4.4	Engage with central departments to ensure that there are no unnecessary barriers to the growth of research


and innovation activities;


4.5	Develop appropriate institutional support mechanisms which will encourage collaboration between RIs;


4.6	Promote research and innovation values within the University and to other decision-makers and stakeholders.








4.	Create the appropriate operating environment to enable research and innovation to achieve its full potential.





Set challenging but achievable targets in relation to:  research outputs, research environment and research impact;


Establish formal monitoring process to ensure achievement of REF metrics;


Encourage a varied portfolio of activity;


Encourage medium/long term strategic thinking at RI level;


Encourage the development of relevant & prestigious collaborations with institutions nationally and internationally.








1.	Undertake excellent and selective research that is relevant to the University’s Vision.








3.	Place research and innovation as a sustainable aspect of the University’s core activity.





3.1	Develop strategies to enable sustainable of research programmes;





3.2	Encourage the development of a link to 3rd cycle programmes;





3.3	Create knowledge to inform new teaching programmes of all levels;





3.4	Develop appropriate training for research students.








2.	To generate and exploit relevant knowledge and innovation to the benefit of the community.





2.1	Explore meaningful and beneficial links between research and innovation;





2.2	Develop appropriate funding streams which will encourage research and innovation;





2.3	Establish forum for contract research staff.











� Thompson (Web of  Science) and Scopus  


� EPSRC-AHRC Sandpit on Research Spaces


3Professors Alastair Adair, Seamus MacMathuna, Jim McLaughlin, Pol O’Dochartaigh, Hugh McKenna and Mr Tim Brundle





