		
		
	UNIVERSITY OF ABERDEEN	
UNIVERSITY RESEARCH COMMITTEE
MINUTES OF THE MEETING HELD 31 MARCH 2026

Present:	Ben Tatler (Chair), Simon Bains, Ruth Banks (part meeting), Abbe Brown, David Burslem, Ed Chadwick, Chris Croly, Mirela Delibegovic, Dawn Foster (Clerk), Karin Friedrich, Cecile Gubry-Rangin (vice Sam Martin), Johannes Heim (vice Syrithe Pugh), Amelia Hunt, Zaheer Khan, Lucy Leiper, Emily Metcalf-Corrison, Nir Oren, Stuart Piertney, Brice Rea, Juliette Snow, Nykohla Strong, Ian Stansfield, John Wrighton, Claire Wallace, Donna Walker

Apologies:	Matthew Clarke, Rob McGregor, Abbie McLaughlin, Ian Robotham, Claire Whyte

Absent:		Nil

Welcome:  

Ben Tatler welcomed all to the meeting in his new role as Dean of Research, following Nick Forsyth’s promotion to the role of University Provost.

Cecile Gubry-Rangin was welcomed to the meeting as the representative of the School of Biological Sciences, and Johannes Heim also welcomed as the representative of the School of Language, Literature, Music & Visual Culture.  David Burslem was welcomed as the representative of the Interdisciplinary Institute Directors.  

Apologies for absence were noted.


1	MINUTES OF THE PREVIOUS MEETING 

	The minutes of the meeting held on 31 March 2026 were received and approved.

	
2	MEETING UPDATES

2.1	Action Log & Matters Arising

URC noted the items completed since the previous meeting and the updates provided on the ongoing issues.  

ACTIONS:  
· Flyers encouraging completion of the Postgraduate Research Student Survey (PRES), submission deadline 15 May 2026, were issued for distribution within Schools (SDoRs)
· Posters encouraging completion of the PRES to be issued to the Library (S Piertney)

2.2	Chair’s Comments

2.2.1	UKRI Update
	
	URC recognised this was a crucial time for research and emphasised the importance of collective leadership in driving research activity across the University.  URC discussed developments in the external landscape, including changes to the UKRI funding model, and the need to consider how the University can best position itself with this new environment.  This includes engaging with the UK Government’s Industrial Strategy and its eight high-growth sectors (IS8).  The alignment of the revised UKRI ‘bucket’ funding model with the industrial strategy was noted, with reassurances that curiosity-driven research will continue to be supported.  Overall, funding calls are expected to become more streamlined, with improved coordination across the research councils and further progress on supporting funding interdisciplinary (IDR) research. It was also noted that SHAPE disciplines remain relevant across all IS8 areas.

	URC also noted that UKRI investment in training PhD students and Post Docs has not decreased, however future support will be focussed on the IS8 priorities.

	URC were advised that University-wide strategic sessions will be offered to help Schools target these emerging funding opportunities.

2.2.2	REF Update

	URC were advised of the resignation of Rebecca Fairbairn (REF 2029 Director) in April 2026, with interim cover in place until the recruitment process has been completed.  URC also noted the departure of Stephen Hill (Director of Research, Research England) in May 2026.

URC were reminded about the internal preparations for the mock REF exercise in November and encouraged to continue to make good use of the time available.  

2.2.3	Founders’ Week

	URC noted the attendance figures for the Discovery Day (700) and the MRI talk (86) and acknowledged that 19 activities were supported with representation from all Schools.

2.2.4	Scottish Research Integrity & Culture Week 

	URC received an update on the recent event (02 – 06 March 2026).  It was noted that 15 universities from across Scotland participated.  Across the individual sessions, there were 1,888 registrations from 400 participants, some of which were based outwith the UK.  Aberdeen contributed by hosting three sessions focussed on different aspects of open research in the Arts and Humanities.

2.2.5	Nominations for the Principal’s Research & Engagement Excellence Awards

	URC were advised that the shortlist has been published (https://www.abdn.ac.uk/students/events-news/awards/nominations-2026/#panel103568) and congratulations were given to all nominees.  The winners will be announced at the Excellence Awards ceremony on Thursday 23 April 2026.

Main Items for Discussion or Approval:

3	RESEARCH FINANCE

3.1	Research Income Report (Q2) & Order Book

URC received an update on research income by School to 28 February 2026 and the Order Book as of 17 March 2026, plus details of the REG allocation (R-Grant for 2025/26) broken down by discipline (and based on the previous REF results).

URC noted that despite recent increases, research income is currently behind budget and likely to remain 5% behind budget at year end (but the ICC is forecast to be ahead of budget by 9.9%).  A detailed breakdown is available in Power BI.

Regarding the Order Book, it was noted there were fewer awards than this time last year.  URC also noted that a number of large awards are due to end this year.

3.2	Applications and Awards Trends (Q2)
	
URC received an update on research applications and awards until 28 February 2026.  URC noted that the number of applications submitted was similar to this point last year, and the average value of each application has increased.  However, the number of awards has decreased with the result that the overall awards total has gone down.  It is currently anticipated that by year end, the number of applications submitted will exceed those from last year.

URC also discussed figures relating to the overall University debt (as noted in recent Senate papers).  URC received confirmation that the majority of this debt is current and is pursued to ensure payment.  


4	REF 2029

4.1	Contribution to Knowledge & Understanding Update

	URC received an update on the output review process, noting comparisons between current internal ratings in PURE and REF2021 performance which will prompt further investigation and targeted support for particular Units of Assessment (UoAs).  Although the total number of outputs exceeds what will be required for the final submission, more high-quality outputs are still needed as current analysis indicates that predicted grades are generally lower than those achieved in the previous REF.  UoAs that are significantly behind will receive targeted support, particularly around calibration.  Regarding external reviews, these have highlighted some inconsistencies in internal scoring.  These issues appear to be concentrated within specific UoAs, and further investigation will be undertaken to ensure reviewers in those areas receive appropriate training.  URC were reminded that additional funding is available for another round of external calibration and were encouraged to make use of it.

ACTION: Paper URC25:57, table 5 – list of staff included under UoAs 7 and 15 to be issued to B Rea (N Strong)

URC acknowledged the current concerns regarding the Adapting for Continued Success (ACS) process and its potential implications for the future staffing profile.  It was also suggested that the current uncertainty may be leading some reviewers to award more generous scores to colleagues’ outputs.  URC were reminded that staffing matters fall outwith the committee’s remit, and that research activities must continue to be lead on the basis of the information currently available.  Whilst concerns were recognised, REF preparations are at a critical stage, and external calibration will be essential in assessing the accuracy of our internal quality predictions.  This will provide essential data for our mock REF, informing our decision-making and highlighting areas for improvement.

In relation to actions that can be taken to increase the quality of proposed papers, URC considered several options, including mentoring by senior staff with a strong record of producing 4* outputs, using internal funds to support output development, and running ‘work in progress’ seminars where colleagues can receive feedback on draft papers.  

4.2	Engagement & Impact Update

	URC received an update on recent engagement and impact activities.  URC endorsed the ongoing impact case study (ICS) development work being supported by the impact team, as well as the recent impact forum hosted by the School of DHPA.  This model will be explored further for potential use by other ICS panels.  URC also noted the recent series of ICS workshops led by the IDR Institute, which were structured around types of impact (rather than by discipline).

An Impact Lead workshop held last week was well attended and covered the ICS evidence dashboard, approaches to tracking evidence and use of the scoring rubric.

The ICS workflow and the timeline leading up to REF submission has been circulated.  Impact Leads have been asked to nominate draft ICSs by the end of June (coinciding with the end of the Postdoctoral Research Assistant contracts) for external review.  The internal review process has been discussed in relation to the number and seniority of staff required, recognising that the involvement of more senior staff may lengthen the review process.

A number of FAQs have been submitted to the national REF team and responses are awaited. Discussions are also ongoing regarding the permissible use of AI in ICS development.

URC were reminded of the financial significance of ICSs, noting that a 4* ICS is 10 times the value of a 4* output.

URC acknowledged concerns about the need for continuity amongst PDRAs, with six-month contracts potentially being too short, particularly when some institutions appointed PDRAs for up to three years.  URC noted that the current funding model agreed with the Senior Management Team restricts such expenditure to a single financial year. 

ACTION: 
· Once received, the response from the national REF Team to be shared with I Stansfield in relation to clarity on how the scoring will be allocated for joint Impact Case Studies produced by more than one institution (M Delibegovic/R Banks)

4.3	Strategy, People & Research Environment Update
	
URC received an update on recent work supporting SPRE activity and the University’s Research Cultures Strategy.  The Research Cultures webpage now provides additional resources, including logic models for institutional change priorities as set out in our Research Strategy.  The models outline the links between identified needs, intended outcomes and planned activities to strengthen our research cultures, all of which underpins our SPRE-related work.

The SPRE Leads network is involved in a current series of writing clinics focussed on developing the unit level statements.  The first session provided an opportunity for Q&A and dedicated writing time.  There will be one clinic for each of the four sections of the UoA statement, ensuring alignment with the institutional SPRE statement.  Noting the potential changes to the University structure, URC were reminded that these narratives should be written at the UoA level rather than at School level.  Additional guidance will be offered on the issues to be considered within the institutional statement to help the UoAs shape their own submissions. 

Regarding the recently approved Institutional Research Leave policy, concerns have been raised in some Schools regarding their capacity to support the policy under the proposed University re-structure, and this will be considered further in the ACS deliberations.  

It was also noted that the writing clinics are designed to accommodate different working styles.  Staff may bring prepared text for discussion or use the clinic time to produce new material, depending on their preference
 
4.4	REF Dashboard (Power BI)
	
URC received a presentation on the new REF Dashboard, designed to give REF leaders a deeper insight into the quality and preparedness of each UoA.  Thanks were expressed to Kathleen Faulkner and Nykohla Strong for the work involved in integrating the datasets used in the Power BI dashboard. 

The dashboard uses data from the beginning of the REF 2029 period and can be viewed at UoA, School and Institutional level.  Metrics include PGR numbers, research income, staff details and eligibility, publications, output reviews and number of ICSs required.  URC noted that some elements e.g. ICS data and scoring are still in development.

Access permissions will be controlled to ensure that only relevant staff can view the appropriate data.  The HESA volume measure for 2025/26 will be used to determine output requirements and thresholds for ICSs, and SPRE metrics will be included in due course (once the final guidance has been received from the national REF team).  Further work will be undertaken with the library in relation to open access compliance.

URC recognised the significant value provided by this new tool and were assured that the dashboard is relatively intuitive to use.

	ACTION: Workshops to be considered for users of the REF Dashboards, if necessary (J Wrighton)


5	NEW UKRIO TRAINING – “THE ETHICS OF RESEARCH INVOLVING HUMAN PARTICIPANTS”

URC considered the proposal that the University should adopt the new UKRIO online training package on the ethics of human participant research.  

URC noted the concerns regarding the current online Ethics & Governance training course being outdated.  URC also acknowledged that most of our current ethics applications involve human participant research.

URC noted that the Ethics Advisory Group has recommended the adoption of course one (“Ethics of Research Involving Human Participants: An Introduction”) by staff conducting research activities with human participants, with completion of the supplementary courses on “Emotionally Challenging or Sensitive Research” and “Research with Children and Young People” at the discretion of the researcher.  The PGR College has similarly endorsed this approach for PGR students.  

URC approved the proposal and recommended that further consideration be given to the requirement to complete the discretionary courses (either upon recommendation from the Ethics Boards, or the student supervisor for PGRs). Also, further consideration should be given to any equivalency with the GCP and GRP training courses (which are deemed equivalent to our existing online Ethics & Governance training course).

URC agreed that clear communication will be needed for staff and particularly PGR students regarding which elements of the new training are mandatory for those involved in human participant research.  

ACTIONS: 
· Ethics Advisory Group (EAG) to be informed that URC recommend that PGR students will complete the ‘discretionary’ courses (on emotionally challenging/sensitive research, and research with children/young people) upon the recommendation of their PGR supervisor (N Oren to the EAG)
· EAG also to be informed of URC’s recommendation that the discretionary courses will be available to staff involved in human participant research with the expectation they complete these if relevant to their research.  This should be monitored by the Ethics Boards (N Oren to the EAG)
· Update to follow for URC from the next EAG meeting on the above (including decisions made regarding whether the current GCP and GRP training courses will be deemed equivalent training to the new UKRIO ethics of human participant research course) (N Oren to the EAG)


6	POSTGRADUATE RESEARCH COLLEGE UPDATE

URC received an update on PGR recruitment and noted that the latest statistics will be available in the near future.  Thanks were extended to everyone involved.  URC also noted the upcoming deadlines for doctoral awards and noted that several applications have recently been submitted.  

URC were also informed of the impact that current geopolitical issues are having on fieldwork conducted outwith the UK.  All research-related travel requires University approval and must be covered by university travel insurance, which is determined by the Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office (FCDO) travel advice.  The University cannot authorise travel to locations that are subject to FCDO travel warnings, and it was recognised that this has created challenges for some Schools, particularly where students had planned to conduct research within their home countries and where those areas are now subject to travel restrictions.  The AHRC has been consulted and has confirmed that the restrictions will not be accepted as grounds for an extension, therefore Schools and Supervisors will need to consider alternative mechanisms to complete the research e.g. using online methods.  

URC were also reminded that research cannot be caried out under personal insurance, and such arrangements would not be approved through the Off Campus process. 

URC also noted that some funders based within the affected countries have expressed concern about the travel restrictions.  This feedback will be considered further as internal discussions on this issue continue.


7	INTERDISCIPLINARY INSTITUTE UPDATE

URC noted the update on recent IDR activity, including information on the IDR applications and awards. Over the last two years there has been a steady increase in the number of applications that overlap between different IDR themes, with some combinations proving particularly popular.    

URC also noted that whilst engagement with the IDR institute remains uneven across some areas, this is improving.  URC were advised there is currently a vacancy for the Data & Artificial Intelligence IDR Director role.

URC noted the suggestion for a new IDR theme that may be more appropriate in capturing the work of Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences colleagues – “Being Human, Past and Present”, and this should be considered during the ongoing IDR review of activity.  

ACTIONS:
· IDR Directors to consider expanding the IDR webpages beyond the challenge areas to give more prominence to other aspects of the IDR Institute’s work (D Burslem)
· IDR Directors to consider including award value ranges, in addition to the number of applications, in future update reports (D Burslem)


8	PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT WITH RESEARCH UPDATE

	URC received an update on the proposed activities for 2026 and noted that further information on the recent Founders’ Week events will be included in the update for the next URC meeting.

	URC noted the unsuccessful outcome of the application for funding for European Researchers’ Night/EXPLORATHON (marking the first time since 2014 that this funding has not been secured).  However funds have been sourced for a smaller-scale Scottish Researchers’ Night in September, to be delivered in partnership with the Techfest Aberdeen Sciences festival.  URC were advised that this will be relevant for all disciplines. 

	Work is progressing on the Café Sci series for 2026/27.   Due to a significant increase in costs at the Art Gallery, alternatives venues are being considered.  URC proposed a number of options (including local cafes).  Whilst the series has traditionally been held off campus in order to support engagement with the wider local community, on-campus venues (e.g. Library) could also be considered

	Regarding speakers, it was suggested that this could be an opportunity for ICS leads/authors to present and discuss their research
	
	ACTION:  Further suggestions for external venues for the Café Series would be welcomed (URC members to C Croly)

For Information:

9	MINUTES OF THE ETHICS ADVISORY GROUP 

URC noted the minutes provided.


10	UPDATE FROM THE FACILITIES WORKING GROUP

URC noted the update provided.  

ACTION:  Terms of reference for the group to be reviewed to determine whether Library involvement and SHAPE representation may be appropriate (N Strong)


11	ANY OTHER BUSINESS
	
	URC were thanked for their engagement during the meeting and reminded that anyone put forward as an SDoR delegate should be nominated in good time and properly briefed before attending URC meetings.



DATE OF NEXT MEETING:

URC noted that the next meeting is scheduled for Wednesday 20 May 2026, 10.05 – 12.10pm (Committee Rm 2, University Office)
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