

	

	UNIVERSITY OF ABERDEEN	
UNIVERSITY RESEARCH COMMITTEE
MINUTES OF THE MEETING HELD 01 SEPTEMBER 2025  

Present:	Nicholas Forsyth (Chair), Lesley Anderson, Simon Bains, Ruth Banks, Keith Bender, Abbe Brown, Ed Chadwick, Mirela Delibegovic, Dawn Foster (Clerk), Karin Friedrich, Amelia Hunt, Freya Juul Jensen, Lucy Leiper, Dmitri Mauquoy (vice Brice Rea), Helen Martin (vice Matthew Clarke), Sam Martin, Abbie McLaughlin, Nir Oren, Stuart Piertney, Liz Rattray, Ian Robotham, Nykohla Strong, Ian Stansfield, Ben Tatler, Claire Wallace, Donna Walker, John Wrighton, Claire Whyte

Apologies:	Chris Croly, Rob McGregor, Syrithe Pugh, Juliette Snow

Absent:		Nil

Welcome:  

Mirela Delibegovic was welcomed to the meeting as the new Dean for Impact and Engagement (and thanks expressed to Michelle MacLeod for her previous services in this role); Karin Friedrich was welcomed as the new School Director of Research for Divinity, History, Philosophy and History of Art (thanks were expressed to Jesper Kallestrup for his previous service in this role); and Lesley Anderson was welcomed as the representative of the Interdisciplinary Institute Directors.

Dmitri Mauquoy and Helen Martin were also welcomed to the meeting (representing the Schools of Geosciences and Education on behalf of their School Directors of Research, (SDoRs)).  

Apologies for absence were noted.


1	MINUTES OF THE PREVIOUS MEETING 

	The minutes of the meeting held on 13 May 2025 were received and approved.

	
2	MEETING UPDATES

2.1	Action Log

URC noted the items completed since the previous meeting, and updates were received on the ongoing issues.  

2.2	Matters Arising

2.2.1	UKRI Research Data Policy Consultation

	URC were informed that the University’s consultation response was submitted by the 01 August 2025 deadline.  Thanks were expressed to URC members who were either involved in the short life working group or who had submitted feedback.  An update is awaited from UKRI in due course.

2.2.2	Update on REF Panel Applicants

	URC noted that whilst the names of the REF panel appointments were currently under embargo, it was confirmed that seven members of university staff have been appointed. 

2.2.3	Recruitment of Dean for Impact & Engagement

	As confirmed during the ‘Welcome’ remarks, URC noted the appointment of Mirela Delibegovic to the role of Dean for Impact and Engagement.
	
2.2.4	REF Panel Chairs (internal)

	URC noted that the appointment process for REF Panel Chairs will be commencing shortly, with information to be circulated to the Heads of Schools (HoS) (and copied to the SDoRs).

2.3	Chair’s Comments

2.3.1	REF 2029
	
	URC received a summary on current REF developments, noting that the People, Culture & Environment (PCE) Pilot is progressing and further updates are awaited regarding issues such as the weightings of the REF elements and portability of outputs, underpinning impact, use of HESA data, and the minimum/maximum number of outputs.  It is anticipated that a comprehensive update on REF will be presented to the Senate meeting on 15 October.  

(Clerk’s Note:  Subsequently, an email was received from the REF team on 04 September confirming a pause to the REF 2029 criteria setting and publication of the final guidance, but still with a view to finalising the exercise within the original timeline.  Changes to the REF exercise will be announced by December 2025.)

2.3.2	Appointment of University Principal
	
	URC noted that the procedure for appointing an interim Principal was underway and further updates will follow in due course.  It was reaffirmed that this situation would not impact on our research ambitions and our core activities remain ongoing.  This message should be encouraged amongst colleagues to maintain collective focus and momentum across our research activities.
	
2.3.3	URC Meetings

	URC were reminded that there are now five URC meetings per academic year, with the final meeting currently scheduled for 20 May 2026.  

ACTION: Clarification was provided that URC meetings are organised as in-person meetings, and if SDoRs are unable to attend they may send a deputy in their place.  Where this is not feasible, then comments for the meeting can be submitted in advance by email and followed up with a focused one-to-one meeting with the Chair on request. (SDoRs)
 
	
Remit and Composition 2025/26

3	REMIT AND COMPOSITION

	URC noted the annual requirement to review and approve the URC remit and composition at its first meeting of each academic session.  For this session, the changes were confined to updates to the membership and confirmation that meetings would be scheduled on five occasions per academic session.  URC noted that a new PGR representative will be appointed for the remainder of this academic session, and Freya Juul Jensen was thanked for her input to this role.

	ACTION:  Remit and composition approved, subject to confirmation of any further changes required to the reporting lines for URC (E Rattray)

Main Items for Discussion or Approval:

4	RESEARCH FINANCE

4.1	Research Income Report

	URC received an update on research income by School and the Institutional Order Book and noted that these figures were still subject to audit at the end of the month.  URC noted that the 2024-25 financial year research income was behind budget but this had been forecast since January 2025.  The indirect cost contribution (ICC) was ahead of budget due to more awards obtained with a higher ICC. For the Institutional Order Book, if TAU funding is excluded, the values are similar to this period last year.  

URC noted the Monthly Management Report to 31 July 2025, showing that most Schools are ahead of budget.  Some exceptions include Medicine, Medical Sciences & Nutrition (MMSN) due to a reduction in drug trials (which couldn’t be foreseen due to this being NHS expenditure).  URC also noted that in Engineering, a significant equipment purchase had been anticipated but will now happen in the next few months so will be included in the 2025-26 financial year.  Also Natural & Computing Sciences (NCS) are behind budget due to the TAU project.  

URC also noted the number of large awards received since the previous URC meeting.


4.2	Applications and Awards Trends
	
	URC noted that for financial year 2024-25, whilst applications were on a par with the previous year the overall value of applications had reduced.  It was a similar situation with awards – more awards had been obtained however the average application award value reduced.  In addition, URC noted there are 63 successful applications (approximately £14.1M) to be included in these figures once the official paperwork has been received.  

URC noted the exceptional performance in the previous financial year against a national picture of reducing success rates and noted the importance of issuing this positive message amongst colleagues.  The positive contribution of the research leave scheme was also reflected in these figures.


5	REF 2029

5.1	REF Preparations and Timeline

	URC received an update on the REF preparations and planning timeline for the individual elements of REF and contains the key milestones to be achieved in the lead up to the institutional submission in Autumn 2028.  URC also noted the process for the development of the draft institutional REF Code of Practice (item 5.3 refers), and the plans for a preliminary mock REF in November 2026 followed by a further mock exercise in December 2027, aimed at assessing our preparedness and enabling external insight into our preparations.  The November 2026 exercise will most likely involve consideration of outputs, impact, and the PCE metrics have been confirmed by then, with the caveat that fully drafted environment statements are not expected for this initial mock exercise.

5.2	Preliminary REF Submission Strategy

[bookmark: _Hlk195782722]	URC noted the preliminary list of Units of Assessment (UoAs) for submission to the REF 2029 exercise, which has been agreed with the HoS and SDoRs.  The submission strategy will remain flexible to take account of changing sectoral pressures or changes to the REF landscape.

5.3	Draft REF Institutional Code of Practice

	URC noted the preparation of an institutional Code of Practice (CoP) which is a requirement for participation in REF 2029, designed to explain how the university will make key decisions in relation to its submission to the REF.  The draft CoP was drafted over the summer period and is the result of a collaborative process involving input from the Deans for Research and SDoRs.  

Two open consultation sessions for staff have been arranged (one at each of the Foresterhill and Old Aberdeen campuses respectively).  The Equality Impact Assessment has been prepared with support from HR, and the CoP will be considered by the University’s Equality, Diversity & Inclusion Committee.  

URC also noted that a draft will be submitted to the October Senate meeting for feedback, before the finalised CoP is submitted to Court for approval prior to the February submission to the funding council.

URC discussed the draft COP.  It was confirmed that for staff on the Scottish Clinical Research Excellence Development Scheme (SCREDS), only those who meet the independent researcher criteria will be included in the submission.   Recommendations on research independence are made by Schools, with the final decision made by the REF Strategy Group.  URC also noted in response to potential concerns from staff that inclusion in the REF is not considered as part of staff promotions criteria.  URC noted that the spreadsheets containing staff HESA data have been issued to Schools via the Teams site, with the SDoRs and School Administration Managers notified by email.

URC also noted that in relation to the selection of outputs, in the previous REF, for some disciplines this had involved consideration of citation performance. This is not mentioned in the current CoP as the individual sub-panel guidance is still awaited but will be considered as part of a suite of decision-making tools if appropriate (and noting that this may not be appropriate for outputs from the humanities).

URC were thanked for their feedback, which will be incorporated in preparation for the open meetings and the version submitted to the October meeting of Senate.

ACTIONS:
· Consider amendments to Part 5 (Selecting Outputs), pending receipt of sub-panel guidance, to note the option (for some disciplines) of using citation performance as another potential criteria for output selection (J Wrighton)
· Lack of data on parents and carers within the University should be raised with the University’s Equality, Diversity & Inclusion Committee (EDIC) (J Wrighton)


5.4	Contribution to Knowledge & Understanding Update
	
URC noted the update provided.  1629 outputs have been assessed to date, noting that ten UoAs currently have insufficient papers.  Evaluation of the currently predicted GPA scores provide a mixed picture – four UoA scores have increased since March, four have gone down, with the remainder remaining the same.  Two of the current UoAs were not submitted to REF 2021 so comparisons with previous submissions are not possible.  SDoRs were reminded to encourage the completion of output reviews in order to provide up to date information for analysis.

URC noted the challenges posed by interdisciplinary (IDR) papers.  It was noted that further guidance is awaited on submission of IDR outputs, hence the limited engagement so far.  It was agreed that it would be helpful to review where papers could be submitted to multiple UoAs, however staff time for these reviews is limited.  It was confirmed that the IDR Directors can be called upon to assist with this.

URC noted a budget has been agreed for external review of outputs and further information will be issued to Schools in the near future.

ACTIONS:
· Schools to be contacted where there are currently insufficient outputs identified in particular UoAs (N Oren)
· Schools to ensure the list of UoA leads (attached) is updated to reflect current responsibilities, particularly in multi-disciplinary Schools (D Foster/SDoRs)

5.5	Engagement & Impact Update
	
URC received an update on the 33 awards made under the Impact & Engagement Accelerator Fund (IEAF) across all panel areas, noting 27 Impact Case Studies (ICS) received funding, and the reports are due by 31 October 2025.  The reports will contribute to the ICS development process by demonstrating progress on activities and evidence gathering and identifying the next steps for support and will be shared with HoS for information.  A peer-led showcase is planned for the end of the year to highlight the work ongoing in Schools.  

URC were informed that the IEAF will be repeated this year, pending final approval this week.  Priority will be given to funding impact activities that will come to fruition during the current REF exercise.  It was agreed that the appointments committee should be pre-warned where appointments were as a result of the IEAF to avoid delays in recruitment.  A buddy system will be introduced for any new appointments to ensure appropriate support.


6	RESEARCH CULTURE & TRAINING

6.1	Research Culture and PORTAL Update

URC received an update on activities associated with research culture, and the University researcher development hub (PORTAL).  In relation to wider influence in the sector, URC noted that Andrew Dilley and Simon Bains have been involved in shaping the discussions on the REF PCE (further updates were awaited from the national REF team.)  The University was also involved in an event organised by Frances Medaney, the Scottish Research Cultures Collaboration Manager, and are also represented in a number of external committees through e.g. via Nick Forsyth as Vice Chair of Universities Scotland Research & Knowledge Exchange Committee (RKEC) and Lucy Leiper in her role as Chair of Universities Scotland’s Researcher Development & Culture Committee (RDCC).  The University are also now partners in the 2026 Scottish Research Integrity week.  URC noted that there has been a lot of external interest in PORTAL, and Ben Tatler and Lucy Leiper have been invited to give a presentation on this at the upcoming Vitae conference.

URC also received an update on the Culture, Employment and Development of Academic Researchers Survey (CEDARS) noting that the response rate at Aberdeen (29% = 339 respondents) had been impacted by the timing of the survey.  Respondents were spread across all career stages, and the feedback had been largely positive, with some issues identified regarding training and promotion.  Further work will be undertaken to compare the Aberdeen results against the national responses.

The Technician’s Commitment Steering Group now operational, with Nick Forsyth chairing the sub-group on technician provision across the University.

In terms of future activities, URC noted that the Research Leave scheme will be reviewed, and further work will be undertaken on Responsible Research.  

6.2	Research Integrity Training

URC received an update on the rollout of the new UKRIO Introduction to Research Integrity online training course.  Due to the limits on enrolment (700 spaces) the new training will be focused on all new PGRs and staff, and thereafter on staff in key research roles.  Existing PGR students will be required to complete the current online training course, as will any other members of staff who are not registered on the new training.  The uptake of this training will be monitored and reports circulated to Schools and Directorates, as training completion will be an important factor for our REF research environment statements.

URC noted that whilst this is a nationally recognised training programme, Schools are welcome to enhance this via in-School Research Integrity training which could help to reflect any differences in approaches within disciplines.

ACTION: Proposals for the rollout of the training were approved (D Foster) 

6.3	Trusted Research Training

	URC discussed the proposal for the rollout of Trusted Research training and associated communications schedule, reflecting the need to increase awareness of these issues amongst the growing number of staff and students involved in international research.   Adoption of these principles will help to protect the integrity of our research by ensuring that intellectual property, sensitive information and national security are considered when engaging in international research activity, and that approval is obtained (where required) for such activity.  To enhance the existing information available to our researcher community, a suite of training materials has been developed,  comprising two course options – an introductory course on Trusted Research principles (one hour), suitable for research within SHAPE or STEM disciplines, and a second aimed at research which provides more detailed input on legislative requirements for research activity which is likely to fall under export control or the National Security and Investment Act (2021).

ACTIONS:
· Proposals for the Trusted Research training rollout were approved. Course to be made available via PORTAL and Training.abdn.ac.uk, the University of Aberdeen’s Training system (instead of Staffnet) (J Snow)
· Implications of Trusted Research for international studentships to be raised with PGR supervisors to ensure they are aware of their obligations (S Piertney)


7	DRAFT ANNUAL RESEARCH INTEGRITY STATEMENT 2024-25	
	
	URC noted this is an annual requirement, as part of the Concordat to Support Integrity, and once approved by Court, will be published on the University webpages.

	URC noted the comprehensive summary of the variety of activities undertaken across the University to support research integrity during the previous session.  The table of anonymised data in relation to allegations of research misconduct cases was noted, confirming the same number of cases were raised as in the previous session).  URC also noted the case study of good practice, based on work undertaken to support Trusted Research.

ACTION: URC approved the statement.  To be submitted for SMT and Court approval (D Foster)


8	POSTGRADUATE RESEARCH COLLEGE UPDATE

8.1	Postgraduate Research Experience Survey (PRES) 2025

URC received an update on Michelle MacLeod’s successful involvement in a consortium (20 PhD student awards achieved), and also the launch of the Leverhulme Trust’s Centenary Doctoral Scholarships, comprising of ten awards of £5M.   The scheme opens in November and the submission deadline is in March 2026.  Work will be undertaken with Schools in order to prepare a bid.

Regarding the PRES, URC noted that the response rate had decreased this year, and therefore the advertising arrangements will be reconsidered next year to improve this.  The Aberdeen results have been compared against the sector data, and there has been a big improvement in our community numbers.  The full report, broken down by Schools and demographics has been shared with the HoSs.

8.2	University Guidelines for the Responsible Use of GenAI Tools (PGR Students)

	URC discussed the proposed guidelines for PGR students, prepared by a Task and Finish group appointed by the AI@ABDN oversight group.  Representatives from the Library and from STEM and SHAPE disciplines were appointed to the group to ensure appropriate breadth of input.  An earlier draft was reviewed by the Postgraduate Research Committee in June, and thereafter circulated to the Schools for comment, resulting in the current updated version.

Regarding the use of AI in PhD theses, URC were advised that Turnitin will help to identify potential AI content within written work, and the viva experience will also help to highlight the student’s own intellectual input. URC noted that the Viva guidelines will also be revised to provide clarity on AI, to ensure that disclosure of the use of AI in theses will be explicit, with the proposal for a selection of statements to be provided for the student to select.  This will need to be approved via the appropriate processes i.e. via AI@ABDN and also the Quality Assurance Committee (QAC).

ACTION:  Guidelines approved, to be submitted for further consideration/approval to AI@ABDN and QAC(S Piertney/L Leiper)


9	RESEARCH & PGR RISK REGISTER

	URC noted the opportunity for an annual review of the Research & PGR risk register by URC members, and to allow for the recommendation of amendments to existing risks or the identification of new risks.

ACTIONS:
· Current risk register to be added to URC Sharepoint site for ease of reference (D Foster)
· New risk to be added: “Financial risks associated with the maintenance and operating costs of high specification equipment” (E Rattray)  
· Amend risk (9) to read “Insufficient capacity in School and professional services teams due to recruitment freeze and increased departures.” (E Rattray)
· URC members to submit any further queries/proposed amendments/recommendations for new risks to E Rattray (URC members)
· 2-3 risks will be included on the agenda for discussion at each URC meeting, focussing on the higher-level risks (D Foster for agenda)


10	INTERDISCIPLINARY DIRECTORS’ UPDATE

URC received an update on recent IDR activity.  	The recent events that have taken place across each thematic area were noted, and the Interdisciplinary Research and Education Symposium on 08 October 2025 was highlighted. Further details of the symposium will be announced shortly, noting that the call for abstracts has already been issued.

URC noted that the IDR directors are currently planning ‘in-residence days’ across the University, with the first session taking place at the IMS on Wednesday.  Schools will be contacted to discuss the most appropriate days (and locations) for these events.

URC also noted the update on the establishment of an External Advisory Board, comprising two external advisors for each IDR thematic area (with one still to be appointed for ‘Environment and Biodiversity’).  The first meeting of the board will take place on 09 October 2025.

URC discussed opportunities to work with the University Research Centres, and it was confirmed that these centres will be mapped to the thematic areas.  Centre Leads have also been contacted to engage with the October symposium.


11	INTERNATIONAL PARTNERSHIPS & COLLABORATIONS PAPER

	URC noted that whilst the University strategic alliances with key international universities remain unchanged, the analysis provided within this paper will help to identify further discipline-led opportunities in relation to international partnerships and collaborations.

The data provided on international partnerships and collaborations is based on five years of analysis of Web of Science data.  The inherent limitations of the dataset and variations across the Schools were noted by URC (e.g. international collaborations are more prevalent in STEM disciplines rather than in social sciences or humanities, as a result of differences in e.g. publication practices, working methods, legal contexts and funding constraints).

	URC noted that in comparison with the previous reporting period, the top collaborating institutions are largely unchanged.  Publication collaborations with American institutions continue to dominate, however the evolving political landscape may prove challenging for future collaborations.  Publication collaborations with Northern European institutions (including the Netherlands, Germany, Ireland and France), remain strong and a number of existing research partnerships have the potential to generate publication collaborations in the future.  This data will enable Schools to identify where their current partnerships are, and to see where there has been organic growth and where opportunities exist for formal collaborations. 


12	TRUSTED RESEARCH – PROGRESS UPDATE

	URC noted the update on Trusted Research activities, summarising the new compliance infrastructure, oversight group, and other processes and tools that have been implemented during the previous two years in support of institutional compliance with the UK government’s Trusted Research agenda.  The summary of recent case activity and export licensing activity was noted.  To date, compliance activity has primarily focused on funded research, and further work will be undertaken to include non-funded research.  URC noted that this is a significant issue for the University, and the associated compliance workload will increase.  


13	RESEARCH DATA MANAGEMENT POLICY & GUIDANCE (REVISED) AND RESEARCH 	DATA OWNERSHIP

	URC received a summary of the updates made to the Research Data Management Policy and guidance (to reflect developments in University data management requirements), and the proposed new guidance on ownership of research data.  

	ACTIONS:
· Further revisions to be made to documentation as appropriate to clarify IP obligations around data produced by PGRs embedded within a research group (I Stansfield/E Rattray)
· Further clarifications required to Appendix C “Ownership of Research Data & Associated Responsibilities” in relation to the use of “ownership” in this context (A Brown/E Rattray)
· Updated versions to be circulated for URC approval (D Foster)


14	BIG DEAL NEGOTIATIONS

	URC noted the short submission deadline for the response to Jisc regarding the current national negotiations with the five largest commercial ejournal publishers for new three-year deals, effective from January 2026.  URC discussed the issues raised in the paper regarding the publishers’ business model, noting it was financially unsustainable for the University and does not meet open access requirements.  URC were asked to support the rejection of publishers’ offers which don’t offer financial savings for the University, to support Simon Bains in raising awareness of these issues and assisting with advocacy work,  and to indicate the extent to which they would support a proposal to cancel the deal (with the proviso that access to the online titles with the highest use would be maintained, along with rapid document supply, to mitigate the impact on our research and learning activities).

	URC raised concerns regarding the implications of withdrawing from the negotiations, noting that these publishers own several key journals and many researchers do not have access to the funding required to pay the costs of article processing charges.  URC were assured that the current proposal is only that the publishers’ offer should be rejected.  Jisc will then consider the views from the sector, and if there is a strong majority against accepting the publishers’ deal then negotiations will continue.

		Approved.

	ACTION: URC approved the submission of the response to the Jisc consultation (S Bains)

For Information:

15	RESEARCH CENTRE REPORTING

URC noted the update provided.


16	FACILITIES WORKING GROUP

URC noted the update provided.


17	RESEARCH OPERATIONAL PLAN

	ACTION: Paper to follow once approved by the Senior Management Team.


18	ANY OTHER BUSINESS
	
	No other business was raised.


DATE OF NEXT MEETING:

URC noted that the next meeting is scheduled for Wednesday 17 December 2025, 2.05 – 4.10pm (Committee Rm 2, University Office)

DF 09/25
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