	UNIVERSITY OF ABERDEEN	
UNIVERSITY RESEARCH COMMITTEE
MINUTES OF THE MEETING HELD 17 DECEMBER 2025  

Present:	Nicholas Forsyth (Chair), Simon Bains, Ruth Banks, Abbe Brown, David Burslem, Mirela Delibegovic, Jos Derksen (vice Ed Chadwick), Dawn Foster (Clerk), Rachel Elliott (vice Chris Croly), Karin Friedrich, Amelia Hunt, Zaheer Khan, Lucy Leiper, Sam Martin, Felipe Meneguzzi (vice Abbie McLaughlin), Emily Metcalf-Corrison, Nir Oren, Murat Oztok (vice Matthew Clarke), Stuart Piertney, Syrithe Pugh, Liz Rattray, Brice Rea, Ian Robotham, Nykohla Strong, Ian Stansfield, Ben Tatler, Claire Wallace, Donna Walker, John Wrighton, Claire Whyte

Apologies:	Rob McGregor, Juliette Snow

Absent:		Nil

Welcome:  

Zaheer Khan was welcomed to the meeting as the new School Director for Research for the Business School (and thanks expressed to Keith Bender for his previous service in this role); Felipe Meneguzzi was welcomed as the interim School Director of Research for Natural & Computing Sciences (in the absence of Abbie McLaughlin); Emily Metcalf-Corrison was welcomed as the new PGR representative (and thanks expressed to Freya Juul Jensen for her service in this role).

David Burslem was welcomed as the representative of the Interdisciplinary Institute Directors.

Jos Derksen and Murat Oztok were also welcomed to the meeting (representing the Schools of Engineering and Education on behalf of their School Directors of Research, (SDoRs)).  Rachel Elliott was welcomed (speaking to item 12 Public Engagement with Research on behalf of Chris Croly).

Apologies for absence were noted.

URC noted this was the final URC meeting for Liz Rattray, Director of R&I, and she was thanked for her contributions to the work of the committee and her years of service at the University.  URC congratulated Lucy Leiper on her appointment as interim Director of Research & Innovation.


1	MINUTES OF THE PREVIOUS MEETING 

	The minutes of the meeting held on 01 September 2025 were received and approved.

	
2	MEETING UPDATES

2.1	Action Log

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

2.2	Matters Arising

2.2.1	Research Integrity Training Update

	URC noted that the new mandatory online training course ‘UKRIO Introduction to Research Integrity’ was launched on 27 November.  Due to the limits on enrolment (700 spaces) initial registrations have focussed on new PGR students and new staff, plus academic and professional services staff in research leadership and research enabling roles.  425 individuals have been registered to date, and new PGRs and staff will continue to be enrolled in the next half-session.  SDoRs were reminded to encourage completion of the training in the New Year.

2.2.2	Big Deal Negotiations

	URC noted that negotiations have concluded and new three-year agreements have been reached with Elsevier, Springer Nature, Taylor & Francis and Wiley. Orders will be placed before the Christmas break and there will be a grace period to allow continued access to all titles between the end of the current and beginning of the new agreements.  Aberdeen has also accepted a new agreement with Sage.  Notwithstanding the negotiations, unfortunately the application of VAT rules by the publishers means that whilst the costs remain within budget, no further savings have been realised.  URC noted that the H.E. sector will continue to lobby on this issue.

2.3	Chair’s Comments

2.3.1	Research Awayday, 30 October 2025
	
	URC noted the successful awayday, and the circulation of outcomes arising from the event.

2.3.2	Research Newsletter
	
	URC noted that a Research Newsletter will be launched in the New Year, and this will be discussed further under item 13 of this agenda.
	
2.3.3	Founders’ Week 2026

	URC were reminded of the Founders’ Week events beginning Monday 09 February 2026 and noted the research events that have been scheduled to date, including a Discovery Day focussed on research impact (with an emphasis on SHAPE disciplines), Café Scientifique evening, ending with the Chapel Service and lunch on Friday 13 February.

ACTION: Information on the Geddes Harrower lectures and the SMMSN Impact Symposium in February to be issued to Rachel Elliott (rachel.elliott@abdn.ac.uk) for publicising alongside the Founders’ Week activities (S Pugh & I Stansfield)
 
	
Main Items for Discussion or Approval:

3	RESEARCH FINANCE

3.1	Research Income Report (Q1)

	URC received an update on research income by School and the Institutional Order Book for financial Q1 (to 31 October 2025), noting that the forecasted income will be as budgeted and that the ICC will be ahead of budget.  Regarding the Order Book, URC noted this was a higher value than for the comparable period in 2024/25.

URC noted the Monthly Management Report (MMR) for October 2025 broken down by School, and further detailed information is available via Power BI.

URC discussed the REG income, noting that in some areas this is the largest source of research income and underpins the grant funding. URC were advised this information is already included in the School MMRs, and it was agreed to include this data in the future URC research finance papers.  It was also agreed that further discussion on the allocation of REG to Schools would be helpful.

	URC also noted the circulation of the slide deck on Research Funding and REF (item 4.1 of the agenda), noting this was a useful approach to contextualising this funding, and could assist in raising the baseline of knowledge within School Research Committees and across academic colleagues.
 
ACTIONS:  
· REG income per School to be circulated to SDoRs during the first financial quarter each year, and total REG income to be included in future URC finance reporting papers for Q1 (D Walker)

3.2	Applications and Awards Trends (Q1)
	
	URC noted that there has been an increase in the number of applications submitted and the average value of applications.  The number of awards during Q1 is slightly lower than the same period in 2024/25, however the high Q1 2024/25 figures had been an anomaly.  To date there 56 successful awards have been made (£10.6M), these are in addition to the figures presented in the paper.

URC held a discussion on research funding, noting some of the ratios of grant application versus awards.  It was noted that a cost-benefit analysis would need to be undertaken to understand this further, at present the University is underperforming in relation to the number of grant applications submitted by our competitors, which impacts on our REG B and C income, hence it was essential that the emphasis on applications for external research funding should continue.

3.3	Application, Awards and Income Target Setting

	URC discussed the associated paper, noting this information is submitted as an annual paper to the Senior Management Team (SMT).  The paper includes information on individual School research income against targets, identifies the key five-year trends on grant applications, and notes the current research income targets for 2025/26.  URC noted the overall positive trajectory for research income over the past five years, and that the long-term outlook remains strong and in alignment with our institutional research priorities.  URC also discussed the growth in UKRI and industry funding during this period, noting that this contrasted with the decline in EU and other international funding sources.  In terms of grant income values, URC noted that the majority of applications and awards remained in the £10K - £100K range, however there was a slight increase in the applications submitted in both the £500K - £1M and in the awards made over £1M.    The rise in applications and awards below £10K in 2024/25 were noted as a potential consequence of increased seed funding and PGR studentships.  

	URC noted the next steps, with the University to explore further opportunities for positioning the University as a hub for strategic dialogue and partnership with the UK funding councils, and ensuring that our research priorities and institutional strategies are aligned with UKRI’s thematic goals and investment priorities, leading to targeted proposals in line with national research objectives supported by enhanced internal coordination and increased capacity building for researchers.  The aim of the strategy is to better understand our potential and to set targets in line with what is achievable (recognising that a plateau will be reached).

 	URC discussed the target setting process and were advised this approach has been determined over several years by reviewing the previous 5 years activity and identifying trend lines.  Where downward trends are identified, the aim is to stabilise. For others, a 5% increase target is applied. URC were advised that the current recruitment freeze and reduction in staff numbers was taken into account when setting targets.   

ACTIONS:
· Future University reporting on research income should consider the normalising of income in line with changes to T&R staffing levels (J Wrighton)
· Consider how Development Trust fundraising targets could be included in income target setting (J Wrighton)
4	REF 2029

4.1	Update following REF Pause & Good Practice Example

	URC received a summary of the funding council’s updates following the end of the REF pause on 10 December, and their review of feedback on the People, Culture and Environment (PCE) pilot. 

Changes to the weighting of the three REF elements were noted - PCE is now renamed ‘Strategy, People and Research Environment’ (SPRE) and has been reduced to 20%, with the institution level statement comprising 12% of the total and the unit level statement making up the remaining 8%; Contributions to Knowledge and Understanding (CKU) has been increased to 55%, and Engagement & Impact (E&I) remains at 25%.  The recommended maximum of five outputs per researcher has been reinstated and the minimum requirement removed.  Outputs will remain decoupled from individuals and limited portability has been introduced for long-form and extended-process research outputs.  For impact case studies (ICS), the minimum requirement is now one ICS for units with fewer than 9.99FTE, and the requirement for underpinning research to be 2* quality has been removed.  URC noted that the REF panels will now be moving to the criteria-setting phase.  

Further work will be undertaken in the New Year to review these updates and further information will follow in due course.  

4.2	Draft REF Institutional Code of Practice

	URC noted that an initial draft had been submitted to the URC meeting in September, and feedback subsequently received from the URC, open meetings with staff, Trades Unions and EDIC and had been incorporated as appropriate.  The updated draft Code of Practice was subsequently approved at the University Court meeting on 03 December.  Current plans are to submit this to the national REF team for approval in early 2026 (February submission window).  
 
ACTION: Copy of the finalised CoP to be uploaded to the REF 2029 institutional webpages (N Strong)

4.3	Contribution to Knowledge & Understanding Update
	
URC noted the update provided.  Around 50 extra outputs have been submitted for review each month and the SDoRs were asked to continue to encourage the submission of high-quality outputs for review.  15 external reviews have been received to date which have identified some issues regarding calibration with our internal reviews.  Schools were encouraged to progress with the external calibration process.

4.4	Engagement & Impact Update
	
URC noted the update provided.  The applications received under the recent Impact & Engagement Accelerator Funding (IEAF) for directed and open calls (submission deadline 05 December) are almost finished being reviewed and it is anticipated that the decisions will be communicated to applicants by the end of this week.  HR and Finance have been contacted to ensure there are no delays with any associated appointments arising from this funding.  

Assessor and peer review training for Impact Case Studies (ICSs) will take place in early 2026, customised for each panel.  This is part of the support for the November 2026 mock REF exercise, and it is anticipated that good first drafts of ICSs will be submitted as a result of this training. 
4.5	Research Culture Update

URC noted the update provided.  The changes to the REF element SPRE were discussed, noting that although ‘Culture’ is no longer in the title this is still embedded in this element of REF and remains in line with the work undertaken date within the University.  Work is underway with Evaluation Support Scotland (ESS) to produce a workbook to aid reflection on our culture initiatives.  URC also noted that the ‘Scottish Research Integrity Week’ will commence 02 March 2026 and the University will be hosting some events in Aberdeen, as well as participating in the Edinburgh event. 

URC also received an update on recent policy development work (noting the revised research leave policy has been submitted to this meeting for approval) and confirming that a policy on responsible research is now being developed.  


5	UNIVERSITY RESEARCH STRATEGY

URC discussed the draft University Research Strategy, designed to underpin the university’s Aberdeen 2040 strategy and provide a clear articulation of our research vision.  This has been developed with input from the Research Deans and R&I staff, and feedback from URC is now encouraged before the final draft is submitted to SMT and Senate for approval.  URC noted that a number of these objectives were quite detailed and that creating KPIs for these would be too specific. URC noted that many of these were drawn from existing KPIs in the Aberdeen 2040 Strategy, so there would be no need for further duplication of these.

URC noted various aspects of the draft strategy, including further reflections on the contributions made by Arts, Humanities and Social Sciences and how these might be best represented in the data driven sector evaluations.  URC also discussed the support for career development (objective 3.4) and the impact of the current pause on the promotions process, noting that promotions are not the only evidence of career development, and several other support mechanisms for staff development remain ongoing.   

URC noted that digital innovation and the development of a digital strategy is part of the Adapting for Continuing Success (ACS) programme, and there will be opportunities to ensure that support for research features in this.

URC discussed the university’s support and development opportunities for Early Career Researchers (ECRs) and that this could be better reflected in the strategy.

ACTIONS: 
· Feedback to be considered for incorporation in the revised strategy: (1) mention the role of the University as a regional research and cultural hub for the North and NE Scotland; (2) Objective 1.3 - consider amending the language used e.g. replace ‘Ensure’ with alternative wording (e.g. ‘Aspire to’, ‘Strive to ensure’, ’Aim to ensure’) (N Forsyth/J Wrighton)
· Further feedback on the University Research Strategy to be submitted to N Forsyth by Thursday 08 January 2026 (URC members)


6	CITATIONS STRATEGY

	URC noted the information provided on the decline in citations rates which have significant impacts on the University’s ranking in global league tables (QS and Times Higher), which are particularly important for student recruitment.  URC discussed the options proposed in the paper to increase citation rates and improve our league table position, noting that the University remains committed to the responsible use of metrics (via the DORA framework and Leiden Manifesto).

URC discussed the potential causes of our declining citation rates and how this could be reversed.  With regard to action 3.4 and the proposals for increased review and technical publications, URC noted that advice for PhD students should be appropriate to their individual circumstances, and there is no intention that lack of publication should be a barrier to PhD progression.  

URC discussed suggestion of increased review articles, noting ongoing workload issues and finding sufficient time to write review articles and also 4* publications.  Depending on individual disciplines, review articles could involve ECRs and PGR students, which would benefit not just the university but also the individual researcher, particularly if placed in a leading journal. 

URC also discussed the perceived drawbacks of citation data from Google Scholar not being used.  It was noted that this data can be used for internal purposes to get a better sense of citation levels, however this is not used by the external bodies responsible for compiling the league tables. 

URC also noted that the paper may help researchers plan their own publication strategies, e.g. where a long-term research project is planned (e.g. a five-year monograph) that there may be an opportunity to use some of the leading ideas and use these to identify high profile keynote opportunities as part of a pathway to impact for that output.  

URC noted the some of the differences between STEM and SHAPE citation policies, noting the importance of preprints for some disciplines and recommended further consideration of these differences.


7	INSTITUTIONAL RESEARCH LEAVE POLICY	
	
URC approved the revised institutional research leave policy.

ACTION: URC approved the revised policy.  To be submitted to SMT for final approval (B Tatler)


8	POSTGRADUATE RESEARCH COLLEGE UPDATE

8.1	Postgraduate Research Update

URC received an update on PG research activity, as recently presented to Senate.  URC noted the 6% reduction in PGR population compared to five years ago, noting this reflects the situation across the wider sector.  A development needs audit has been launched for PGRs to identify their requirements in terms of their research projects and also core and generic research skills.  URC also noted that the AI guidance for PGRs was approved by the Quality Assurance Committee and has been embedded in the AI advice page on our webpages.  QAC also approved a parental leave policy, which is in response to changes made to UKRI policy on this issue.

8.2	Review of Academic Year

	URC noted the annual report.  There were 621 different change of circumstances reported by students, highlighting the challenges faced by our PGR community.  URC discussed the need to support as many students as possible to complete their studies, and noted that the number of extension requests has reduced.  URC discussed the impact of proposals to remove PGT courses with recruitment of <10 FTE (as this is an important recruitment path towards PGR studies) but it was noted that, whilst remaining cognisant of the potential impact of this proposal, there are other recruitment routes available to prospective PGRs.


9	RESEARCH & PGR RISK REGISTER

URC noted the two risks identified for in-depth discussion:  Risk 7 – failure to maintain high standards of ethics and governance and failure to comply with regulatory and statutory requirements; and Risk 2 – reduced/insufficient quality of research.

With regard to risk 7, URC noted this has been relatively de-risked due to an increased focus on research ethics and governance.  URC agreed these themes could be listed separately in future.  Other issues associated with this risk were discussed, such as evidence of compliance with Trusted Research requirements, including the introduction of a sub-group to review Export Control licences and high-risk projects, and the additional guidance that has been published on due diligence.  URC agreed that the mitigated score should be increased until the work of the sub-group and the rollout of the training has been embedded.  URC also noted the increasing proportion of teaching on external campuses or involving transnational arrangements or via online teaching, and that compliance with the differing legislative and governance regimes also needs to be borne in mind.  

With regard to risk 2, URC noted the updates made to include clearer links with staffing levels, and rewording of the risk to ‘maintaining’ student numbers, which more closely reflects the current position. URC noted that the impact of declining staff also needs to be borne in mind.  URC were advised that risks related to reductions in staff numbers (professional services and academic staff) is already reflected in the risk register for the Directorate of People.  

ACTIONS:
· Risk 7 to be updated to reflect an increase in the mitigated score, and to include reference to the need to ensure compliance with differing legislative and governance regimes in relation to transnational research activities (L Leiper)
· Risk 2 to be updated to clarify the links with the People risk register, with the cause of the risk reflecting reduced staff levels and increased workloads, and the final sentence under mitigations for Risk 2 to be reviewed, to potentially change it to read “increase research capacity” or “increase research capacity opportunities.” (L Leiper)


10	INTERDISCIPLINARY DIRECTORS’ UPDATE

URC noted the update on recent IDR activity.  URC also noted that in the latest Times Higher Education league table for IDR science rankings, the University was now second place in the UK and in the top 10% globally.


11	RESEARCH DATA MANAGEMENT, OWNERSHIP AND DATA PROTECTION

	URC received a summary of the further updates made to the Research Data Management Policy and guidance and the new guidance on ownership of research data, which included further information regarding Trusted Research issues (such as international data transfers) and associated due diligence requirements.  URC also noted the new document on data protection guidance for UG and PGT students, prepared as a companion paper to the ownership document, which explained the particular responsibilities in relation to data protection of personal data by UG and PGT students.

URC noted that further information should be included in relation to data ownership in relation to ownership of research data arising from students participating in research projects that are managed by staff.

	ACTIONS:
· Research Data Management Policy & Guidance, Guidance on Ownership of Research Data & Associated Responsibilities, and Guidance on Data Protection for UG and PGT Research Projects approved by URC, subject to the inclusion of an additional statement on research data ownership in relation to students involved in staff-led research projects. (D Foster/A Lewendon)
· Final version to be circulated to URC members for information and forwarded  for information/approval of the Information Governance Committee, Quality Assurance Committee and University Education Committee as appropriate (D Foster)

12	PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT WITH RESEARCH UPDATE

	URC noted the update provided on public engagement activities during 2024/25.  Attendee numbers had increased to 24K (but this was due to University participation in the Tall Ships programme).  Notwithstanding this, once the impact of that event is removed there was still a 25% increase on attendance over the previous year.  The Public Engagement with Research (PERU) team will be working on improvements to the processes adopted for obtaining feedback from the public on our engagement events.

	URC noted that the team would also be interested in hearing about local engagement activities that have not been directed by PERU, so that attendance data can be captured. SDoRs were encouraged to contact the team with this information.

	It was also noted that data from Researchfish may be useful for PERU.

	ACTION: Public engagement data from Researchfish to be forwarded to Rachel Elliott (N Strong)


13	RESEARCH NEWSLETTER
	
URC received an update regarding the launch of a research newsletter for the University, developed in consultation with the Research Deans.  The newsletter will be primarily externally facing and will celebrate our research achievements and our research culture, whilst remaining appropriate for an internal audience.  The format will be digital and will include an overview from the Vice Principal (Research), current UKRI themes and advancing knowledge, a snapshot of Enterprise and Innovation activities, and a spotlight on research events (including those for our PGR community).  The University Communications team and the Directorate for Digital and Information Services (DDIS) will be involved in the selection of a suitable online platform for the newsletter.

For Information:

14	UPDATE FROM THE ETHICS ADVISORY GROUP

URC noted the update provided.


15	RESEARCH CENTRE REPORTING

URC noted the update provided.


16	UPCOMING CHANGES TO PARTICIPATION OF CHINESE ENTITIES IN HORIZON EUROPE PROJECTS

URC noted the update provided.


17	ANY OTHER BUSINESS
	
	URC noted that the School of Law already produces a research newsletter, and further consideration should be given to how this will align with the new R&I newsletter.


DATE OF NEXT MEETING:
URC noted that the next meeting is scheduled for Thursday 05 February 2026, 2.05 – 4.10pm (Committee Rm 2, University Office)
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