		
	UNIVERSITY OF ABERDEEN	
UNIVERSITY RESEARCH COMMITTEE
MINUTES OF THE MEETING HELD 05 FEBRUARY 2026

Present:	Nicholas Forsyth (Chair), Simon Bains, Ruth Banks, Abbe Brown, David Burslem, Ed Chadwick, Matthew Clarke, Chris Croly, Mirela Delibegovic, Dawn Foster (Clerk), Karin Friedrich, Amelia Hunt, Zaheer Khan, Lucy Leiper, Sam Martin, Emily Metcalf-Corrison, Gearoid Millar (vice Claire Wallace), Nir Oren, Stuart Piertney, Syrithe Pugh, Brice Rea, Ian Robotham, Juliette Snow, Nykohla Strong, Ian Stansfield, Ben Tatler, John Wrighton, Claire Whyte

Apologies:	Rob McGregor, Abbie McLaughlin, Donna Walker

Absent:		Nil

Welcome:  

David Sweeney, Strategic Adviser to the University’s REF Strategy Group, was welcomed to the meeting.  David Burslem was welcomed as the representative of the Interdisciplinary Institute Directors.  Gearoid Millar was welcomed to the meeting as the representative of the School of Social Science.  

Apologies for absence were noted.


1	MINUTES OF THE PREVIOUS MEETING 

	The minutes of the meeting held on 17 December 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	Update on Founders’ Week

	URC noted the Founders’ Week will be taking place next week and received an update on current registration figures for the key events.  

ACTIONS:  
· SMT representative to be nominated to open the Geddes Harrower lecture series during Founders’ Week (S Pugh to liaise with N Forsyth)
· Encourage colleagues to attend Founders’ Week activities (URC members)

2.2.2	Research Newsletter

	URC noted that the newsletter will be due for online circulation (internally and externally) next week.  The first edition contains a variety of articles representing the range of research activity undertaken at the University.  The next edition will be issued around June/July 2026.

	ACTION: Ideas for future research newsletter articles to be submitted to Lucy Leiper and John Wrighton (URC members)

2.3	Chair’s Comments

2.3.1	Principal’s Research & Engagement Excellence Awards
	
	URC received a reminder about nominations for the Principal’s Research Excellence Awards.  

	ACTION:  Colleagues to be encouraged to submit nominations for the Principal’s Research & Engagement Excellence Awards (URC members)

2.3.2	Open Letter from Ian Chapman, UKRI Chief Executive
	
	URC noted the recent open letter regarding the current UKRI funding landscape, reprofiling and pauses on current funding in a number of research councils.  URC were advised that assurances have been received that the funding will resume later this year (with timelines still to be confirmed) and a watching brief will be maintained.  The impact on university staff with current grant applications under the relevant schemes was acknowledged (and the potential impact on our REF preparations).  Confirmation was provided that the doctoral studentship applications are not affected by this pause.  It is expected that the future funding approach from UKRI will be closely tied to the government’s Industrial Strategy.  
	
2.3.3	DSIT Metascience Sandpit

	URC noted the recent announcement regarding a sandpit on ‘Scientometrics for research assessment’, with a deadline for expressions of interest on 26 February 2026.  It is expected that the outcomes of this sandpit may be used in preparation for the next REF exercise.   

ACTIONS: 
· Colleagues to be encouraged to consider and submit an expression of interest as appropriate (closing date 26 February 2026) (URC members)
· An ARMA session has been arranged on 10 February 2026 to discuss the DSIT sandpit – details to be circulated to URC members (J Snow)
 
	
Main Items for Discussion or Approval:

3	RESEARCH FINANCE

3.1	Research Income Report (Q2)

URC noted that due to the timing of the end of the financial quarter, the report was not available for circulation to the meeting.  The figures will be discussed at the next URC meeting.
	
ACTION:  Research Income Report to follow (D Walker)

3.2	Applications and Awards Trends (Q2)
	
URC noted that due to the timing of the end of the financial quarter, the report was not available for circulation to the meeting.  The figures will be discussed at the next URC meeting.
	
ACTION:  Applications and Awards Trends paper to follow (D Walker)


4	REF 2029

4.1	Revised REF 2029 Guidance

	URC received a summary of the revised guidance published in December 2025, including the People, Culture & Environment (PCE) report.  URC noted that there will be no formal consultation on the panel criteria and working methods, and these are due to be published in autumn 2026.

The institutional CoP will be submitted on 05 February 2026 (the date of the URC meeting) and thanks were expressed to all who had provided their input to the document.  A further update will be provided to URC in due course once a response has been received from the national REF team (anticipated within three months).

Headline messages from the revised guidance include the revised weightings for the individual elements; a revised element - Strategy, People & Research Environment (SPRE) replaces ‘People, Culture & Environment’, and the weightings between the institutional and Unit of Assessment (UoA) statements within this element are now 60:40.  As a result of the updated guidance, changes will be made to the institutional REF timeline to ensure the preparation of the institutional level statement is brought forward so that UoA statements can cross-refer to it.

URC discussed the expectations for the panel criteria, noting some existing concerns from staff in DHPA regarding their allocated UoA. URC noted that a recent REF Town Hall meeting confirmed that the unit descriptors will be broadened, and it is hoped that the metrics may be released a little in advance of the panel criteria and working methods in autumn 2026.  

ACTION: N Oren to speak to the School of DHPA regarding the panel criteria for allocation of staff to UoAs, if required (K Friedrich)

4.2	November 2026 Mock REF

	URC noted the information provided on the preliminary and full mock REF exercises as part of the institutional preparations.  The purpose of the mock REF exercises is to enhance our ongoing evaluation and structured assessment processes, identify areas for improvement and ensure appropriate readiness prior to the final submission in autumn 2028.  The key objectives for the institution in REF 2029 will be to recover our institutional ranking and to increase our share of REG income.

The November 2026 REF exercise will be ‘light touch’, supported by the data gathered from our existing processes e.g. development of impact and engagement, review of outputs and external calibration, evidence and narrative building for the SPRE element (aligned to ongoing work on research culture).  The outcome will be identification of areas for targeted and focused improvement in preparation for the final mock REF (December 2027) and will provide reassurance to Court regarding our submission preparations.

URC discussed the ongoing review process, noting that Schools should identify where there is low confidence in scores, noting this may be a particular concern for staff who have been allocated to a different UoA due to the proposed submission profile.  These should be re-reviewed if necessary using the descriptors from the new UoA, noting that cross-referencing to another UoA is possible. URC noted that Impact Case Studies (ICS) will be internally and externally reviewed.  The November 2026 exercise will not require full UoA level statements for the SPRE element – instead UoAs should consider the narrative and work to identify potential evidence that will support the unit narrative.  URC noted that a recent meeting was held with the SPRE leads where further guidance was provided and monthly writing sessions on how to prepare UoA level statements will be scheduled.

	URC noted concerns regarding staff workload and resistance to the REF preparations amongst some staff, including concerns regarding the use of REF data.  URC received further assurances that the REF process has no bearing on staff status or promotions – the removal of a minimum number of outputs was a deliberate move by the national REF team to avoid such concerns, and this message should be reinforced across Schools.

URC also noted that the mock REF will involve the application of the more complex aspects of the REF guidance e.g. cross-referencing, submission of outputs to two different UoAs, etc.

	URC noted the advice from David Sweeney, including the risks of interpreting the purpose and requirements of the REF through their own world view, whilst acknowledging the concerns voiced during the meeting.  The preparation of SPRE statements may be challenging for a number of reasons, and coherence will be a key factor.  Reviewing previous exercises may be helpful in raising staff confidence in terms of what the panels will be looking for in the REF submissions. He also noted the high calibre of internal REF support, providing lots of good quality information on the developments to date.

4.3	Contribution to Knowledge & Understanding Update
	
URC noted some additional information regarding the revised CKU guidance, noting that extended outputs can be double weighted at most (not triple or quadruple weighted) and that the submission of more than five outputs from a single individual will require additional information to be provided to demonstrate the representativeness of the output submission.

An update was provided on recent output activity, with a further 120 outputs submitted and 50 new reviews.   URC noted that the overall number of outputs reviewed has decreased due to a lack of substantive link to this University, however the numbers are still well above the level of outputs required for submission.  To date, 74% of outputs have been graded 3* and 4*.

The external reviews are ongoing, and a second tranche of funding will be released once analysis has been completed and lessons learned from the initial external reviews.  There are approximately 300 outputs that require review by other UoAs.  Modelling is available that can analyse the data to produce an optimal allocation of outputs, and work is underway on developing a tool that can review our papers and identify the preferred UoA for submission.

URC discussed the rules on output decoupling, noting that outputs must meet the UoA descriptor and circumstances when explanation of the substantive link to the institution must be provided.  

4.4	Engagement & Impact Update
	
URC noted that the update had been provided to the recent Senate meeting (04 February 2026).  Reassurance was provided regarding the table of ICS in development per unit of assessment. URC also noted the introduction of the Pure based ISC workflow, which will form part of the submission to the November mock REF, and will integrate internal and external review feedback, providing collated feedback for ICS authors.  This will be supported by further training to ensure ICS authors and reviewers are aware of what the requirements are for high quality impact within their discipline, and how to interpret the REF guidance on ICS for alternative formats e.g. joint ICS submissions to multiple UoAs.    

URC noted that two rounds of Impact & Engagement Accelerator Funding have been provided to support the development of ICS, and focus will now move to external review.  Recommendations for external reviewers should be submitted to Ruth Banks.  The potential use of artificial intelligence (AI) technology for ICS assessment was discussed, noting the importance of responsible use of AI e.g. to ensure confidentiality is maintained.  It was noted that AI should not be used in our developing ICS.

ACTION:  Guidance required to provide further clarity on what types of data can be entered into Microsoft Co-Pilot without contravening confidentiality rules e.g. previous impact case study submissions (I Robotham)

4.5	Strategy, People & Research Environment Update

URC noted that the University’s Research Cultures webpage now includes information on evaluation of culture change initiatives.  The Culture Change Evaluation tool (under CC licence) was launched last month and contains templates for documenting evidence of progress.  This will be a useful tool for gathering data and preparing REF SPRE statements.  

Data from CEDARS (Culture, Employment & Development of Academic Researchers Survey) in June 2025 is currently being reviewed.  A Power BI interface is being created for the SPRE leads so they can compare UoA data against the University’s and should be available for circulation in the near future.

URC were reminded of the upcoming Scottish Research Integrity & Culture Week, 02 – 06 March.  Two events are being hosted in (Monday 02 March Evidence vs Storytelling, Tuesday 03 March ‘Wrong Turns’ in Research), and there will be Aberdeen input at the in-person event in Edinburgh on Thursday 05 March.

URC noted that a series of four writing sessions for SPRE narratives will commence next month.  These will offer an opportunity to share the development of the institutional statement and allow for alignment with the UoA statements and enabling the UoAs to interpret this within their local context.  Data collection for the UoA narratives should now commence in preparation for the November mock REF.

ACTION:  Scottish Research Integrity & Culture Week events (02 – 06 March 2026) to be advertised to PGRs once the event registration link is live (L Leiper)


5	UNIVERSITY RESEARCH STRATEGY

URC discussed the revisions made to the draft University Research Strategy, noting that the North-East focus will be recognised in the final version.  Further discussions ensued regarding the language used, identifying where it could be improved to enhance precision and clarity. 

URC approved the research strategy, subject to the incorporation of the above amendments, for submission to SMT and Senate.

ACTION:  Further revision to wording to be incorporated as agreed at meeting – include specific reference to the University’s role due to its location in the North-East of Scotland and to further review the language (J Wrighton)


6	POLICY ON RESPONSIBLE RESEARCH ASSESSMENT

URC noted that this policy is an update of a previous policy on the responsible use of metrics.  The revised policy outlines the principles that guide how our research will be assessed using a diverse array of indicators and expert knowledge.  Whilst it doesn’t mention our signatory status in relation to DORA (San Francisco Declaration on Research Assessment) and CoARA (Coalition for Advancing Research Assessment), the policy follows the same principles.

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


7	RESEARCH & PGR RISK REGISTER
	
URC noted that risk 1: Failure to grow research income had been identified for in-depth discussion. The potential impact of this risk was noted in the paper, accompanied by the list of current mitigations to reduce the risk.  Whilst there are no control measures currently listed, it was acknowledged that the mitigating factors reduce exposure. The next review will explore if additional controls are necessary.

URC discussed the impact of staff reductions and the reduction in our research capacity. However it was confirmed that this risk deals with our ability to attract research funding in line with our available staff capacity.  URC noted the diversity of our funding streams, including from Europe.

URC also noted that this risk can be reviewed again if necessary once the future UKRI funding landscape has been clarified e.g. curiosity driven research.  

ACTION:  Expand reference to IDR institute to reflect the support provided by the Research Centres as e.g. catalysts for funding, promotion of funding opportunities to be included as a mitigating factor (L Leiper)


8	POSTGRADUATE RESEARCH COLLEGE UPDATE

URC received an update on a number of current significant funding applications, including to the Medical Research Council, Leverhulme and Wellcome.  URC also noted that studentships are now being disbursed.

URC discussed the underlying data in relation to the reduction in the number of PGR students, outstanding recruitment issues and the reduction in available funding for postgraduate study.  There is a need to enhance our strategic partnerships, and to consider greater use of Pathfinder support to demystify the PhD application process and reach a broader community of prospective students.  Volunteers will be sought to help populate this tool.

URC noted that the Postgraduate Research Experience Survey (PRES) has been launched and will close of 15 May 2026. This will be an important data set for SPRE activity.

URC were also advised that AI guidelines for PGRs are now available via a weblink on the Postgraduate Research College homepage.  It is essential that greater awareness of how to use AI ethically and ensuring that internal Research Governance resources and student regulations reflect this.

ACTION:  Schools to encourage PGRs to complete the Postgraduate Research Experience Survey (PRES) by closing date of 15 May 2026 (SDoRs)


9	INTERDISCIPLINARY INSTITUTE UPDATE

URC noted the update on recent IDR activity.  The applications and awards data for financial Q1 has been displayed under the five challenge areas using new charts to explain how the different challenge areas are involved.  URC also noted that the inaugural meeting of the External Advisory Board was held in November 2025.

URC discussed the five interdisciplinary challenge areas, noting concerns in some Schools that their work was not captured in the current themes, and that the Social Inclusion & Cultural Diversity theme was too niche.  It was noted that part of the role of the External Advisory Board is to review the themes on a regular basis to ensure that the themes remain appropriate.


10	PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT WITH RESEARCH UPDATE

	URC noted the update provided on planned activities for 2026.  URC were also encouraged to submit nominations for the new category of the Principal’s Research & Engagement Awards (Public, Patient, Community Involvement Prize).

URC also noted that an institutional application has been submitted for the European Researchers’ Night (European Commission) in partnership with the University of the Highlands and Islands, Glasgow and Dundee, and the outcome is awaited.

For Information:

11	UPDATE FROM THE ETHICS ADVISORY GROUP

URC noted the update provided.


12	ANY OTHER BUSINESS
	
12.1	Researchfish

	URC noted that the Researchfish platform is now live and submissions will close on 12 March 2026.  URC were advised that the Researchfish process will end in July 2027, with no information to date on its replacement.

12.2	Update on Big Deal Negotiations

URC received confirmation that the Big Deal agreement with publishers is now in place, and any issues encountered should be reported to Simon Bains.   

12.3	Adapting for Continued Success (ACS) Paper to Senate

Concerns were raised regarding the potential impact on research activity arising from the proposals contained within the ACS paper submitted to the Senate meeting in November.  S Pugh said she was concerned that the proposals could reduce the University's overall research capacity by reducing the ratio of T&R to T&S staff.  As a committee of Senate, it was proposed that discussion of this matter would fall within the URC remit.

URC were advised this was not a matter for discussion as this falls under the remit of Court and URC cannot comment on matters that fall under the Court’s jurisdiction.  Confirmation was provided that the data used in the paper was produced by staff within the Directorate of Planning & Governance and has the full confidence of the Senior Management Team and Court.  The request for an extraordinary meeting of URC to discuss the paper was declined.  In relation to appropriate communication channels, URC were advised that Senate has convened a group to engage with the ACS process (to which all members of Senate were invited to join) and submissions can be made to that group for further consideration.  It would be inappropriate to use URC as a secondary group to feed into the ACS process.


DATE OF NEXT MEETING:

URC noted that the next meeting is scheduled for Tuesday 31 March 2026, 2.05 – 4.10pm (Committee Rm 2, University Office)
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