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21 April 2015 

Sponsor: Claire Warwick Author: Paulina Lubacz 
 

 
Research Committee Report: 12 March 2015 
 
The full minutes of Research Committee, which are no longer circulated as part of the Senate 
agenda, can be found at: 
https://www.dur.ac.uk/research.office/password/research.governance/research.committee/minutes/ 
 
The main items discussed at this meeting are summarised in this paper. 
 
In order to facilitate effective discussion, members are encouraged to raise any issues with the 
Chair and Secretary of Senate in advance of the meeting of Senate. 
 
Proposed Resolution/Action 
The Senate is asked to endorse: 

1) That in future the annual planning process should provide the mechanism to review 

departmental research performance. (Item 1) 

2) That consideration is given to renaming the departmental review process to reflect its focus 

on teaching quality. (Item 1) 

The Senate is asked to approve the Committee’s recommendations that the attached revised 
terms of reference for Research Committee and for three new Sub-Committees are approved to 
take effect on 1 August 2015. (Item 2 Appendix1) 
 
The Senate is asked to note the discussion of other matters by Research Committee. 
 
Document Status  
Open. 
 
Previous Committee Consideration 
N/A. 
 

 
1. Research and departmental reviews 

a) Post-REF reviews of departments are now under way. 

b) Departmental reviews are led by the requirements of the teaching quality assurance 

process, specifically the periodic re-validation of teaching programmes, and do not 

easily address Research  Committee’s work in overseeing research and the 

requirements of REF. There is some overlap of teaching and research interests in the 

area of post graduate students but there is little capacity within the current model to 

give more weight to research and to engage with departmental research strategies. 

c) Research Committee recognises that it is important not to increase the burden of 

oversight on departments unnecessarily. 

The Committee recommends to Senate: 

https://www.dur.ac.uk/research.office/password/research.governance/research.committee/minutes/
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a) That in future the annual planning process should provide the mechanism to review 

departmental research performance. 

b) That consideration is given to renaming the departmental review process to reflect its 

focus on teaching quality. 

2. Research Governance 
a) Research Committee is proposing new governance arrangements for University 

research, comprising updated terms of reference for Research Committee together 

with the establishment of three new sub-committees: Research Management 

Committee, Research Impact and Engagement Committee and Research Information 

Resources Committee. 

 
b) The intention is to provide the opportunity for focussed consideration of specific 

aspects of research strategy implementation at the sub-committees, thereby ensuring 

sufficient time at Research Committee meetings for discussion of strategic matters. 

Research Committee recognised that the workload of the Dean and the Deputy Heads 

of Faculties in attending every meeting of sub-committees of which they are members 

is potentially onerous. As in the case of Research Committee, therefore, appropriate 

provision has been made for alternates. In the case of the sub-committees it is unlikely 

in practice that the PVC(R) and the Dean will both attend the same meeting. 

 
The Committee recommends to Senate that the attached terms of reference are 

approved to take effect on 1 August 2015.    Appendix 1 

 
3.  Annual staff reviews (ASR) and personal research plans (PRP) 

a) Research Committee believes that it is vital for the Committee to be engaged in the 

development of HR processes that affect researchers noting that, in addition to 

effective mentoring, dialogue is needed about the University’s expectations of 

academic staff at all stages of their research careers. It is a matter of particular concern 

to Research Committee that departmental administrative responsibilities appear to be 

differentially allocated to (or assumed by) female staff, at the expense of their research 

time. 

b) The Committee’s view is that changes affecting the ASR and PRP processes need to 

be introduced carefully after appropriate consultation. It might be helpful to pilot new 

approaches. The Committee has invited the HR Director to attend the Committee’s 

meeting on 30 April for a discussion of these matters. 

4. Research mentoring 
Research Committee wishes to draw Senate’s attention to the following points made during 
the Committee’s discussion of research mentoring: 
a) That effective mentoring is crucial to the development of a successful research careers 

but, anecdotally, the current experience of mentees is of variable quality. 

b) That mentoring should be defined and should become a normal expectation of an 

academic role, supported by incentives and attracting suitable recognition.  

c) That contributing as an effective mentor should become an essential criterion for 

academic promotion. 

d) That those seeking advancement to more senior academic roles, such as progression 

through the professorial bands, should be required to provide evidence of effective 

academic leadership.  



S/14/81 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

3 of 4 

e) That mentorship should be an expectation of academic citizenship and should operate 

at all levels of seniority, for example junior staff acting as mentors to students who are 

seeking work placements. 

f) That effective mentorship could be defined as supporting the mentee in meeting the 

objectives set out in their PRP. 

g) That more use should be made of mentee feedback, perhaps through 360 degree 

evaluations. 

h) That mentors who are diligent and effective tend to become overburdened. 

Research Committee agreed the following next steps: 

a) To seek examples of good practice in academic mentorship from within Durham and 

more widely. 

b) To develop definitions of what is meant by effective mentorship and good academic 

citizenship. 

c) To discuss the development of a mentoring framework with the Director of HR. 

d) With the Director of HR to develop recommendations to integrate academic mentoring 

into the University’s HR processes and structures. 

5. Research grant success rates in Q1 and Q2 
a) Performance in research grant capture is disappointing and, based on previous 

experience, is unlikely to recover in the remainder of the year. 
b) The situation is serious and will have an adverse impact on the University’s overall 

financial performance 
c) Application numbers have increased significantly compared with the previous year but 

success rates have declined. It might be a better strategy to focus on submitting fewer 
applications of higher quality. To that end a proposal is being developed to appoint 
research facilitators who will help improve the technical quality of bids. 

d) Research funding is increasingly based on large collaborative projects but Durham 
appears to lack people with the experience and confidence to lead them. 

e) Effective mentoring is vital to improving rates of grant capture. Junior colleagues 
should be engaged in large collaborative projects as theme leaders. 

 
6. Peer review of proposals and demand management 

a) Demand management measures over the submission of applications are being 

introduced by NERC and EPSRC. This is in the context of reducing success rates. 

b) Internal peer review can be an effective means of improving the quality of bids but is 

not always followed rigorously in Durham.  

c) The University does not have a framework to identify its most competitive bids. 

d) It can be difficult to find peer reviewers, particularly at short notice. Consideration 

should be given to inviting Early Career Researchers to review applications. 

e) Early Career Researchers could be encouraged to gain experience of being a peer 

reviewer as part of the process in which several people review applications during the 

process of development. Such an approach could contribute to both the Early Career 

Researcher’s career development, and that of the proposal under review. 

f) Applicants need to plan the submission of bids to allow time for effective peer review 

and other internal sign off processes. At the moment this does not always happen and 

the Research Office can be put under time pressure to sign off bids without evidence of 

effective peer review. The tendency of some funding bodies to announce calls with 

very short deadlines is not helpful to an orderly submission process. 

g) The NERC liaison group is potentially an effective mechanism for managing 

applications but is not used by all applicants. The University is at significant risk of 
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breaching NERC’s 20% success rate quality threshold, which will limit the number of 

applications which the University can make in future. 

h) It is important to learn from good practice, for example using departmental research 

champions to mentor a group. 

i) That it is important to introduce more rigour into the application review process in order 

to manage the risk to the institution that is associated with the submission of 

unsuccessful applications. In particular to require Heads of Departments as part of their 

sign off should be required to provide evidence of an effective peer review process. 

 

Research Committee intends to consult Faculty Boards about the establishment of 

properly constituted peer review panels which would have the responsibility of turning 

down applications that fall below an acceptable quality threshold. 

7. University seedcorn funding 
a) Research Committee intends to review the use of seedcorn funding at its next meeting, 

noting the importance of following up how seedcorn funds have been used and 
applying sanctions in those rare cases where the grant recipient has failed to satisfy 
the conditions of the award.  

b) Research Committee will consider whether a similar process might be followed in the 
case of research leave, and whether reports produced at the end of a period of 
research leave might be graded in future. 

c) The monitoring of the outcomes of grants from the University seedcorn and impact 
seedcorn funds would fall to the appropriate sub-committees from 2015-16.  

 
8. Centre for Medical Humanities 

The application from the Centre for Medical Humanities to be considered for Research 
Institute status will be scheduled for the Committee’s consideration in due course. 

 
9. Vote of thanks 

Research Committee congratulated Professor Tim Clark on his appointment as Pro-Vice-
Chancellor for Social Sciences and Health and thanked him for his valuable service as a 
member of the Committee. 

 
10. Proposed Resolution/Action/Next Steps 

The Senate is asked to endorse: 
1) That in future the annual planning process should provide the mechanism to review 

departmental research performance. (Item 1) 

2) That consideration is given to renaming the departmental review process to reflect its 

focus on teaching quality. (Item 1) 

The Senate is asked to approve the Committee’s recommendations that the attached revised 
terms of reference for Research Committee and for three new Sub-Committees are approved 
to take effect on 1 August 2015. (Item 2 Appendix1) 
 
The Senate is asked to note the discussion of other matters by Research Committee. 
 

 


