
Feedback on funding bodies request for input on the development of REF2021 

Broadly we are in agreement with the input from Universities UK. After 
discussion amongst the 19 Scottish higher education institutions, including our 
Vice Principals Research and REF Managers’ Group we would highlight the 
following points in response to the questions in HEFCE’s circular letter 33/2017 
(31 August 2017).  

Identifying staff with a significant responsibility for research  

 We support the flexibility provided in allowing institutions to operate at a 
UOA level for submitting staff. The 100% submission or an approach based 
institutional identification of staff in scope (i.e. those with significant 
responsibility for research) will allow institutions to make a submission 
based on the best information available to them.  

 This flexible approach is welcomed by the sector, as explained in our 
response to the recent consultation (see our response to question 8), the 
HESA data is based on contract status and would not be appropriate for 
identifying staff with a significant responsibility for research in all types 
on institution.  

 We would support work on updating HESA to allow flagging of 
independent staff.  

We continue to have concerns for UOAs, or whole institutions, with high numbers 
of part-time staff given the proposed use of FTE to set numbers of outputs but 
the use of headcount to set number of contributors. We would encourage the 
funding bodies to give this early consideration, working with the Equality and 
Diversity Advisory Panel.  

In the case of joint submissions, which are particularly common in Scotland, we 
would expect to see different approaches to identifying staff with significant 
responsibility for research to be acceptable.   

Definition of independence  

The general consensus is that the REF2014 definition is a good place to begin for 
REF2021.  Changes that could be made to the definition to ‘independence’ would 
be to include criteria such as:  

 Leadership of a significant piece of research work (which may not solely 
include being the formal Principal Investigator on a large grant but may 
also include leadership of a substantial work-stream within such a 
project). 

 Formal supervision responsibilities to PhD students. 
 We would also welcome the development of a list of Fellowships/grants 

that automatically demonstrate independence.  

We would welcome these additional criteria but would note that we would not 
expect that each criteria would have to be met simultaneously to count as an 
independent researcher. Furthermore, feedback from a number of institutions 
highlights that it would be challenging to have to prove independence for all staff 

http://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/briefing-evidence/consultation-second-research-excellence-framework-ref/
http://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/briefing-evidence/consultation-second-research-excellence-framework-ref/


holding ‘teaching and research’-type contracts so we would not expect that such 
staff (where eligible) had to be proved to be independent.  

Output portability  

On balance, and accepting that the system is imperfect, the simplified model will 
be easiest to implement. Given the changes elsewhere in the system and the point 
in the REF cycle we would support simplicity wherever possible.  

With the intention to move to full non-portability for the next assessment cycle, 
we would encourage the funding bodies to set out rules for non-portability of 
future exercises as soon as practicable to enable institutions to prepare.  

Timing  

We have concerns that guidance and criteria will not be available until winter 
2018/19 which could be challenging for institutions developing codes of practice. 
We are concerned the current schedule would deliver this information 6 months 
later than REF2014 cycle, which was a challenging timeframe.  

Further, we note the intention to run the institutional-level impact assessment in 
early 2018. This could be difficult timing for institutions and it may allow a 
greater range of institutions to engage with the pilots if these are pushed back.   
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