Research Clusters at the University of Worcester: A proposal.

Background
The development of specific areas of research excellence is an important part of the enhancement of the profile of the University and this is recognised in its new Research and Knowledge Transfer Strategy. Those stakeholders that we aspire to impress by the enhancement of the R & KT profile include: 

· Academics and researchers at other HEIs who may be future collaborators;
· Grant awarding bodies, such as Research Councils, HEFCE, charitable bodies;
· Local businesses and public sector organisations;
· The people of the region; 
· People who may apply to study at UW;
· Local industry, with the opportunities for links and training offers;
· Potential staff applicants;

In the past, efforts to enhance our research profile have largely been through the designation of Research Centres and there are currently four of these within UW:

· Centre for People @ Work (CPW, established 2006);
· Centre for Rural Research (CRR, established 1995);
· National Pollen and Aerobiology Research Unit (NPARU, established 1994);
· Association for Dementia Studies (ADS, established 2009);

Recently two research clusters have removed the designation “Research Centre” whereas two others have initiated discussions about becoming Research Centres (one in Education, the other in Health). 

The original intent of Research Centres was to provide “a focus for the development of particular areas of research, or other specialist activity as well as a vehicle for national and international recognition of key aspects of the University's work”. However, these developments are currently in abeyance subject to the outcome of a review and discussion on the nature and value of such Centres. 

To date, a parallel system has been in operation with the University sanctioning and encouraging the development of both Research Centres and Research Groups (although the difference between the two has not been clearly articulated). Whilst there exists general criteria for the designation and monitoring of the former, the process has not been fully described nor has it been reviewed for some period. Similarly, the process for the establishment of a Research Group is not firmly defined or a process established. 



The value of Research Centres/Groups
The perceived benefits of the establishment, support and marketing of effective Research Centres/Groups to the University include: 

· Enhancing UW’s research profile;
· Improving research commitment and research associations;
· Developing commercially viable aspects of research;
· Opportunities to recruit very high calibre staff with research experience;
· Enhancement of research-informed teaching, student placements etc;
· An increased opportunity for collaborative research with other members of the University;
· An increased opportunity for collaborative research with other HEIs;
· An increased opportunity to generate income through contract and consultancy work;
· An opportunity to enhance UW’s submission to REF 2013;

However, these outcomes might be achieved by more general support for research; an important question is the extent to which these benefits can be obtained by Research Centres and/or by Research Groups or without the development of any formal research clusters.

The perceived benefits of designation of Research Centres/Groups to the people who work within them include: 

· The use of the term “Recognised Research Centre” of the University brings with it the recognition of the substantive status of the grouping and a consequent boost to its profile;
· A positive external facing profile;
· The possibility of a greater emphasis on research for some Centre/Group staff (with a consequent reduction of individual teaching/administrative load);
· Access to customised marketing and publicity advice, customised stationery and other forms of branding, as approved by the Marketing Department;
· A focus for the attraction of external funding and for promoting the reputation of research and consultancy;
· The provision of accommodation and infrastructure support by the University;
· Negotiations for new staff based on sound business planning;
· The authority and responsibility to manage the strategic planning and financial and human resources of the Centre within agreed University guidelines;
· Increased opportunities for staff development;
· Increased opportunities for synergism through staff collaboration;
· The ability to run over income and there-by smooth out any vagaries in income which assists in long-term planning;
· The ability to plan long-term and to respond both reactively and proactively to market opportunities;

Conversely, some potential disadvantages and risks associated with the development of Research Centres/Groups include (this is not to say that any of these currently exist with any of the current Research Centres):

· The increase in bureaucratic demand, through reporting responsibilities;  
· In some cases, the high cost of establishment in terms of both time and resource;
· The potential for the Centre/Group to become isolated and appear distinct from the working of the rest of the University;
· The possibility of alienating, or sidelining, staff members not part of the Research Centre/Group;
· The possibility that the Centre/Group will not be sustainable in its activities because it will not develop a critical mass of staff; this may be associated with over-reliance on a single member of staff;
· The possibility that, even with stable and sufficient staffing, the outputs of the Centre/Group do not justify the development costs. 
· There is a risk that, unless managed carefully, a particular Research Centre/Group could bring the name of UW into disrepute
· There a risk that the University may not be able to appoint academic research staff to key positions using the current grading and salary scales. There needs to be a clarity of purpose and function between Research Centres/Research Groups and any other form of research clusters.

Proposals
Research clusters are effective ways of promoting and developing research activity in a young and aspirational University such as the University of Worcester. 

In order to achieve a clearer developmental path and allow for the aspirations of all staff to be met whilst minimising bureaucratic burden it is suggested that UW allow for the development of both Research Centres and Research Groups according to the following descriptions. 

At the outset it should be stated that there is no differential in status or research quality expectations between a Research Centre and a Research Group. 

Proposed characteristics of a Research Centre
A Research Centre will:
· Contain a sufficiently high number of staff members to be sustainable over time and credible to external colleagues and agencies.
· Have an income stream through commercial or research activities that allow it to at least ‘break even’ (or has a business plan that projects a ‘break even’ point in the near future). 
· Have financial independence: this means that it will have the opportunity to make appointments (subject to approval) and develop selected activities, but will also have the responsibility for working to clear 5-year research plans and business plans and working within a reviewed annual budget.
· Have a Director who holds the primary responsibility for the development and management the Centre and who is also a member of appropriate University committees (e.g. R & KT Committee). The Director will normally carry out the annual appraisals of the staff.
· Be associated with an Academic Institute (the Director will be line managed by the Head of Institute).
· Produce an independent annual Research Report
· Contain staff members who have clear contracts with respect to their workloads in research, income generation and, to a lesser extent, teaching.

Proposed characteristics of a Research Group
A Research Group will:
· Contain sufficient numbers of staff members with joint or overlapping research interests to constitute an effective forum for academic discussion, collaborative research and joint applications for funding.
· Have access to a designated ‘Research Account’ which holds funds earned by the group as a result of commercial, research and other activities and which rolls over from year to year. 
· Have a Head who takes responsibility for supporting the Group’s research development and commercial income: convenes appropriate staff meetings to discuss initiatives and other research matters: is the designated budget holder for the ‘Research Account’ ensuring that funds earned by individuals are available to them as requested: is a member of appropriate University committees (such as the R & KT Committee). 
· Be associated with an Academic Institute (including line management of the Research Group Head by the Head of the Institute).
· Contain staff whose annual appraisal is normally carried out by the Head of Institute or nominee.
· Will collate material annually for inclusion in the Institute’s annual Research Report.
· Contain staff members who have clear contracts with respect to their workloads in research, income generation and teaching.


Note:
If these proposals, or significant parts of them, are adopted, it would mean that some current Research Centres would formally become Research Groups. However, it is proposed that these Groups should not be required to change their names. It is considered that they have built an identity and changing the word ‘Centre’ to ‘Group’ on their ‘badging’ would be unhelpful.



Dominic Upton and John Newbury, May 2010.
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