University of St Andrews

Contract Research Staff Forum
Report of the meeting of the Contract Research Staff Forum held on Monday 13 May 2002.

Present:
Prof M Dunn (Convener), Ms M Stewart (Director of Human Resources), Director of Research and Enterprise Services – Dr E Chirnside and Associate Director- Mrs L Sillar, Mrs J Gowans, Dr I Lindsay (AUT Representative), Dr S Nutley, Dr E Clarke, Dr A Sandeman, Dr A R Armstrong and  Mr P Lindsay

Apologies:
 Prof B Roberts, Prof P Riedi, Dr H Alderson and Dr A Greene

In Attendance:
Kathryn Clark

1.  Minutes of Previous Meeting
The minutes of the previous meeting on 7 December 2001 were approved and members of the Forum agreed that Items 2, 3 and 6 would be carried forward from the minutes to be discussed in connection with Items 2, 3 and 4 on the current agenda.  

In relation to Item 4 – Notice Periods, the Director of Human Resources confirmed that this was under review with the Unions, the proposal being to make the notice period 3 months for both employer and employee.

The Convener was able to inform the Forum that the Research Strategy Planning Group had met twice since the last meeting of the Forum and that amendments to the strategic plan are currently being amalgamated with other components and will be available on the web in due course. 

2.  Report on the Staff Survey November 2001
Twenty-four basic factors were tested, based on 131 questions that were consolidated under 7 domains.

The Forum compared the results received from Contract Research staff with those from Academic staff.

An area where there was a distinct difference in results was regarding Strategic Communication where Researchers felt uninformed.  The Convener informed the Forum that it was recognised that communication is a problem within the University but that continuing efforts are being made under the HRIP (Human Resources Improvement Project) to improve accessibility to information for all categories of staff.   Events such as  “listening lunches” and the strategic plan available on the web had been introduced but take up of these opportunities was not high.   It was also noted that few Researchers are involved on School Councils where they would have access to strategic information.

Generally other results showed that Research staff had a positive attitude to stress and reasonable job satisfaction and had a higher inclination for management than Academic staff.  It was also noted that Contract Research staff appeared more content with formal staff appraisal, but this could be as a result of the range of practices currently being under consideration.

It was noted that although training was included within two of the basic factors, no questions addressed career progression.  Also it was felt that the questions on training could have related more closely to what was on offer.

3.  Code of Practice
(i) Amended Code of Practice
The amendments to the Code of Practice were approved.  It was suggested that more reference to documents detailing the criteria for promotion for Research staff should be included.  This information can be found at web address http://goliath.st-andrews.ac.uk:28080/HR/information/dynamicPages/editfolder1/pro_working_revised.htm .

Concern was raised regarding the issue of payment to Researchers for teaching in excess of 10 hours per calendar month.  It was felt that because “calendar month” was stipulated, where holidays occurred at either the beginning or end of a month, individuals had the same teaching load but were not receiving full payment for it.  It was agreed to revisit this issue at the next meeting. 

(ii & iv) General Information
Following on from a discussion at the last meeting of the Forum regarding responsibilities of Research staff a document from Physics and Astronomy was circulated.  While it was agreed that the information was useful in terms of “good housekeeping” it did not address the issues that the Forum was concerned with.

(iii) Performance Review Appraisal
The Convener informed the Forum that it was part of the HR Improvement Project to introduce appraisals for all staff.  A sample of questions and notes were circulated for discussion.  It was agreed that this type of form should be circulated, as a proposed way forward, to all Contract Research staff and Principal Investigators with immediate effect along with a covering letter giving guidance and copy of the Code of Practice.  This will be an attempt to encourage a good habit and not the implementation of a compulsory scheme.

Slight amendments to the process will be made prior to circulation:

· Highlight that while the project is the context, an individual’s performance should not be measured on the success of the project.

· Both appraisers and appraisees need to prepare for such a meeting but it can be as formal/informal as PI’s and CRS wish

· Both parties should sign the final document

It is the intention that all categories of staff will be undertaking this type of review in the next few years.

(v) Promotion Statistics
From the statistics circulated it was noted that a very low proportion of Contract Research staff apply for promotion.    It was felt that this could be down to a lack of awareness and that a prompt should be included in the appraisal questions.  This would be revisited at the next meeting of the Forum.

4.        The Way Forward for Contract Research Staff
The Vice-Principal, Mr Alastair Work, agreed to address the Forum “on the way forward for Contract Research staff” with specific reference to the introduction of the Fixed Term Work Regulations.   They come in to effect on 10 July 2002 and seek to remove the possibility of anyone being employed for more than 4 years on a fixed-term contract.  However, the introduction of this act will only apply to individuals employed on new contracts from 10 July 2002.

The University has good practices in place and has been complying with legislation and this is, therefore, not seen as a large problem.  It is, however, important for the University as an employer not to become complacent.  This legislation has raised a number of issues and scrutiny will be placed on the University.

There should be no dramatic changes as a result of this and there are still objective reasons for using fixed-term contracts:

· When work is funded from an external source on limited funds.  

· PIs keen to submit successful grant applications have to be competitive and this often results in junior appointments for fixed periods.

In future we will need to provide legitimate reasons for ending a contract.  If funds are limited we will need to look at possible alternative work.  It will also affect how we bid for funds.  It will be important to show how we have enabled staff on fixed term contracts to develop their career while at the University.  

This should be an opportunity to improve the way we manage staff on fixed term contracts and the onus will be on us as an employer to be better at monitoring this in the future.

It may also be necessary to look at other ways of funding research.  It was suggested that the University might be able to fund Advanced Research Fellowships, similar to those awarded by the Royal Society which have been exceedingly valuable and from which most Researchers progress to academic appointments.

Transferring all employees to standard contracts was raised as a possibility, however the University is tied in to the Model Statute agreement which applies to tenured academic staff and could lead to legal difficulties.  It was also felt that this was not the most honest way of employing people if you are aware from the outset that funding will only be available for 3 years.

5.     Further Information
Members will be notified of the date of the next Contract Research Staff Forum by the start of next session.

Prof M Dunn

Convener
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