UNIVERSITY RESEARCH THEMES

Background

Bristol engages in a wide range of discipline-based academic research. This is a major strength of the University, but it also provides the fundamental foundation for our significant interdisciplinary activity. Our distinctiveness is reflected in our ability to work across the breadth of disciplines and use our research to answer ‘real world’ questions.

To illustrate the University’s interdisciplinarity, we have identified a core group of University Research Themes that cut across departmental and faculty boundaries.

This is a dynamic concept, to reflect the reality of doing research in a challenging and changeable environment. We have a vibrant and progressive research base, and therefore we will continue to review and articulate the breadth of our research to our peers and external stakeholders such as business, industry and government, and to identify those areas that we want to nurture. 

The portfolio of University Research Themes was first approved by UPARC in May 2005, followed by comprehensive biennial reviews in 2006 and 2008.

Please contact Dr Sophie Pearn (Research Policy Manager, RED) if you have any queries.

FAQs:

· What are the criteria for University Research Themes?

· What is the process for the consideration of new University Research Themes?

· What is the process for the biennial review of University Research Themes?

· How are Research Theme Facilitators funded?

· What are Research Theme Receptions?

What are the criteria for University Research Themes?

The defined criteria for research themes are (ref. UPR/05/78 and RC/08-09/43):

· Novel, occupying a niche area of research, and/or world-leading

· Well-managed, with clearly identified leadership

· Clear vision

· Cohesion and collective management

· Dynamic and regularly reviewed

· Clear value-added deriving from cross-disciplinary (and, where appropriate, cross-faculty) collaborations

· International excellence and world-class critical mass (or the potential to attain world-class critical mass).

What is the process for the consideration of new University Research Themes?

Process

· Proposals for new University Research Themes should be sent to the relevant Faculty Research Director(s) in advance of a University Research Committee meeting;

· At least two Research Directors will review each proposal and complete a review proforma based on the criteria above;

· The completed proformas will be circulated for discussion and formal decision at the University Research Committee meeting.

Information to be provided in the proposal (2 to 4 A4 pages)

· group name and membership;

· how the theme would be managed; 

· existing engagement between members/groups/themes, e.g. collaborations, grant applications/awards, websites, conferences and workshops;

· key indicators of the theme’s potential impact, esteem and international standing; 

· a list of leading ‘competitors’ in the UK and internationally, and the University of Bristol’s relative strengths and weaknesses;

· relationship with the regional/national/EU/international and funding body priorities, e.g. Leverhulme, Wellcome Trust, Research Councils - consider where the theme aligns with current priorities and where it might capitalise on new opportunities;

· ways in which new staff and collaborative links to other research groups within and outside the University will be encouraged and facilitated;

· ways in which the title of ‘University Research Theme’ could add value to your research grouping and activity in this area.

What is the process for the biennial review of University Research Themes?

On a biennial basis, all Themes are asked to prepare a short review report for formal consideration by the University Research Committee, to inform the future shape of the portfolio. The reports should detail how they meet the current theme criteria (given above) and include information about the following:

· how the theme is managed;

· active engagement within the theme, including examples of theme activities, e.g. intra-theme collaborations, grant applications, websites, conferences and workshops;

· recent progress and achievements, e.g. major grants and awards, prestigious prizes, new staff or students, independent fellowships and key publications. Plus an indication of which collaborative bids, doctoral students, events and/or outputs have arisen as a result of actions by the Theme Leader;

· key indicators of the theme’s impact, esteem and international standing, including in particular any available benchmarking data or quantitative information, a list of leading ‘competitors’ in the UK and internationally, and the University of Bristol’s relative strengths and weaknesses;

· relationship with the regional/national/EU/international and funding body priorities, e.g. Leverhulme, Wellcome Trust, Research Councils; considering where the theme aligns with current priorities and where it might capitalise on new opportunities;

· ways in which new staff and collaborative links to other research groups within and outside the University have been encouraged and facilitated;

· ways in which the title of ‘University Research Theme’ has added value to the research grouping and activity in this area and how it might continue to do so in the future;

· a commentary on any quantitative data generated for the research theme by the RED Policy Team. 

How are Research Theme Facilitators funded?

The University Research Committee has a limited annual budget for allocation to Research Themes. This is used for pump-priming, e.g. the provision of initial funding for the appointment of new Research Theme Facilitators. For existing Facilitators, Theme Leaders should make a case to the relevant Deans for the continuation of the resource on a longer-term basis (Deans will need to negotiate with one another where appointments are cross-faculty).

What are Research Theme Receptions?

The University Research Committee holds regular receptions for Theme Leaders and members of the Committee. The fourth of these was held in May 2009 and another is planned for later in the year.
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