Birkbeck HR Excellence in Research Award Summary Report 2022 - 2025 

The Birkbeck Context

Birkbeck was founded in 1823 as George Birkbeck stated “now is the time for universal benefits of the blessings of knowledge’. This statement still embodies the institutions mission and philosophy and spills over in to everything we do, meaning we have a 200 year history of encouraging all staff and all researchers to engage in a wide range of activities to enhance their careers and wellbeing at all stages, but (in line with our mission) with a particular emphasis on those just starting their careers. 

Birkbeck is a small multi-faculty institution which covers the full range of disciplines except Medicine and Engineering. The institutional commitment to the wellbeing and development of ECRs in particular is at the heart of our research culture. 

In 2024, our average staff headcount profile was:
· Academic staff (Lecturer, Senior Lecturer, Reader, Professor) - 326
· Research Only staff (Senior Research Fellow, postdoctoral Research Fellow/Researcher, (pre PhD) Research Assistant) - 92
· Technical staff (Maintenance, Lab Technician) - ~10
· PhD students (including ~20 Graduate Teaching Assistants, employed with a combined study and teaching role) - 761.

Our research only staff includes a significant proportion of pre-doctoral staff on very short term temporary contracts – typically PhD students who have been employed for a very short period of time (days or weeks) to collect data for a specific research project. We also have a larger-than-typical number of staff on permanent research only contracts, located primarily in our Institute for Crime and Justice Policy Research. 

Most of our postdoctoral Research Only staff are located in areas where we share facilities with UCL and so have access to career development support through UCL in addition to that offered by Birkbeck. Birkbeck and UCL are both members of the Bloomsbury postgraduate Skills network (BPSN) so have a long history of collaborating in the area of skills development for researchers. 

Our target audience for the action plan is individuals whose primary responsibility is to conduct research and who are employed specifically for this purpose with contracts of 6 months or longer duration; however, given both the small overall size of Birkbeck and the relatively small proportion of our total researchers who fall into this category we look to prioritise actions which also have benefits for other constituencies (i.e. PhD students, research-related staff such as technicians, early career academic staff, other academic staff, and other professional support staff in that order of priority).

At Birkbeck, the work to implement the HREiR action plan is overseen by an Academic Advisory Board (our AAB) which is made up of researchers and a small number of junior academic staff, as described more fully in the Governance section of this report. 

How our Internal Evaluation was Undertaken

When Birkbeck submitted its last action plan for consideration in 2022 the UK HREiR process was still following a 4 yearly review cycle and our action plan was drafted following that timeline. Subsequent to that, HREiR moved to a 6 yearly reporting timetable and Birkbeck is therefore resubmitting a revised action plan in 2025. Our 2022-2026 action plan had been drafted at the time when the Country was slowly emerging from the Covid lockdowns and we struggled to get the level of engagement with the process that we would ideally have liked to see. As such, and following the advice from our AAB at the time, we focused our (planned) 2022-2026 action plan on continuing to deliver the priorities from our 2018-2022 action plan which had been negatively impacted by the pandemic. However, over time it has become apparent that many of these actions are now less relevant than they were previously. As such, we welcomed the opportunity presented by this renewal to reinvigorate our action plan in light of where Birkbeck is in 2025 and to fully embrace the changes introduced in the 2019 revisions to the Concordat which were, by necessity, less central in our 2022 renewal. 

Because our 2018-2022 and 2022-2025 action plans prioritised ensuring that at the institutional level we were still meeting the expectations from the Concordat in a way that was both current and effective, we began the process of our internal evaluation for the resubmission by presenting our AAB with a detailed analysis of the how we were delivering against institutional expectations in the Concordat. The AAB discussed this report and determined that, following on the successes from our two complteted action plans the focus of our gap analysis work for the resubmission should prioritise gaps in relation to the expectations on managers of researchers and researchers themselves.

For the gap analysis we invited all our researchers and all our managers of researchers to attend focus groups to discuss both the implementation of the Concordat at the College level, and, specifically, the expectations placed on these two stakeholder groups by the Concordat. Ultimately we organised 6 focus groups with researchers (18 attendees, 33% of the cohort) and 3 focus groups with managers of researchers (10 attendees). The focus groups used a semi structured approach to ensure all points were covered but to allow for any insights to be investigated in sufficient depth. 

All our focus groups agreed with our AAB that at the institutional level the expectations were being met sufficiently well at this time but highlighted ongoing issues with ensuring all stakeholders were aware of the expectations placed upon them and their managers by the Concordat. The focus groups identified some specific action points which could be addressed but the most overriding theme was that the most significant issue is that these expectations are not being communicated as effectively as they could be to these two stakeholder groups. As such our focus groups determined that identifying mechanisms to address this communication issue should be the priority for out next action plan. 

Following the Governance Structure described below, the HREiR project delivery team considered the findings from the focus groups and used these to develop the action plan included in this submission. This draft action plan was then consulted on and approved using our standard governance arrangements – our AAB considered the draft documents in depth, and once any AAB-identified amendments had been made the draft documentation was sent for consideration by our HRSPC Committee and our College Research Committee (see the governance section of this report for further details). Any amendments suggested by this process were then reconsidered by the AAB and the final documentation was then approved for submission by HRSPC.
  
Our HREiR Governance Structures

The delivery of the Action Plan is overseen by our Academic Advisory Board (AAB) which is comprised of research staff to ensure that the needs of researchers remain at the heart of the process. We deliberately established the AAB as a training opportunity for researchers with little or no committee experience. To date AAB has had 3 Chairs with a new Chair recently appointed to deliver the next Action plan. 

Membership of the AAB would typically comprise of approximately 6-10 research staff in addition to the Chair and relevant Professional Services colleagues. Since the last summary review was submitted the representation of colleagues employed as researchers on a grant and researchers who hold a personal fellowship has increased and the number of junior academic staff has decreased to zero. 

Because we view our AAB as a training mechanism we strive to allow space for everyone who meets our criteria and expresses interest to be allowed to join for a time, but we also strive to maintain a good discipline mix. This means we may ask people to wait for a period before they take up their membership. Most people serve for 1-2 years but we have facilitated longer and shorter terms where appropriate. We ask new people to express interest in being a member of AAB by an email which is circulated each September to everyone on a research only contract. We have found that this level of frequency allows us to maintain an effective group but also to quickly replace colleagues who have either left the institution or who feel they wish to make way for other colleagues. 

The AAB formally reports to the College once per year via the HR Strategy and Policy Committee (HRSPC) and is a standing agenda item/informal update at all other meetings. This mechanism gives our AAB agency to drive the HREiR programme as it deems best without needing to consult the parent committee at all stages (something we felt it was important to establish given the relatively inexperienced membership of AAB) but still provides the necessary access when there are areas of concern to be escalated quickly. 

HRSPC (comprising the Deputy Vice Chancellor (Chair), the College Secretary, the Director of HR, the three Executive Deans (or their nominees), a Director of Professional Services, the DVC (Research), the DVC (Education), the Deputy Director of HR, the Principal HR Business Partner, the Head of Organisational Development and Change, and the Head of HR Strategy, Policy and Equality & Diversity, the Head of HR Operations and Systems, the chair of the EDI Committee and a Faculty Director of Operations) reports to our Governing body through our University executive Board.

Institutional strategic responsibility for Research sits with the Deputy Vice Chancellor (Research & Innovation) (DVC(R)), supported by the Research Office and the Innovation Support unit. The DVC(R) chairs the College’s Research Committee (CRC, supported by three working groups and sub committees) and is also the Director of our Graduate Research School. College Research Committee also reports (through Academic Board) to our Governing body. The annual AAB reports to HRSPC are also sent to CRC to note.

This governance structure for the Award embeds it within our current structures and processes and includes mechanisms to access all relevant departments. 

At the operational level, Birkbeck’s HR department is responsible for our strategies relating to people development and assumes much of the overall responsibility for the operational delivery of this action plan alongside Research Office Colleagues. This action plan which sits alongside our College-level Athena Swan award and our first Race Equality Chartermark submission. The chair of the AAB is also the ECR representative on the College-level Athena Swan Self Assessment Team.

The Research Strategy Group (RSG) is Chaired by the DVC(R) and is the key CRC working group which oversees the implementation of the aspects of action plan that do not sit with HR. RSG and comprises the senior academic lead for research from each of our three Faculties, the two senior research leads from professional services (the Deputy Directors of Research (Strategy and Operations)) and the Graduate School Manager. Between them the Deputy Director of Research (Strategy) and the Deputy Director of Research (Operations) hold day-to-day responsibility for compliance with all the concordats plan. The overall institutional lead for our HREiR work is the Deputy Director of Research (Strategy).  
Our Past Progress and Achievements
This section summarises our lessons learnt under each principle. For context, our 2022-2025 action plan, which built directly on our 2018-2022 plan, prioritised ensuring that at the institutional level we were still meeting the expectations from the Concordat in a way that was both current and effective. As such, most of the points we have pulled out to highlight in this section relate primarily to the institutional expectations, but in many cases there are also expectations for managers or researchers and for researchers where these points are also highly relevant, as noted in our backward looking action plan.  

Under the Environment and Culture principle our key lessons learnt are:

· Our action points which related to ensuring that information about the Concordat was more freely available and proactively sent to people being offered research only contract types was straightforward to operationalise and effectively embed as business as usual.
· Some of the action points we had defined under this principle turned out to be too rigid and ‘closed’ meaning they either lost relevance or proved impossible to implement as envisaged in a changing context (the delivery of these action plans was significantly impacted by both the aftermath of the Covid pandemic and a major institutional restructure).
· One of our core objectives was to significantly improve our research integrity training offer and to get this to a level where it was possible to offer this as the same mandatory training to all colleagues. This progressed more slowly than expected due to factors beyond our control but will be continued into the new action plan. Based on learning from HREiR to date, this will be implemented through the expectation that all colleagues undertake the mandatory training either at induction or at the agreed time intervals thereafter and this will be proactively monitored and reported to line managers when someone is behind. Because of its success this HREiR-pioneered approach is now being adopted College-wide for other types of mandatory training.
· Our work from our current HREiR action plan to engage with our research base about initiatives to improve our research culture - using a very focussed and relatively short survey - was highly effective and is an approach we will continue to allow researchers to comment on and inform future strategy and policy development. 

Under the Employment and Professional and Career Development principles we had a lot of actions which had some crossover. The key lessons learnt from our most recent action plan under these principles are as follows:

Institutional Expectations

· Under this HREiR action plan the College comprehensively reviewed and reworked the induction materials we provide to researchers. The consultative approach used to generate the necessary materials, the extensive piloting and where necessary re-working with both members of our AAB and with new researchers who joined the College, and then the successful roll-out to all relevant colleagues with effective monitoring built in is an exemplar of how the HREiR process can drive positive and effective change and has transformed our offer in a way that is sustainable as business as usual. We fully intend to carry what we have learnt from this process into actions under the current plan which are still ongoing and into the next action plan. 
· At the point when our previous action plan was drafted there was considerable confusion amongst our researchers about their rights under employment law in relation to the use of fixed term contracts. Whilst the work done under our action plan to try to address this (which in turn was suggested in focus groups as part of our gap analysis) has been successfully completed arguably other work which was undertaken to provide a better explanation to people recruited to fixed term contracts at the point when the contract is first issued has probably played as much or possibly even a greater role in removing this as a concern (which has now not been reported by any channel in the last 12 months). The key learning from this is that it can be more effective to spend time getting to the route of the problem rather than what initially appears to be the best solution.
· Following our work on HREiR our redeployment processes and procedures are now much more familiar across the College. 
· During the Covid pandemic the College took the decision to make some processes voluntary – e.g. appraisals (line managers were expected to offer to hold an appraisal with their direct reports but the direct reports could decline). This was a pragmatic answer to a difficult situation but it does mean that whilst we were able to progress with the actions in our action plan, under the continuing and professional principle we cannot demonstrate the sustained improvement over time that we would normally expect to see. However, we are using this as an opportunity to re-think our approach to this principle from a holistic perspective and (as described in the next section) much of the work identified in our gap analysis related to how we can effectively implement this principle in practice.

Points which specifically related to the Expectations for Managers of Researchers:

· Although slightly delayed by our institutional restructure, we are building on the success of our approach to revising our induction processes for researchers to improve our training and development offer for managers of researchers. A gap analysis was undertaken with a range of managers of researchers from all disciplines and with differing levels of experience to understand what the training needs are and to pull this into a framework which can be delivered effectively. This work is currently ongoing but following a pilot we have soft-launched the programme at the star of 24/25 and will be monitoring through business as usual channels  

Finally, another overarching lesson learnt from our two previous action plans is that we need to ensure we plan for any follow up work necessary to ensure that these become embedded into business as usual processes and that the time spent doing this can have transformative potential, not just of the work done under HREiR but also for how the institution works in other areas. Serendipitously, this is what has happened with most of our key action points to date, but this was not part of our considerations in previous action plans. However, the fact that most of our significant achievements are now fully operational without the need for formal oversight through this process demonstrates the additional value derived from this. 

Our Strategic Objectives and Implementation Plan

Birkbeck is a mission-driven institution which means there is a strong natural synergy between the ambitions of the Concordat and what the institution has chosen to prioritise in its institutional strategies, which are in turn informed by bottom-up consultation processes. As examples, our research strategy aims to “nurture a vibrant and sustainable research environment and culture that allows all of our researchers to maximise their potential” and plans to achieve this through a structural framework built around equality, diversity and inclusion, sustainability, interdisciplinarity, international collaboration, and social responsibility. In the section relating to reinforcing and developing Equality, Diversity and Inclusion within our research culture and environment, this strategy explicitly recognises the need to meet the expectations under the Concordat. Similarly the structural framework for our current people strategy is: building college success; building our future workforce; building a great place to work; building workforce diversity; and building success through recognition, all of which resonate strongly with the principles in the Concordat. 

Drawing inspiration from these strategies, and informed by our gap analysis, our key strategic priorities for HREiR over the next three years are: To focus on the small number of very specific and targeted actions listed in the action plan (see sub principles ECI6, ECI4, ECM3, ECR4, ECI5, ECM2, ECR2, EI5, EM4, ER3, PCDI2, PCDI6, PCDM1, PCDR4, and PCDR3) to provide a better environment to allow our researchers and managers of researchers to fully comply with the concordat; and to develop, pilot, refine and deploy a comms strategy to ensure that managers of researchers and researchers themselves are fully informed about, and have the necessary confidence to fully act upon, the expectations placed upon them by the Concordat. This work relates to all three principles and is reflected in the action plan against sub principles ECR1, ECM4, ECI4,
ECM1, ECR2, ECM3. ECR4, EI2, EM2, ER1, ER2, PCDI1, PCDI6, PCDM3, PCRD1, PCDM4, PCDR5, PCDI5, PCDM2, PCDR2 and PCDR6.  

We anticipate that the implementation of this work will follow what is now an established, effective and successful working pattern for HREiR, and the success of this work will be measured via the SMART success measures defined in our new action plan.
