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Overarching issues

Q1. If it were necessary, what would be the
implications of delaying implementation of REF
2021 results and changes to REG until AY 2023-24?

MillionPlus accepts that some delay to the implementation may be inevitable and that it would
be impractical to oppose any sort of delay whatsoever. But there are problems associated with
a delay, and in order to minimise these, MillionPlus believes that the SFC should aim to
guarantee that the delay will be limited to one year. Delaying beyond this point would mean
that the 2014 results would be around a decade old, which is undesirable. The key question,
therefore, is not should there be a delay but rather how can the SFC ensure that the delay is
limited to one year? Furthermore, how can this delay be managed and planned effectively to
reduce disruption or negative impact for Scottish institutions?

Q2. Should SFC seek to limit downward changes in
REG experienced by individual universities post
REF2021 and, if so, what should be the scope of
any adjustments made?

MillionPlus believes that is sensible to take steps to create a framework that will offer some level of
stability for institutions with respect to research funding. It is important to remember the wider context
of the financial sustainability of universities in Scotland. The 2019 Audit Scotland Report on the
a€ceFinances of Scottish Universitiesa€ s still relevant as it represents a recent, independent
evaluation of the financial health of the sector. The report clearly underlines some of the financial
pressures on institutions over recent years, and how these pressures are felt unevenly across the
sector. Consequently, it would seem prudent on the part of the SFC to ensure that volatility in the
system is managed to some degree across the different funding streams. Of course, there must still be a
recognition of the development of institutions through the REF2021 scores, and excellence should
continue to be recognised and rewarded through the allocation of funding. But limiting downward
changes in REG would be a sensible policy to ensure stable funding and to support institutions to plan,
grow and execute more long-term strategic objectives with respect to research and innovation. The
first principle under consideration in the scope of any adjustments made should be the sustainability of
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finances and stability in terms of research capacity. There needs to be a consideration made for the
relative impact on institutions overall research income caused by any downward changes. A secondary
consideration could be strategic importance of funding to wider national objectives of government. And
thirdly, the relative impact of research in the local area.

Q3. You are invited to comment in your answers
throughout the document on opportunities for and
barriers to advancing equality and achieving
inclusion. Overarching comments related to the
aims of the public sector duty in the context of this
review should be made here.

It is important to put this question into the wider context of equality and inclusion in Scottish higher
education. Modern universities in Scotland make a remarkable contribution to access and participation
to university as well as advancing equality in all aspects of university life. In Scottish higher education,
56% of students from disadvantaged backgrounds and 66% of mature students study at modern
universities. Modern universities represent one third of institutions, which underlines the
disproportionate impact they make in relation to the statistics offered above. To understand equality
and inclusion in higher education in Scotland it is also important to consider place. The geographical
reach of modern universities in Scotland cannot be understated. This overlaps with the socioeconomic
dimension of equality and inclusion, because many of the areas or localities of modern universities
would not otherwise be served by higher education, and represent some of the more peripheral and
deprived communities in Scotland.

Social and geographic inequalities also exist in the research world. There is a broad correlation between
the more affluent and productive geographic parts the Scottish economy and research funding, as well
as a broad correlation between the class or socioeconomic status and participation in research.
Research funding is generally blind to economic geography and it would be good if there was some
awareness built into the process with respect to the social and economic inequalities that exist across
Scotland and how the distribution of research funding relates to this. This is not to suggest that
excellence shouldn't be the primary determinant of REG, but there might be a little bit more awareness
of the relative impact of research in different areas, and perhaps most importantly how this actually
relates/affects local communities. MillionPlus believes that the consideration of impact has been an
important addition to the research agenda, and although not perfect, it at least opens up a window to
seeing the other side of research and its relationships to space and the local economy. Thinking about
who research serves, and who benefits from research is key to advancing equality and spreading
opportunity.

Modern universities undertake high quality research in areas of Scotland where often there would
otherwise be little or no research base. There is a strong argument to be made that all universities,
even those heavily focused on teaching, should have some level of research at their institution, so it can
inform teaching and expose students to a learning environment that has research activity embedded
into the wider structures of the institution. It follows then that funding needs to support this, so that an
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appropriate level of research can be maintained at universities. This will help to boost access and
diversity in postgraduate research, and by extension, the research community. The presence of some
level of research within the institutions that do the heavy lifting on access and participation at
undergraduate level will serve to prevent research being siloed across different groups of students.
One barrier to a diverse pipeline of students entering postgraduate research is that they are made to
feel that research is not a€cefor thema€ by nature of the institution they attend at undergraduate
level. There is also a strategic imperative to ensure that research and development funding is spread
across the country to support local economic development in the areas that have traditionally been
underserved or a€cehard to reacha€ . Research with impact can increase productivity and thereby
increase prosperity in local communities. For obvious reasons with respect to equality and inclusion, it
would not be wise to limit these benefits to areas that surround the most research-intensive
institutions. In short research can play a role in local economic development and placemaking across
Scotland. In order to support equality and inclusion, therefore, research funding needs to be utilised, so
it can be invested broadly across institutions.

Q4. How important (or otherwise) is it that the
Scottish approach to underpinning research
funding is in step with the rest of the UK? What
elements of consistency (or distinctiveness) in
SFC’s approach influence Scottish HEIs’ research
competitiveness?

MillionPlus members are strongly committed to the idea of UK system of higher education, and its
Scottish members are proud to be associated with the wider family of UK institutions. Members are
concerned that as policy develops and the higher education systems in the four nations diverge from
each other, the integrity of the UK system will be undermined. Modern universities see the UK system
as part of their identify as institutions and a key way in which they can enhance their own brand and
standing in a competitive global market of higher education, be that a competitive environment of
student recruitment, business collaboration or research. Research is one policy area where there is still
a recognisable UK approach to some degree and MillionPlus would like to see this maintained where
possible. In this regard, it is important that the allocation of recurrent funding is informed by the REF
and that some of the fundamentals of how excellence is recognised are maintained across the whole of
the UK with respect to recurrent funding. Divergence of quality marks or the d€cecurrencya€ of
research could be problematic. Nevertheless, education is devolved and the Scottish government and
the SFC are obviously tasked with helping to develop a research system through an approach that is
specific to Scotland. There evidently needs to be some flexibility in the SFC approach so that it can
understand the context of Scottish higher education and the nuances of the Scottish research
landscape. This is where there is room to develop policy that is more in tune to place and the relative
impact of research at a more localised level. A more devolved or place-sensitive framework for research
does not necessarily mean divergence from Westminster, as the UK government will be seeking to
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focus more on place through its &€celevelling-upd€ agenda over the next couple of years, which is also
likely to bleed into the work of UKRI.

Q5. In the changing research landscape, is the
balance of funding between SFC’s underpinning
support for research and underpinning support for
PGR training & environment optimal?

MillionPlus members have remarked that funding allocated for environment is currently at a minimum
of what is really needed to invest building a thriving research environment. The sufficient level of
funding that is needed in each research institution is also relative to existing capacity. More money is
required for those who a starting with smaller research infrastructure. There are no easy answers to
this problem. This is demonstrated by the fact that the research environment is arguably the most
complex part of the REF.

Research Excellence Grant

Q6. Views are sought on the principles proposed
for REG and on whether the proposals within this
paper are consistent with the principles.

MillionPlus is content with the principles as outlined on page 10 of the consultation document. They
are understandably quite general so as to encompass the overall approach. The detail that follows
appears to adhere to these principles through the following principles:

- To support excellent research d€cewherever it is founda€

- To use REF2021 to shape allocations

- And to a€ced€| not concentrate funding furthera€

MillionPlus believes that, taken together, these proposals can create a framework that is consistent
with the aforementioned principles. There is of course a need to strike the right balance between these
proposals as they will pull in different directions in some ways. But ultimately, MillionPlus does not
believe that these proposals are mutually exclusive, and all can be satisfied to some extent. The end
goal here, as outlined by the principles is to create a system of funding that provides a sustainable
funding for the Scottish research community, recognizes high quality research, and supports growth
and innovation in the full spectrum of higher education institutions.

Q7. What are your views on whether the current
quality weightings for 3* and 4* REF scores are fit
for purpose?

MillionPlus has for some years had reservations in relation the level of weighting that is afforded to 3*
and 4* research, not only in Scotland but across the UK. Research that is given this quality mark should
of course be recognised and celebrated, but the risk is that the level of weighting attributed
perpetuates the distribution of funding that has always existed, which ends up contributing to the
concentration of funding seen in our system and inhibiting growth and innovation in smaller or less
research-intensive institutions. It is notable that in the case of one of our members, the University of
Highlands & Islands (UHI), it was largely European Funds that supported the path towards university
title for this institution and the quite rapid expansion of research capacity that followed. In other
words, it was primarily European funds that enabled this institution to plan strategically and develop a
vision for the institution, of which research output and standing was a key part. It is worth pausing and
reflecting on this quite remarkable trajectory for one moment as it links directly to the question in
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hand. In the 1990s, if you had said that there would be a university that operates across the highlands
and islands of Scotland that would generate 69% of its output at 3* or 4*, few would have believed you
in the sector.

Surely, funding should be structured in such a way that at least creates some space for all institutions to
attempt such a transition. The more weight that is placed on 3* and 4* research in the allocation
method, the harder this is to achieve. The timing of this is also crucial, as the UK is about to lose access
to European funding streams and the future of the UK Shared Prosperity Fund, the successor to these
funds is so uncertain. It may be beyond the control of the Scottish Government, or the Scottish Funding
Council, as to whether this replacement framework can support strategic development of institutions
as happened in the case of UHI, and ultimately support increased research capacity. That leaves the
REG as possibly the one major funding leaver available for institutions in Scotland to create that space
and transform themselves, by planning more long-term vision with respect to research.

MillionPlus is not arguing here that weighting on 3* or 4* research should be abandoned. But there is a
real opportunity here to expand funding to support the developmental nature of research and growth
of research capacity and excellence in Scottish institutions. One way to go about this would be to
recognize research at 2* as a means of supporting development. This would not negate the distinction
of 3* and 4*, but could serve as an additional way of recognizing quality and capacity. Some in the
research community have remarked on how the REF offers us a distinction between 1* and 2*
research, but this is barely ever utilised in policy development or resource allocation. Indeed, many
who are well acquainted with the world of research and research funding would argue that
differentiation between 1* and 2* research is often a lot more informative than that between 3* and
4* research.

MillionPlus would encourage the SFC to take this opportunity to look at how funding can
support developmental investment in research. Much of the narrative on nurturing academic
talent would chime well with a policy that focuses more on the development side. While
recognition of 3* & 4* research should be maintained, additional levers could be introduced to
create more space for innovation in the system that would serve to act against a hyper
concentration of reach funding and increase its a€cereacha€ , both in terms of geography and
social impact. Notwithstanding our response to question 5, we believe that this could be an
area where Scotland leads and others follow.

Q8. What are your views on aligning the
proportions of REGa allocated and the proportions
of REF score elements?

MillionPlus is generally content with the balance of the different elements that make up REG as
outlined in the document.




Q9. We would welcome your views on the balance
between the elements of the REG formula. Within
the income-driven elements, we welcome your
views on whether we have included the correct
income sources.

n/a

Research Postgraduate Grant

Q10. Are the proposed principles for RPG n/a
appropriate and consistent with the purpose of the
grant and the changing PGR landscape?

Ql1a. We are seeking views on the purpose of RPG | n/a

and its future role in supporting Scottish
institutions to respond — individually and
collaboratively — to the changing landscape.

Q1l1lb. We are seeking views on taking forward
increased accountability for RPG, for example by
linking to shared objectives or outcomes, and how
SFC and the sector could work in partnership to
achieve this.

MillionPlus has some reservations about the proposal to introduce increased accountability and
the potential extra administrative burden that this might bring for institutions. This is not to
downplay the importance of accountability in the process. But there is already a considerable
amount of administrative burden for institutions to comply to in relation to research. Where
possible, this consultation should be an exercise in trying to simplify the system.

Q12a. We are seeking views on how the RPG could
play an increased role in improving participation of
underrepresented groups within Scotland’s PGR
community, particularly within specific research
areas where under-representation is most
extreme.

There is a general point to be made here that, based on the track record of modern universities in
contributing to this agenda, a surefire way to increase PGR diversity would be to utilise the expertise
and reach of modern universities. Equality and inclusion are in the DNA of modern universities and
increasing the number of postgraduates at these institutions will spread opportunity and increase
diversity by nature of the communities that modern universities are tied to. This is not to say that
places or funding should be based on this criteria. But it might require some more direct action to
incorporate a greater appreciation of diversity and inclusion into the RPG in order to enact change.
Based on the historic record of the sector, the status quo does not seem capable of a€ceimproving
participation of underrepresented groups within Scotland's PGR communitya€ to the level desired by
the SFC or the Scottish government, if the existing models are simply reproduced.

Q12b. We are seeking views on how SFC’s focus on
widening access and participation could be
supported by RPG in the postgraduate research
student context.

This links to the response given to question 3, where it is pointed out that a broad investment
in research activity by institutional type/location is likely to support a more diverse pipeline of
students into postgraduate study. Even if the population of PGR students remains concentrated
in more research-intensive institutions, encouraging a base level of research at all institutions
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helps to create a system where all teaching is informed by research in some way, and one
where all students are more likely to see a career in research within their own horizons. There
are parallels here with much of the wider work on diversity and inclusion that uses the notion
that, for many underrepresented groups, a€ceyou have to see it to believe ita€ . MillionPlus
would of course advocate for more PGR students in a greater diversity of institutions, that is to
say less of concentration of PhD students in Scotland by institution. And there is a sound logic,
as outlined above, to how this will increase participation in the PGR community, because it is
modern universities that have the expertise and knowledge in these areas and have forged links
into the communities that the SFC intends to tap into in order to achieve this objective.

Other comments

Q13. Please make any other comments relevant to
this consultation.

n/a

Publication of responses

We may publish a summary of the consultation
responses and, in some cases, the responses
themselves. Published responses may be
attributed to an organisation where this
information has been provided but will not contain
personal data. When providing a response in an
individual capacity, published responses will be
anonymised. Please confirm whether or not you
agree to your response being included in any
potential publication.

Publish information and excerpts from this survey response EXCLUDING the organisation name.







