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Executive Summary
This report summarises and explains work completed in late 2016 into a study of the career
development, progression and experiences of members of staff employed as contract researchers
within the Faculty of Health and Medicine at Lancaster University, United Kingdom.
Utilising two key data sources the report provides the first stage in a proposed larger piece of
work analysing and reporting on the current procedures and attitudes related to contract
researchers. It suggests a number of primary recommendations and improvements for the future.
The data sources included a human resources (HR) dataset of key demographic and employment
information and a research staff survey.
The survey was conducted online alongside the Faculty’s Equality Enhancement (Athena Swan)
survey in August and September 2016. A number of questions were asked including both those
focussed around Athena Swan themes and those aimed towards contract researchers specifically.
A total of 16 responses were gathered for the contract researcher survey which were analysed
and processed in order to utilise both quantitative and qualitative data within the results. These
results were then analysed together with the provided HR data, giving additional context, to produce
a number of conclusions and key ideas to be explored in further detail.
The key themes explored, and their respective report sections, are:
These themes developed key areas for exploration which are included in the report and

incorporate aspects of a variety of different issues and challenges associated with employment
practices, career development and progression for contract researchers.
The issues identified vary greatly, with some localised smaller issues directly related to the
individuals involved, while a number are broader institutional or sector-wide issues, which will
require a larger commitment of time and effort in order to resolve. All have varying impacts upon
the career development of researchers in the Faculty, and potentially wider applicability to all
university researchers.
In order to provide context the results of the survey were compared to two previous surveys,
the Lancaster Researchers’ survey 2012 and the Careers in Research Online Survey (CROS) 2015,
which identify similar issues at University and national levels.
The report is also analysed in respect to the recently reviewed Lancaster University Concordat
Action Plan 2015-2017 to identify areas which are already being improved upon and to highlight
those which will require further work in the future.
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Key Findings
Some noticeable findings of the survey were:









The Faculty has higher usage of fixed-term contracts when compared to the national
average, only 12.2% of researchers within FHM are on open-ended/permanent (referred
to as indefinite locally) contracts compared to 33.3% of researchers nationally
20% of survey respondents have had upwards of 10 fixed-term contracts at LU
64.3% of respondents are not sure if they’ll be employed in FHM in 3yrs, cited as due to
being on fixed-term contracts and lack of job security
Only two respondents have experienced funds ‘bridging’ between contracts and these
were informal arrangements by PIs, not using specific bridging funds
Wider contributions to the Faculty/University outside their contract remit are made by
80% of the researchers who responded
60% of respondents described the University promotions process as ‘Not known to me’’
Of survey respondents, 60% do not view themselves as “early career researchers” when
the phrase is often used to describe all contract researchers, two thirds of respondents
have been employed elsewhere for three or more years before joining the Faculty
Only one survey respondent disagreed that there are adequate opportunities for
development and training

Recommendations
Recommendations are included to improve employment practice across the Faculty and
University and in order to improve the support and opportunities for career development and
progression for contract researchers. The areas detailed are supplementary steps which are not
currently identified elsewhere, such as the Concordat Action Plan.
Recommendations for areas of improvement

Impact

Implementation
Costs/Resource

Further diversify the workforce in relation to gender, ethnicity and
additional demographic characteristics identified by the Equality
Enhancement Committee

Medium

Medium

Explore the introduction of structured bridging funds for
researchers between contracts

High

High

Make researchers feel valued and part of the Faculty community
through increased integration activities

Medium

Low

Reduce the use of the catch all phrase “early career researcher” as
a descriptor across the University

Medium

Low

Address the culture of working out of hours and excessive
workloads

High

High

Examine the promotions process and opportunities for
progression, and raise awareness of this amongst both researchers
and managers

High

Medium

Remove the use of the term ‘indefinite’ for contracts where this is
not the case

Medium

Low

Explore approaches of sustainable, secure employment of
researchers that avoid a reliance on short/fixed-term contracts

High

High
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1. Contract researchers at Lancaster University
Lancaster University is a research intensive university and consequently employs a large number
of researchers across its four faculties, both as contract researchers and those also involved in
teaching. The contract researcher population are highly qualified, with a large proportion expressing
research as their primary career pathway1.
The University seeks to enhance researchers’ career progression, with a pivotal aim of the 2020
People Strategy2 being to ensure that staff in all areas of the University are “…supported and
developed through effective development and career planning.” This is also detailed as a central part
of the University’s wider strategy with a key aim to “… [support] early-career researchers and
[nurture] talented researchers.”3
In order to support researchers the Faculty of Health and Medicine Research Committee
(FHMRC) is tasked with reviewing policy pertinent to “…the recruitment, supervision, training and
academic welfare and career development of contract research staff.”4 The FHMRC has coordinated
a range of mechanisms which allow the Faculty to engage with contract researcher career issues, the
two predominant methods are:
Researcher Career and Development Group (RCAD)5
A self-organising group of researchers established in 2009 spanning the three divisions of
the Faculty which meet on a regular basis to discuss issues related to career development
and strengthening organisation between contract researchers, and to plan development
events.
FHM Contract Researcher Charter6
A collaboratively produced document which details the expectations of the Faculty in
regards to wider contributions from research staff and the expectations of returns to
contract researchers. A copy of the charter is available in Appendix 4 of this report.
In recent years a number of new initiatives have been implemented across the University in
order to support and engage with contract researchers including ‘Successful Researcher’ events; the
launch of the Researcher Development Programme; a new mentor-match scheme and increased
support and resources available to researchers in areas such as conference attendance and staff
development.

1

Lancaster University Researchers Network Group with assistance from Lancaster UCU - Lancaster
Researchers’ Survey 2012
(http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/users/ucu/campaigns/ResearchersOnlineSurvey2012.pdf) Accessed: October
2016
2

Lancaster University HR – Our People Strategy 2020 (http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/hr/peoplestrategy/OurPeopleStrategy2014.pdf) Accessed: October 2016
3

Lancaster University HR - HR Excellence in Research Four Year Report 2015
(http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/media/lancaster-university/content-assets/documents/research/researchdevelopment/HRExcellencefouryearreport2011-15.pdf) Accessed: October 2016
4

FHMRC - Constitution and Terms of Reference 2014-2015

5

RCAD - End of Year Update 2015-2016

6

FHMRC - Contract Researcher Charter (Appendix 4)
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2. Drivers, aims and objectives of the survey
Numerous previous surveys such as the 2015 bi-annual Careers in Research Online Survey
(CROS)7; the Lancaster University Staff Survey 20148; and the Lancaster Researchers’ Survey 20129
have identified disparities between departments, faculties and universities in relation to contract
researchers, and therefore suggest a departmental level approach to identify areas of good practice,
and areas of concern. CROS also recognises the importance of understanding the wider
contributions contract researchers provide outside of their core funded activities. The Lancaster
Researchers’ Survey illustrated how issues surrounding the continued use of multiple short/fixedterm employment contracts over many years have also been shown to have impacts upon job
satisfaction and overall morale within university departments.
In order to fulfil departmental and wider University aspirations for contract research staff
greater awareness of their employment needs and experiences within the Faculty is needed.
Consequently the FHMRC aimed to explore the role of contract researchers within the Faculty;
gauge the wider contributions of researchers at faculty and university level, and to understand their
employment positions, experiences and career development needs.
As a result of the above needs the aim of this report is:
“To profile FHM contract researcher employment and career characteristics, and
identify related experiences and career development aspirations and needs.”
In order to meet this aim a number of mechanisms have been proposed, including utilising:
An audit of FHM contract researchers
Through the use of anonymised human resources employment data.
A survey of FHM contract researchers
Survey to gather information on wider contributions, job satisfaction and career pathways in
the future.
These mechanisms will provide a method of identifying the issues and themes that are present
in the contract research community in relation to career development and progression allowing
context to be developed through analysis of demographics and key characteristics of the wider
workforce.
In October 2016 the first meeting of the reconvened University Concordat Implementation
Group was held10. The group is a sub-committee of the University’s Research Committee and aims to
focus and oversee the University’s work towards compliance with the national Concordat to Support
the Career Development of Researchers11. The existing action plan was reviewed which will feed into
future work on improving the support for contract researchers across the University. The Concordat
Implementation Group is an important forum for raising the profile of and addressing developments
that relate to contract researchers and therefore its progress is important to note alongside the
production of this report.
7

Vitae - CROS 2015 UK Aggregate Results

8

Lancaster University & Capita - Staff Survey 2014 Results Report

9

Lancaster Researchers’ Networking Group & UCU – Lancaster Researchers’ Survey 2012
(http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/users/ucu/campaigns/ResearchersOnlineSurvey2012.pdf) Accessed: Oct 2016
10

Concordat Implementation Group – Minutes of meeting held on Tuesday 25 October 2016
th
(http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/users/gap/GAP2016/CIG-25-10-16.pdf) Accessed: 29 November 2016
11

Vitae – Concordat to Support the Career Development of Researchers
(https://www.vitae.ac.uk/policy/vitae-concordat-vitae-2011.pdf) Accessed: October 2016
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3. Data sources and methodology
3.1 FHM contract researcher audit
A large dataset was provided by Lancaster University’s HR department focusing on all contract
researchers employed by the Faculty over a five year period from 2011-2016. These data were
anonymised at source and provided in a Microsoft Excel format by the Management
Information/Systems Officer. Data utilised included:
Demographic Data
Employee age, gender, ethnicity, nationality and disability.
Contract Data
Type and length of current and previous contracts.
Grading Data
Employment grade, salary and position.
These datasets permitted flexibility and allowed comparisons to be made between various
characteristics. They also enabled a clear summary of the key employment characteristics of FHM
contract researchers to be developed, in order to provide context for the wider findings of the
report.

3.2 HR data methodology
The contract researcher HR data were provided as an overall generalised dataset and specific
worksheets constructed for the retrieval of key statistics related to a number of characteristics
including contract type and demographics.
In order to enable deeper, more in depth, analysis the dataset was transferred into IBM SPSS
Statistics 22 to allow more advanced comparisons to be made. The majority of the audit results were
calculated through SPSS and manually entered into the report in order to maintain clarity. A sample
of the processed dataset is available in Appendix 2, with the complete dataset available on request
through the university data management system Pure.

3.3 FHM Contract Researcher Survey 2016
The FHM Contract Researcher Survey 2016 was based on the Lancaster Researchers’ Survey
2012 format and was further developed by a range of stakeholders including the RCAD group, and
individual faculty research staff. It is designed to gain more qualitative data into researchers’ wider
contributions to the Faculty and University community, alongside researchers’ perspectives on
career progression, employment practices within the Faculty and how these impact upon their work.

3.4 Survey audience
The survey was distributed to all 49 staff employed within the Faculty in a research position at
the time of the survey. These were identified as staff members within the ‘Research’ staff group in
central HR reporting systems.
The survey took the form of a closed controlled survey which was only accessible to participants
through a unique link that prevented extra or multiple responses which may have occurred if an
open survey was utilised.
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3.5 Survey methodology
The survey was produced as a standalone survey to be distributed throughout the Faculty to all
research staff. However in mid-2016 the opportunity was taken to combine the survey with the
Equality Enhancement Committee (EEC) full staff survey12 to enable its combined distribution at the
same time. This allowed the necessary questions to be inserted into the wider staff survey and
ensured a complete dissemination of the survey to the correct audience, whilst limiting the impact
of multiple surveys and reducing potential burden upon participants.
As detailed above due to the nature of the survey being included within the EEC survey it was
produced and published at short notice. Small scale pilots and re-drafts of the contract researcher
questions were done individually to ensure they were suitable before being submitted.
The survey was published and distributed through internal emails; it was advertised through
repeat emails and word of mouth throughout the Faculty. The survey was web-based and was
accessed through personalised links which were sent directly to the recipients University email by
the Bristol Online Surveys (BOS) platform. This provided an easy and secure way to produce, develop
and analyse multiple surveys easily. The software also ensured anonymity of respondents by not
linking their email address to responses in any way.
The full survey (EEC and RCAD combined) consisted of 62 questions across a range of topics
including a number of embedded questions. This resulted in a relatively lengthy survey, requiring
considerable time to complete, however this is not reflected negatively in the completion rates.
Questions included tick box selection, ratings and open text boxes, allowing both quantitative and
qualitative data to be collected. No adaptive questioning was used which would have limited the
appearance of future questions based on previous responses. No questions were made mandatory
and therefore some questions had varying response rates, however due to the nature of the analysis
this did not present any serious issues.
The survey was distributed on 30th August 2016 and closed to responses on 23rd September
2016. It incorporated both questions from the original contract researcher survey (RCAD) and the
EEC survey, with some removed to avoid repetition. Once the survey had closed data were received
in an anonymous format. A copy of the published survey is available in Appendix 3.
Participation in the survey was voluntary with no incentives provided; however the opportunity
for researchers to feedback and of possible future improvements and changes in employment could
be seen by many respondents as sufficient reason to respond. The survey had clear disclaimers and
information on the use of the data and consent to data being included in the analysis. In order to
maintain data protection the information was securely stored and not distributed unless required,
full details can be found within the data management plan in Appendix 1.

3.6 Survey response rates
Due to the nature of the survey and the distribution methods used no data are available on the
rates of views to completion but it is expected that the majority of those who were sent the survey
were aware of it as the email accounts are regularly used for a variety of other purposes.
Of the 49 surveys that were circulated to the Faculty contract researchers 15 completed surveys
were returned giving a response rate of 30.6%. This compares favourably to previous surveys both
locally and nationally as demonstrated in Table 1.
One incomplete response was also recorded for the first 32 questions. As the analysis was
completed per question, and not by individual response, these responses were included in the data
12

Dr Amelia Hunt & Dr Jackie Parry - FHM Athena SWAN and RC&D Research Staff Survey 2016 (copy
included in Appendix 3)
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for the questions answered. This gives a survey completion rate of 93.8% of those that accessed it,
which compares very favourably with most other surveys in this area.
Table 1: Responses rates to previous local and national surveys
Headcount (Percentage of Divisional
Headcount)
BLS
DHR
LMS

Overall Responses
(Percentage Responded)
Response Rate
Institutional National
CROS 2009
5908
(27.1%)
(21.6%)
CROS 2011
5585
(19.6%)
(25.0%)
Lancaster Researchers’ Survey 2012
12
1
69
(52.2%)
(25.0%)
(30.9%)
CROS 2013
8216
(26.0%)
LU Staff Survey 2014
1746
(75.0%)
(68.0%)
(69.0%)
(63.0 %)
CROS 2015
17
8964
(6.8%)
(28.0%)
FHM Research Staff Survey 2016
2
11
2
15
(16.7%)
(39.3%)
(22.2%)
(30.6%)
NB: LU Staff Survey 2014 was an entire University survey and therefore includes all members of staff,
not just contract researchers, hence the difference in response rates.
Response rates for the various surveys vary greatly, with a clear difference between the locally
run surveys, such as the Lancaster Researchers’ Survey, and nationally run surveys, such as CROS. It
is also interesting to note the low response rate for the CROS 2015 survey. This may be as a result of
‘survey fatigue’ through its publication soon after the LU staff survey meaning people were less likely
to respond.
It has also been noted that the CROS, and associated Principal Investigators and Research Leader
Survey (PIRLS), tend to have lower response rates than other surveys. This is thought to be as a
result of a lack of awareness of the survey purpose, therefore limiting the engagement that occurs13.

3.7 Presentation of results and anonymity
Due to the small number of respondents a number of considerations must be taken in order to
maintain the anonymity of the participants. As a result, some data found within the survey is not
used when comparing questions in order to avoid identifying particular staff members.
All responses were used within the analysis including those from the incomplete response as the
questions were analysed on an individual, per question basis and therefore the differing number of
responses have no impact on the overall findings or results.
Quotes contained within the results are also presented with no identifiers as the small number
of respondents would allow identification even when simple gender or age identifiers were used.
However this does not appear to impact the results as quotes are taken from all respondents in the
survey. Due to the small numbers of responses anonymous codes were not used as these could
match quotes and therefore potentially identify respondents.

13

Dr Lucy Thorne, Organisational Development, Lancaster University - Personal Communication via email
to author in October 2016
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Disparities between data sources
A number of questions within the survey had disparities in the data production when compared
to the supplied HR data. This was carefully managed to ensure the results are as accurate and
reliable as possible.
In the HR data only ‘Gender’ data were provided whereas the survey collected information on
both ‘Sex’ and ‘Gender Identity’. As a result it is difficult to accurately compare the two datasets,
therefore the HR dataset was taken as the standard with the gender (or gender identity) used in
analysis as the identifier across the two sources. In future studies it would be beneficial to ensure all
datasets use the same descriptors.
In the collection of age data the survey used a number of defined age range bands, the HR data
also used age range bands, but these varied from those used within the survey. This made direct
cross comparisons difficult, however age comparisons can still be made within each dataset allowing
the majority of analysis to be completed successfully.

3.8 Data storage and archiving
The dataset is to be stored and archived using the Lancaster University research depository
system, Pure. The data will be stored securely and will be accessible if required. In order to maintain
confidentiality and anonymity any identifiers will be removed from the data prior to it being
uploaded to the storage system. Due to the highly personal and sensitive nature of the individual
survey responses these will not be stored as any access would enable full identification of those
involved. Full details of the management of the data associated with this report can be found within
the data management plan in Appendix 1.
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4. Further developmental work
It is suggested that further developmental work will take place in order to supplement and
illustrate the trends found through the survey in order to add to the conclusions and
recommendations drawn.

4.1 Interviews and wider perception gathering
Qualitative interviews with faculty contract researchers are proposed in order to gather further
information on research career experiences to develop a deeper understanding of the issues faced
and perspectives on employment processes and career development and aspirations.

4.2 Case study development
Through analysis of the above interviews it is envisaged that composite case studies would be
developed and these would profile and illustrate the differing career paths and progression
researchers have experienced. Together with the survey reported here, they would guide further
work in this area.

4.3 Quantification of costs of current practice
Quantification of the cost of current practice with regards to recruitment, retention and attrition
of research staff would be useful to demonstrate across different employment scenarios. For
example, mapping current practice of staff employed on contracts to completion against potential
savings of different models of employing contract research staff.
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5. Results
Through the survey and HR data audit a number of key themes are apparent in relation to the
employment of contract researchers within the Faculty, many of which appear to occur across the
wider University and, in some cases, across the sector. These broad thematic areas are detailed in
the diagram below.

Within these broader areas a number of more specific themes are identified and evidenced with
data from the audit and survey. The nature of the data sources allows both qualitative and
quantitative data to be presented.
As detailed in Section 3.7, due to the small respondent numbers where appropriate results are
presented in a generalised manner and avoid providing certain statistics in order to preserve
anonymity of individual staff members.
Through the qualitative analysis of open text questions a word cloud was developed to visually
illustrate the most commonly used words (Figure 1) and phrases (Figure 2) within the survey
responses. As shown, a number of key words appear most often which relate closely to the overall
identified themes.
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Figure 1: Word cloud illustrating most commonly used words in survey responses

Figure 2: Word cloud illustrating most commonly used phrases in survey responses
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5.1 Demographics of contract researchers
The demographics of contract researchers within the Faculty are a key theme identifiable
through the data used in the audit. This allows various characteristics to be identified and context
for the wider survey to be established. The key areas within the demographics are:

Age

Gender

Nationality

Ethnicity

Disability

The Faculty is made up of three divisions to which 49 members of research staff belong. These
are Biomedical and Life Sciences (BLS), Division of Health Research (DHR) and Lancaster Medical
School (LMS). The predominant division for contract researchers is DHR with 57.1% of staff in 2016.
As shown in Table 2 LMS is the smallest division, but has experienced the most growth in the last five
years to a workforce of nine contract researchers in 2016.
Table 2: Divisional breakdown of faculty contract researchers 2011-2016
Divisions (Headcount & Percentage of faculty)

2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016

BLS

DHR

LMS

8
(23.5%)
9
(25.0%)
7
(22.6%)
11
(33.3%)
13
(27.7%)
12
(24.5%)

22
(64.7%)
23
(63.9%)
19
(61.3%)
19
(57.6%)
29
(61.7%)
28
(57.1%)

4
(11.8%)
4
(11.1%)
5
(16.1%)
3
(9.1%)
5
(10.6%)
9
(18.4%)

Overall
Annual
Totals
34
36
31
33
47
49

The survey responses demonstrate the increased proportion of staff within DHR with 73.3% of
responses compared to 13.3% for both BLS and LMS. As a result the survey is broadly representative
of the divisional divides, but does not reflect the differences between BLS and LMS in great depth.

5.1.1 Age
There are a wide range of ages represented within the Faculty research staff with a clear
increase in older employees since 2011 where 52.9% of researchers were aged 25-34; in 2016 this
age bracket includes only 38.8% of staff (Table 3).
Unfortunately, as detailed in Section 3.7, the survey gathered data is presented in different age
ranges than the provided HR data; however it is clear that the age profile is similar to that of the
overall Faculty population, indicating a good level of representation (Figure 3). The breakdown of
ages also shows a high degree of similarity to both the Lancaster Researchers’ Survey 2012 and CROS
2015, where, in both cases, the age range 31-35 was the most common.
Age did not significantly feature within the survey with different age ranges showing no distinct
differences in the answering of any question. Only one response mentioned the influence of age in
response to the question ‘Have you ever applied for a research fellowship?’, “[at my age] I would not
be considered for a fellowship if competing with people [much] younger than I am”
It is clear that over a quarter of staff members are aged 45 and above (28.5% in 2016),
demonstrating that the assumption of all researchers to be in ‘early career’ stages is likely to be
incorrect. Whilst this depends on a number of factors, as explored in Section 5.5.1, the responses
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clearly demonstrate all those within the Faculty who consider themselves ‘early career researchers’
are below the age of 49 as shown in Figure 4.
Table 3: Age breakdown of faculty contract researchers 2011-2016
Age Bracket
(Faculty-wide)

Age Breakdown (Headcount & Percentage in each bracket)
25-34

35-44

45-54

55-64

2011

18
(52.9%)

8
(23.5%)

7
(20.6%)

1
(2.9%)

2012

16
(44.4%)

7
(19.4%)

9
(25.0%)

4
(11.1%)

2013

11
(35.5%)

7
(22.6%)

9
(29.0%)

4
(12.9%)

2014

13
(39.4%)

10
(30.3%)

6
(18.2%)

2015

19
(40.4%)

15
(31.9%)

8
(17.0%)

5
(10.6%)

2016

19
(38.8%)

16
(32.7%)

8
(16.3%)

6
(12.2%)

4
(12.1%)

Figure 3: Responses to survey Q52

Page 16 of 77

FHM Contract Researcher Survey - Interim Report

Figure 4: Comparative responses to Q52 & Q10

5.1.2 Gender
The gender breakdown within the Faculty is largely female with just under three quarters
(69.4%) of researchers’ female compared to 30.6% male in 2016. This has become gradually less
polarised over the last five years but varies annually due to the relatively low staff numbers.
There is also noticeable divisional disparity between genders with health research being much
more heavily female when compared to the other two divisions as shown in Table 4. The other
divisions have varied and are getting closer to equal proportions of both genders in recent years
whilst DHR has become more unequal since 2014, reaching 85.7% female in 2016.
Table 4: Gender breakdown by division of faculty contract researchers 2011-2016
Gender
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016

Divisions (Headcount & Percentage of Division)
BLS
DHR
LMS
Female
5
(62.5%)
5
(55.6%)
3
(42.9%)
6
(54.6%)
6
(46.2%)
5
(41.7%)

Male
3
(37.5%)
4
(44.4%)
4
(57.1%)
5
(45.4%)
7
(53.9%)
7
(58.3%)

Female
16
(72.7%)
18
(78.3%)
14
(73.7%)
16
(84.2%)
27
(93.1%)
24
(85.7%)

Male
6
(27.3%)
5
(21.7%)
5
(26.3%)
3
(15.8%)
2
(6.9%)
4
(14.3%)

Female
3
(75.0%)
3
(75.0%)
3
(60.0%)
1
(33.3%)
3
(60.0%)
5
(55.6%)

Male
1
(25.0%)
1
(25.0%)
2
(40.0%)
2
(66.7%)
2
(40.0%)
4
(44.4%)

Overall Annual Totals
Female
24
(70.6%)
26
(72.2%)
20
(64.5%)
23
(69.7%)
36
(76.6%)
34
(69.4%)

Male
10
(29.4%)
10
(27.8%)
11
(35.5%)
10
(30.3%)
11
(23.4%)
15
(30.6%)

The survey received a broadly representative response rate with 12 female responses (80%),
compared to 3 male respondents (20%); which is likely a reflection of the divisional divide in
response levels, reflecting the female: male ratio in DHR which was the largest represented division
overall. Interestingly this is noticeable in comparison to previous surveys, with CROS 2015 having
54% female respondents, further indicating that the divisional divide within the Faculty impacted the
results.
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There are some disparities between genders in the pay grade on which staff are employed,
however a shift towards more equality has been shown in the past three years. For example in 2016
over 70% of females were in grades 7-9 compared to 57.2% of males. Due to the small number of
staff, especially at higher pay grades, small changes such as a single appointment greatly change the
proportions and comparisons between genders.
The majority of questions did not show noticeable differences in responses between genders;
however a difference is demonstrated in two questions. All males ‘Agree’ or ‘Strongly Agree’ they
feel fully part of the Faculty compared to only two females, with 41% of females disagreeing with
the statement (Figure 5). Similarly, all males ‘Strongly Agree’ they feel optimistic about their career
whilst female responses are much more mixed with the majority (41%) feeling ‘Neutral’.
Further, all males ‘Strongly Agree’ that they have a good working environment whilst the levels
of agreement for females to this statement are much lower. However, similar to other responses,
these patterns have to be viewed with caution due to the lower response rates.
One issue identified is that 66.7% of respondents either ‘Agree’ or ‘Strongly Agree’ that it is
more difficult for women than for men to reach the most senior positions in their field (Q16.2);
suggesting a large proportion of people view this as a problem, even though this is not
demonstrated directly in the grading statistics.

Figure 5: Comparison of responses to survey Q39 & Q16 with gender (Q53)

Gender related issues were also raised around caring responsibilities and lack of support. When
asked to ‘add any comments on difficulties the might be faced by women and not by men in your
department’ responses included “Caring responsibilities that only enable me to be able to work part
time”; “[...] issues around caring responsibilities”; “Less flexibility and availability through family or
caring responsibilities.”; “Women in general have more caring responsibilities outside of work that
impact on work”; “[…] the childcare issue” and “women taking on the majority of child care
responsibilities”. This can result in difficulties in career progression such as “this reduction [in
working hours] then causes her problems when she wants to progress in her career”.
Gender also features heavily in the University’s Concordat action plan. There is a key focus on
support with childcare through increased provisions for support and assisting with commitments to
allow researchers to partake in other events such as conferences and fieldwork. The action plan also
aims to monitor promotions and progressions by gender to ensure equality between genders; this
however does not tackle the overarching issue of perceptions amongst researchers of the difficulties
in progressing between genders.
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5.1.3 Ethnicity & nationality
Overall the Faculty lacks in diversity in terms of researcher ethnicities and nationalities and this
is clearly reflected in the survey responses received. The Faculty appears to be becoming more
diverse over time with a greater range of ethnicities represented in higher proportions. For example,
staff from an Asian background now make up 12.2% of the headcount compared to 0% five years
ago. However comparatively over the same timeframe the representation of other ethnicities has
reduced from 2 members of staff in 2011-2013 to 0 in 2016 (Table 5). The survey respondents were
92.9% white with only one respondent from an Asian background.
The Faculty is however becoming much more diverse in nationality breakdown with the highest
proportion of both EU and International staff members in 2016 with 20.4% and 8.2% respectively. As
shown in Table 6 this is a significant increase, especially in EU staff up from 8.8% in 2011.
There is a clear difference between divisions in staff nationality breakdowns. BLS appears to be
the most diverse division, whilst DHR is predominantly UK biased, with 82.1%. This trend is broadly
matched with high levels across recent years, with no international (non-European) research staff
employed in DHR across the past five years.
As a result of the low response levels, and singular response detailing a different ethnicity within
the responses the influence of ethnicity has not been further presented in order to maintain
anonymity.
Table 5: Ethnicity breakdown for faculty contract researchers 2011-2016
Ethnicity
(Faculty-wide)
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016

Ethnicity Breakdown (Headcount & Percentage in each bracket)
Asian
Other Ethnicity
Not Disclosed
White
0
2
3
29
(0%)
(5.9%)
(8.8%)
(85.3%)
2
2
5
27
(5.6%)
(5.6%)
(13.9%)
(75.0%)
1
2
2
26
(3.2%)
(6.5%)
(6.5%)
(83.9%)
2
0
2
29
(6.1%)
(0%)
(6.1%)
(87.9%)
5
0
2
40
(10.6%)
(0%)
(4.3%)
(85.1%)
6
0
3
40
(12.2%)
(0%)
(6.1%)
(81.6%)

Whilst no nationality data were collected through the survey one response to the details on
‘Have you ever applied for a research fellowship?’ evidenced a lack of confidence due to their
nationality, “I am not sure that a foreigner can win the competition among British applicants”. This
response may be as a result of the processes and requirements of fellowship applications, of
perceived criteria, or could be a result of a lack of awareness of the opportunities available.
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2016

2015

2014

2013

2012

2011

Nationality

Table 6: Nationality breakdown by division of faculty contract researchers 2011-2016
Divisions (Headcount & Percentage of Division)
DHR
LMS

BLS

Overall Faculty Totals

UK

EU

INT

UK

EU

INT

UK

EU

INT

UK

EU

INT

7
(87.5%)

0
(0%)

1
(12.5%)

19
(86.4%)

3
(13.6%)

0
(0%)

3
(75.0%)

0
(0%)

1
(25.0%)

29
(85.3%)

3
(8.8%)

2
(5.9%)

7
(77.8%)

0
(0%)

2
(22.2%)

20
(87.0%)

3
(13.0%)

0
(0%)

3
(75.0%)

1
(25.0%)

0
(0%)

30
(83.3%)

4
(11.1%)

2
(5.6%)

6
(85.7%)

0
(0%)

1
(14.3%)

15
(78.9%)

4
(21.1%)

0
(0%)

3
(60.0%)

1
(20.0%)

1
(20.0%)

24
(77.4%)

5
(16.1%)

2
(6.5%)

10
(90.9%)

0
(0%)

1
(9.1%)

16
(84.2%)

3
(15.8%)

0
(0%)

2
(66.7%)

0
(0%)

1
(33.3%)

28
(84.8%)

3
(9.1%)

2
(6.1%)

10
(76.9%)

1
(7.7%)

2
(15.4%)

25
(86.2%)

4
(13.8%)

0
(0%)

4
(80.0%)

0
(0%)

1
(20.0%)

39
(83.0%)

5
(10.6%)

3
(6.4%)

5
(41.7%)

4
(33.3%)

3
(25.0%)

23
(82.1%)

5
(17.9%)

0
(0%)

7
(77.8%)

1
(11.1%)

1
(11.1%)

35
(71.4%)

10
(20.4%)

4
(8.2%)

5.1.4 Disability
The employment of staff who disclose a disability has doubled over the past five years with
12.2% of staff (6 staff members) disclosing they have a disability compared to only 5.6% in 2012.
Overall the rates of non-disclosure are low with two in 2011 and 2012 and one in 2016 (Table 7).
Table 7: Disability breakdown of faculty contract researchers 2011-2016
Disabilities
(Faculty-wide)
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016

Disability Breakdown (Headcount & Percentage in each bracket)
No Disability
Has Disability
Not Disclosed
30
2
2
(88.2%)
(5.9%)
(5.9%)
32
2
2
(88.9%)
(5.6%)
(5.6%)
29
2
0
(93.5%)
(6.5%)
(0%)
31
2
0
(93.9%)
(6.1%)
(0%)
43
4
0
(91.5%)
(8.5%)
(0%)
42
6
1
(85.7%)
(12.2%)
(2.0%)

Due to the difference in question structure, and in order to maintain anonymity the influence of
disability has not been analysed in relation to career progression. However, the survey results
incorporate three staff members who have a disability or impairment and one preferring not to
disclose (Figure 6). Whilst not proportionally representative these figures show that some
representation is made of those with a disability through the survey. No mention of the effect of
having a disability was apparent in the responses to any question within the survey.

Figure 6: Responses to survey Q58
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5.2 Contracts and Employment Policies
One of the predominant themes developed through the survey is the use of contracts and
employment policies in relation to contract researchers. The theme is common across the sector and
is also prevalent in discussion with contract researchers. The key subthemes developed include:

Fixed-Term
Contracts
5.2.1

Bridging
Funds

Grading &
Job Role

Flexible
Working

Fixed-term contracts

As is common across the sector in researcher roles the majority of staff are employed on fixedterm contracts for a specified amount of time, most often related to the funding length of the
specific research project they are employed for. Across the Faculty the rates of staff on
permanent/indefinite contracts14 are increasing with 12.2% in 2016 compared to 5.6% in 2012. This
level is lower than national figures, where 33.3% of medical/health research only staff are on
permanent contracts15.
There is a clear divisional divide between contract types with all research staff in BLS in 2016
being on fixed-term contracts compared to 82.1% and 88.9% for DHR and LMS respectively. Due to
the small number of researchers employed on an indefinite contract at any one time there is a large
degree of annual variability between divisions. However figures for those on fixed-term contracts
are noticeably higher than those found by similar studies, with CROS 2015 showing 74% on a fixedterm contract nationally and Lancaster Researchers’ Survey 2012 76.8% across the University.

Table 8: Contract type breakdown by division 2011-2016
Contract Type
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
2016 Totals

Divisions (Headcount & Percentage of Division)
DHR
LMS
FT
PERM
FT
PERM
FT
PERM
7
1
20
2
4
0
(87.5%)
(12.5%)
(90.9%)
(9.1%)
(100%)
(0%)
9
0
21
2
4
0
(100%)
(0%)
(91.3%)
(8.7%)
(100%)
(0%)
7
0
17
2
4
1
(100%)
(0%)
(89.5%)
(10.5%)
(80%)
(20%)
11
0
16
3
2
1
(100%)
(0%)
(84.2%)
(15.8%)
(66.7%)
(33.3%)
12
1
27
2
4
1
(92.3%)
(7.7%)
(93.1%)
(6.9%)
(80%)
(20%)
12
0
23
5
8
1
(100%)
(0%)
(82.1%)
(17.9%)
(88.9%)
(11.1%)
12
28
9
(24.5%)
(57.1%)
(18.4%)

Overall Annual Totals

BLS

FT
31
(91.2%)
34
(94.4%)
28
(90.3%)
29
(87.9%)
43
(91.5%)
43
(87.8%)

PERM
3
(8.8%)
2
(5.6%)
3
(9.7%)
4
(12.1%)
4
(8.5%)
6
(12.2%)

49
(100%)

14

The term ‘permanent contract’ is used by HR to describe those who are employed on an ‘indefinite
contract’ as referred to by researchers and in the survey questions. For clarity the phrase ‘indefinite contract’
will be used throughout this report.
15

Higher Education Statistics Agency – Staff in Higher Education Statistics Publication 2011/12
(https://www.hesa.ac.uk/files/HESA_Staff_2011_12.zip) (Most recent cost-free data) Accessed: October 2016
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The responses to the survey broadly match the breakdown across the Faculty with 16.7% of
respondents on indefinite contracts. It is also clear that despite the contract being described as
indefinite, all those who responded are still linked to a funding end date upon which their
employment could be terminated if replacement funding is not identified. Thus in reality these
contracts are similar to fixed-term arrangements in that they are just as likely to be ended and staff
will receive redundancy notice towards the end date. Therefore this process is misleading as it does
not result in the added job security that is suggested when ‘indefinite’ contracts are provided with
an included end date.
The number of contracts staff members have held varies greatly, with 26.7% being on their first
contract whilst 20% have had ten or more fixed-term contracts during their employment at the
University (Figure 7).

Figure 7: Responses to survey Q7

Through a variety of questions in the survey, fixed-term contracts appear to be a key barrier to
contract researchers, career development and their ability to progress, as explained “there is little
flexibility of time/funding to make meaningful changes” and this results in respondents feeling “[…]
uncomfortable with having remained on a time limited contract arrangement for a number of years”.
(Quotes in response to the questions ‘If you did have a PDR/probationary review, what impact has it
had on your career progression and/or development?’ and explaining answer to ‘I am considering
leaving my job and pursuing a different career.’)
Many contract researchers also explain they are currently looking for, or considering looking for
jobs at other institutions, with a large number of these as a direct result of their current fixed-term
contracts. The majority of researchers (64.3%) are unsure if they see themselves being employed in
FHM in three years’ time as shown in Figure 8. Explanations for these responses included “I don’t
feel I have the academic credibility [to gain an indefinite contract]”; “my post is contract based”;
“although I’m on an indefinite contract it is still tied to funding” and “it is dependent on contract
opportunities”. This indicates concerns that contracts are one of the key reasons researchers leave,
or consider leaving the University.
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Figure 8: Responses to survey Q45
Similarly when asked to provide reasoning to their answer to the statement ‘I am considering
leaving my job and pursuing a different career’, many respondents gave reasons related to fixedterm contracts such as “[as a result of the lack of contract stability]I am actively looking for other
jobs - either at another university or in another department. This is a bit depressing”; “my fixed term
contract ends next year” and “I would like to stay at Lancaster but worried may not be opportunity
available for me when my contract ends.”
This further demonstrates the transient nature of the contract researcher role and the impact of
the reliance on fixed-term contracts and the resultant loss of staff to other institutions or careers.
The above comments also highlight the negative influence of fixed-term employment practices upon
staff morale when it is necessary for researchers to search for a new job, often at a key point in the
current project when consistency is crucial for analysis, final reporting, impact, dissemination and
publication. This can have an impact on both the study and researcher, when the work produced at
the final reporting stage is one of the key points of the project and this is inevitably affected if staff
are concerned about their future or leave to take up a new post prior to their current work having
been completed. Section C8 within the Concordat action plan details how the University plans to
focus on collecting data on the reasons for researchers leaving, so it is likely the exposure of this
issue will become more prevalent as this work continues.

5.2.2 Bridging funds
The use of funds available to bridge researchers between fixed-term contracts is becoming a
more prevalent practice across the higher education sector. A number of universities, including
Stirling16, Bournemouth17 and Sussex18, have clear procedures in place which allow researchers to
apply for funding whilst waiting for the commencement of their next contract. This provides the staff
with support and confidence that they will not be left out of employment between contracts,
allowing them to focus on their immediate work and assisting in the retention of skilled researchers
within the University.
There appears to be no standardised process across the University, or specifically within FHM,
for the use of bridging funds to support contract researchers. Whilst these have been espoused at
University level and encouraged in theory by senior management, at a departmental level they are
difficult to identify, or show little evidence of implementation resulting in the funding not being

16

University of Stirling – Bridging funding for fixed-term contract research staff
(http://www.research.stir.ac.uk/documents/STIRLINGBRIDGINGFUNDING.pdf) Accessed: November 2016
17

Bournemouth University – Bridging Fund Scheme
(https://intranetsp.bournemouth.ac.uk/policy/BU%20bridging%20fund%20scheme%20guidelines.pdf)
Accessed: November 2016
18

Sussex University - Guidelines for use of Bridging Funds for Research Staff
(https://www.sussex.ac.uk/webteam/gateway/file.php?name=guidelines-for-use-of-bridging-funds-forresearch-staff.pdf&site=302) Accessed: November 2016
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accessible19. This is addressed within the current Concordat action plan and is seen as a key area for
improvement for the University. The use of bridging funds has been shown to result in numerous
benefits, including encouraging the retention of skilled staff, avoiding disruptive breaks in
employment, and allowing research to continue20.
Within FHM there appears to be little use of bridging funds to support researchers with only two
respondents indicating they have experienced funds being used to ‘bridge or support [their]
continued employment in the Faculty’ (Figure 9). It appears a number of other informal
arrangements have occurred in order to support researchers, largely through one-off arrangements
by Principal Investigators (PIs).

Figure 9: Responses to survey Q8

Researchers provided details in response to the above question and stated “this has been done
informally, funds [were] found by the PI for whom I was working” and “line manager has at times
found funding to ‘bridge’ between contracts but this has come from funding from research projects”.
Similarly another respondent explains “funds were found by a PI for a 3 month period from one
contract finishing to another becoming available.”
One respondent detailed difficulties in obtaining bridging funds, “in my previous post the ability
to bridge the funding was stopped by the Faculty even though funds were available”. It is therefore
clear more efforts are required to promote the use, availability and awareness of bridging funds to
ensure contract researchers are able to remain employed between discrete contracts, and therefore
retained by the Faculty over the longer term.

5.2.3 Grading and job role
Researchers are employed across a variety of grades in the Faculty, largely reflecting their job
position within the division. The majority of staff in 2016 are employed in grade 7 as a Senior
Research Associate (46.9%). This is a step change as in the previous four years a higher proportion
were employed in grade 6, suggesting a movement to researchers being employed in higher grades
this year. The last two years also show more staff employed in the higher grade 8 and 9 positions
compared to the previous years, although the number of staff in these grades remains small by
comparison (Table 9).
19

Previously information was published to researchers around bridging funds; however this is not written
into policy and is no longer publicised to the general University community. The previous information stated:
“The Concordat urges organisations to develop systems capable of supporting continuity of employment for
researchers. Lancaster’s policy is that if further ongoing funding will definitely become available for projects,
then wherever possible and if appropriate, bridging funding will be made available to ensure continuity of
employment for researchers. This is non contractual and each case will be considered on its own merits.”
20

University of Oxford – Bridging Support Scheme
st
(https://www.admin.ox.ac.uk/personnel/end/bridging/bridgescheme/) Accessed: 21 Dec 2016
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Table 9: Employment grade breakdown of faculty contract researchers 2011-2016
Year
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016

Grade 6 (RA)

Grade 7 (SRA)

Grade 8 & 9 (RF, SRF)

18
(52.9%)
22
(61.1%)

15
(44.1%)
12
(33.3%)

1
(2.9%)
2
(5.6%)

19
(61.3%)
15
(45.5%)
21
(44.7%)
16
(32.7%)

7
(22.6%)
13
(39.4%)
19
(40.4%)
23
(46.9%)

5
(16.1%)
5
(15.1%)
7
(14.9%)
9
(18.4%)

There is some gender disparity between the employment levels at various grades; however
these figures need to be viewed with caution given the low overall number of male contract
researchers within the Faculty. For example 42.9% of males within the Faculty are employed on
grade 6 roles compared to 29.4% of females, this is a significant difference compared to previous
years where 47.2% of females were in grade 6 positions. This suggests there has been a move
towards females being employed on higher grades in the last year, a practice that should be
maintained as the Concordat action plan aims to develop gender equality in promotions and
progression for researchers.
Responses to the survey broadly represent the breakdown of staff within the Faculty as shown in
Figure 10. Importantly the survey also managed to capture researchers across the entire range of job
roles and pay grades assisting in the reliability of conclusions that can be drawn from the results.

Figure 10: Responses to survey Q2

Overall responses appeared to be broadly similar across pay grades and job roles for the
majority of the survey. However two questions illustrated a clear divide in answers depending on the
respondents’ job role. As Table 10 shows all those in Fellow or Senior Fellow positions disagree that
they can manage their workload whilst 90% of researchers employed in Assistant, Associate & Senior
Associate roles agree that they can manage theirs.
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Table 10: Comparison of responses to survey Q33 with job role/grade
I can manage my workload in the time available
Strongly Disagree
Neutral
Agree
Disagree
Research Associate &
0
0
0
5
Research Assistant
Role

Strongly
Agree
0

Senior Research
Associate

0

1

0

3

1

Research Fellow &
Senior Research Fellow

1

3

0

0

0

Researcher grade and job role also impacts upon feelings towards inclusion within the Faculty.
Interestingly this trend is contrary to what would be expected with those staff on lower grades, and
also newer members of staff, feeling more part of the Faculty compared to higher, more
experienced staff who feel less valued. Only Research Associates & Assistants agree that they ‘feel
fully part of the Faculty, whilst all higher grades were either neutral, or in disagreement with, this
statement (Table 11).
Table 11: Comparison of responses to survey Q39 with job role/grade
Role
Research Associate &
Research Assistant

I feel fully part of my faculty
Strongly Disagree
Neutral
Disagree
0
1
0

Agree
4

Strongly
Agree
0

Senior Research
Associate

0

1

3

0

0

Research Fellow &
Senior Research
Fellow

0

3

1

0

0

5.2.4 Flexible working
Flexible working policies are now seen as important in all areas of work and allow staff to
balance their working life with a variety of other tasks such as caring responsibilities and other
commitments. Flexible working allows contractual obligations to be met, but not necessarily through
a traditional 9-5 working day.
Flexible working policies vary greatly across the sector, with some universities, such as York21
and Bath22 having clear formal policies and application process; whilst other institutions have more
informal arrangements. These incorporate a variety of practices including working from home, job
sharing, flexible working hours and part-time working. Many of these options are available in some
form at most institutions across the sector.
Survey respondents make clear use of the opportunity to work flexibly with 80% stating they
make use of the arrangements in some form. This is largely seen positively, for example in response
to the question ‘From the list below, please select the factors that have most benefitted you in your
career. (Please select as many options as necessary)’ just under half of researchers chose the reply
21

University of York – Flexible Working (http://www.york.ac.uk/admin/hr/flexible-working/#tab1)
th
Accessed: 10 Nov 2016
22

University of Bath – Flexible Working (http://www.bath.ac.uk/hr/working/flexible-working/index.html)
th
Accessed: 10 Nov 2016
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“The ability to work part-time/flexibly.” This indicates that flexible working is seen as a key aspect in
the careers of many contract researchers.
Another comment in response to their opinion on the statement ‘Staff are regularly expected to
put their job before their families.’ includes “I tend to spend time working in the evening and
occasionally at the weekends as this fits in well with family life and if offers the flexibility for me to be
around for important school events etc.” One researcher, when adding final comments at the survey
closure, also stated “Part-time working is great for work life balance and I am happy with my
working hours.” These quotes indicate that staff see flexible working as important and that it is
beneficial to their overall working life.
On the other hand there are a number of issues and negative aspects of flexible working. As
Table 12 shows there is an issue with meetings still being scheduled outside core office hours,
therefore limiting the use of flexible working time arrangements. Staff who do, and those that do
not, utilise flexible working, show disagreement with the statement ‘Meetings are seldom scheduled
outside of 10am and 4pm’. Whilst the University flexible working hours policy is currently under
review23, guidance and advice is needed to ensure it can be utilised effectively by staff and that they
have a clear understanding of these working arrangements. That this may not be the case is further
evidenced by comments on University family friendly policies that “although the University espouses
family-friendly policies, flexible working etc., it feels like lip service because the reality is very
different.”
Table 12: Comparison of responses to survey Q35 with use of flexible working practices
Use
Flexible
Working?
Yes
No

Meetings are seldom scheduled outside of 10am and 4pm
Strongly
Disagree
Neutral
Agree
Strongly
Disagree
Agree
1

3

2

5

0

0

1

1

1

0

Flexible working can also result in negative opinions and an impact upon the career progression
of those who utilise it. For example in response to the question ‘In this department staff who use
work-family policies (e.g. job sharing, part-time work) are considered to be less serious about their
careers than those who do not use these policies.’ Four respondents either agreed or strongly
agreed with the statement, whilst all other respondents indicated “Don’t know”. This demonstrates
the presence of an atmosphere where those who use these policies are seen as less serious about
their careers, and worryingly no respondents disagree with this statement. This is further evidenced
by three respondents detailing “Due to part-time/flexible work arrangements” when explaining the
greatest obstacles to their career. One respondent also explained how, when utilising flexible
working, “[…] the trade-off is that you sacrifice the ability to apply for more interesting or exciting
posts.”
A number of issues around flexible working are also apparent, especially in relation to
overworking and unrealistic expectations. Respondents explain how they feel under pressure to do
work outside of normal working hours in order to keep up, and one researcher commented that
they “don’t mind working weekends/evenings when it is something I choose to do but object when it
becomes something that is expected of me.” (Response when asked for details about family friendly
practices). Others detail how they have “little choice but to work in evenings, weekends and
holidays” and that there is a “culture of long working hours, excessive workloads and unspoken
23

Lancaster University HR - Example of Flexible Working hours scheme
th
(http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/hr/total-reward/files/flexi.html) Accessed: 10 Nov 2016
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expectations”. Therefore it is clear that in some cases the concept of flexible working is stretched
into expectations of more out of hours work than is acceptable or comfortable for faculty
researchers.
Both the CROS 2015 survey and Lancaster Researchers’ Survey 2012 did not collect data on
flexible working arrangements and it is not possible to compare attitudes and working arrangements
with previous research.
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5.3 Wider Contributions
Contract researchers make wider contributions to the Faculty and University which are often
outside of their contract remit and as such they play an important role in the overall operation of
the University. These contributions vary greatly between researchers and this section will detail:

Contributions Made

Reasons for Not
Contributing More

5.3.1 Contributions made
The contract researcher body in the Faculty make a variety of contributions to the Faculty and
University in many different areas. As identified in Figure 11 this includes supervision of
postgraduate students, committee membership and supporting other staff within the Division or
Faculty. Only three respondents stated they were unable to become involved in these activities, with
the reasoning for this detailed in Section 5.3.2.

Figure 11: Responses to survey Q9

Some researchers also provided additional detail to the above question including “we had two
students in our lab this summer”; “I have taken on [extra] elements of research – [such as] data
entry/recruitment…”; “at varying times I have been involved in all these activities, at both FHM and
University level” and “[I have been] chair of a number of committees and acted as a mentor to other
researchers”.

5.3.2 Reasons for not contributing more
Some respondents feel unable to contribute more widely for a number of reasons and these
were detailed in response to the question ‘If you have not undertaken any of the selected list, what
would enable you to participate in the above or additional areas? ‘. One of the main reasons
identified was a lack a time available, for example, “nothing at this point, way too busy” and “I have
been unable to become involved”. One respondent also detailed how their fixed-term contract
prevented them from contributing “with the fixed term contract work one can only fulfil the role that
you are paid for because otherwise you will not complete the tasks for the commissioner”.
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A number of respondents also described how they were unable to contribute due to a lack of
opportunities presented to them. One explained “fixed term research staff tend to be invisible when
it comes to being allocated roles of this type” whilst another states disappointment at the policy that
“studying for a PhD [is] not seen as suitably qualified to take on these roles even though [I have]
many years [professional] experience”.
It was also made clear that some researchers do not want to contribute due to difficulties they
have previously faced such as “a tendency to invite researchers onto these committees as ‘contract
researcher’ representative rather than for their professional research experience.” This is clearly a
contradictory area, as whilst representation is needed in a range of committees it needs to be
presented in a way that is seen as beneficial to all those involved. The University is keen to involve
researchers in all areas of the University’s research governance structures, as detailed in Section B3
& B4 of the Concordat action plan, and feel researchers should be involved in all major decisions at
both departmental and institutional levels. However, these researcher responses illuminate some of
the barriers that currently exist preventing such involvement and work should be undertaken to
combat these in the future.
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5.4 Promotions Process
The University’s process and policies for promotion and progression are a common theme
throughout the survey with considerable dissatisfaction expressed in responses and as a result this
area is seen as one of the main barriers to career development.
Promotions processes vary greatly across the higher education sector, with Lancaster’s process
recently being reviewed24; however a number of key aspects include the lack of opportunity for
those on grade 6, the lack of understanding of the process and the difficulty in achieving promotion
when employed solely in a research-related capacity.

Lack of
Awareness

Dissatisfaction
with the Process

Fellowship
Applications

5.4.1 Lack of awareness
There appears to be a general lack of awareness of the promotions process, its existence, and
how it can be utilised by contract researchers across the Faculty. In response to the question ‘I
consider the University’s criteria and processes for promotion/career progression to be …’ the most
common option, chosen by nine respondents (60%), was “Not known to me”. This indicates a large
proportion of the contract researchers are simply not aware of any options and opportunities
available to them and therefore do not approach this avenue of career development. This is further
reinforced by only 20% of respondents stating they are familiar with the University’s processes as
detailed in Figure 12.

Figure 12: Responses to survey Q16.4
Furthermore open text responses to a number of questions indicate the lack of awareness of
promotion opportunities. In response to ‘Please give details of your successful/unsuccessful
promotion or progression:’ one person stated “I didn’t know that I could…”, whilst another said “I
understand the only means of promotion is by applying for a higher grade position” indicating a lack
of knowledge on the processes available. Another respondent answered “There is no promotion or
progression process open to contract researchers at Lancaster University” indicating they are
unaware of options or have incorrect information available to them. By association, this also implies
that PIs may lack knowledge, not be aware, or provide incorrect information about researcher
promotion in the University.

24

Lancaster University HR - 2016/17 Promotions Guidance (http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/hr/totalth
reward/files/PG_16_17.pdf) Accessed: 11 Nov 2016
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The general lack of awareness could be as a result of an overall lack of discussion of the formal
systems in place between contract researchers and their line managers or heads of department The
survey shows a large number of respondents (57.1%) have not had the opportunity to discuss
internal promotion or progression with their line manager. In comparison however the majority
(50%) have been able to discuss the opportunity for fellowships and external work with their
supervisor. This indicates disconnection between the availability of discussions around internal
processes compared to those around external process. This could be for a variety of reasons either
as a result of the researchers’ interests or a possible lack of knowledge amongst managers about
internal processes. This appears to be a similar situation to that found by the Lancaster Researchers’
Survey 2012 where 58.8% of respondents had not had the opportunity to discuss their promotion
opportunities, suggesting that there has been little change and progress in this area over the past
five years.
One respondent explained how “I have so far not seen the need to try and discuss promotion or
career progression by movement up the spine scale with my line manager or head of department. I
have, however discussed fellowship applications with both, my line manager and my head of
department” reinforcing the above point that one type of discussion is more prevalent than the
other.

5.4.2 Dissatisfaction with the process
Overall five survey respondents have experienced a positive grade increase during their career;
however the majority of these (60%) were as a result of applying for new, higher grade positions and
not as a direct result of the promotions process. This appears to be similar to the levels identified
within the previous Lancaster Researchers’ Survey which found only 29% of researchers had ever
been promoted. Both surveys therefore demonstrate high proportions of staff (62.5% and 71%
respectively) that have not experienced a promotion or grade change during their time working at
Lancaster, despite a number having high levels of experience and service as detailed in Section 5.5.1.
However it is important to note the wording of survey questions uses the terms ‘promotion’ and
‘grade change’ which could lead to some inconsistencies for reporting results.
The CROS survey does not include questioning on grade changes and promotion experiences
therefore comparisons cannot be drawn with this national survey.
Only two respondents chose positive statements when asked to describe the University’s
promotion process. The most commonly used descriptors were:





“Not known to me” – Nine respondents
“Demotivating” – Four respondents
“Obstructive” – Three respondents
“Unreasonable” – Three respondents

Noticeably the only two choices not selected by any participants when describing the
promotions process were “Transparent” and “Arbitrary”.
When responding to the survey question ‘Please give details of your successful/unsuccessful
promotion or progression:’ one respondent concludes with “Contract researchers are therefore in
my view treated very unfairly in comparison with academic staff on permanent contracts” indicating
unhappiness with the system currently in place. When asked for details on any grade changes
another respondent explained “Although the amount of responsibility I took on increased, my
researcher grade only changed as a result of quite a lengthy/involved re-grade process rather than a
promotion acknowledging my increased skills/experience”. This again suggests dissatisfaction in the
process for promotion and progression amongst the survey participants. The CROS 2015 survey
demonstrates similar national dissatisfaction around promotion for researchers with only 34.1%
stating they felt researchers were treated equally with other staff in relation to opportunities for
promotion and progression.
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There is also some evidence of researchers taking lower grade jobs in order to maintain
employment, therefore demonstrating a backwards step in their career progression and promotion
opportunities. When providing details about grade changes one stated “At times it [job role] has
decreased when a contracted piece of work has been available but at a lower grade. I have accepted
this grade lowering to maintain employment. e.g. Grade 7 to Grade 6.” This shows how researchers
are prepared to take a pay cut in order to remain employed, with similar experiences detailed in the
Lancaster Researchers’ Survey, demonstrating the institutional level of the issue. This further raises
questions around the suitability of progression policies that allow this to take place.
Two respondents also explained how previously agreed arrangements were altered or dismissed
when the opportunity for promotion arose. One stated that they “believed I would be getting [a
further] contribution point [after a specified period], then this was denied. No reason, denied ever
agreeing it” when asked for details on job changes and to ‘state whether any discussions that did
take place were held with your line manager/PI/HoD’. This situation clearly undermines confidence
in the processes and can result in lower morale when staff feel they are not treated fairly. Another
respondent detailed how their line manager supported a promotion application but “HR informed
her that as I was a contract researcher there was no additional funding to allow me to move onto a
higher salary point so promotion was not possible”. Similarly this leads to negative feelings towards
the University when barriers like this are part of a collective work experience.
This dissatisfaction and experiences of the promotions process have a noticeable impact upon
the confidence of contract researchers to utilise policies such as salary increments and progression.
As Figure 13 shows the vast majority of respondents would not feel confident putting themselves
forward for promotion, with only 28.6% feeling confident they would do this. Similarly 28.6% agree
they would feel confident to put themselves forward for a salary increase on increment. Whilst some
of these respondents may have reviewed policies to find they were not eligible, others may not feel
confident due to previous experiences, or those of colleagues, which suggest they are unlikely to be
successful.

Figure 13: Responses to survey Q41.6

A number of Research Councils now encourage the costing of anticipated promotions and salary
increments to be include within proposals25, however it is clear this needs to be more widely
understood and utilised in order to allow the promotion of researchers within the grant budget. This
however does not alleviate lack of job security and does not combat the common need to take lower
grade research positions in order to maintain employment.

25

BBSRC – Grants Guide Point 5.10 (http://www.bbsrc.ac.uk/documents/grants-guide/) Accessed: 19
Dec 2016
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Unfortunately changes to the University’s promotions policy do not appear as an action point
within the Concordat plan, with the only promotion based point being in relation to gender equality.
However, this Faculty survey suggests it should be a key area to improve, both the policy itself and
associated education and understanding of it.

5.4.3 Fellowship applications
Whilst there are a number of issues in relation to academic promotions within the University,
the survey evidenced a large level of good practice and encouragement in relation to fellowship
applications. These fellowships are promoted as key career development opportunities by the
University and therefore it is important that applications are supported where appropriate. As
detailed in Section 5.4.1, discussions about fellowships appear to be much more prevalent than
those related to promotion with respondents explaining “I have, however discussed fellowship
applications with both, my line manager and my head of department.” and “Identifying/applying for
fellowships - discussed with LM, & HoD. Decided not to apply on this occasion but both very
encouraging/supportive of an application.” This demonstrates there appears to be support for
fellowship applications, with 38.5% of researchers stating that they have discussed applications with
their managers (Figure 15).

Figure 14: Responses to survey Q17.4

Figure 15: Responses to survey Q17.5

There have however, only been two respondents who have ever applied for a research
fellowship. Those that have not applied provide a variety of reasons, with these largely focussing on
their opinions that they are likely to be unsuccessful, or difficulties in being able to complete the
application. One explains “I am not sure that a foreigner can win the competition among British
applicants”, with another saying “This is my second career, which I began in my mid-forties. Now in
my mid-fifties I feel I would not be considered for a fellowship if competing with people 20 or 30
years younger than I am.” This indicates their belief that any application would not be successful and
therefore reduces their confidence or wish to apply. Another also explains how “I am later in my
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career and do not believe that an application would be viewed favourably against an 'early career'
researcher.”
Some researchers state they “hope to do soon” whilst some do not wish to apply stating that “I
am not especially interested.” The University has clear aims to increase fellowship applications
amongst researchers with a defined goal of 10% more fellowship applications as part of the
Concordat action plan, indicating that it is keen to increase applications and some provision has
been made for increased support in this area. More assistance is indicated as being beneficial
however, as one researcher explained they are limited in applying due to time constraints, “I wanted
to apply for a fellowship but due to personal circumstances, I could not find the time to do so outside
of my normal working hours.” Given the necessary resources and institutional support required to
submit a fellowship application it should not be an expectation that researchers be expected to
complete these applications in addition to their formal paid grant work and maintain a work-life
balance.
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5.5 Researcher recognition and integration
A theme that is prevalent throughout the survey and appears within and alongside other themes
identified is the issue of recognition and integration of contract researchers within the Faculty
community. Due to the nature of their employment, working on funded research and occasional
difficulties faced, there is often a feeling of not being fully valued within the Faculty and
departments and being seen as an ‘outsider’. The key areas within this theme are:

'Early Career
Researchers'

Being
Overlooked

Not Feeling
Valued

5.5.1 ‘Early career researchers’
The phrase ‘early career researcher’ is very often used to describe contract researchers as a
group. Whilst some researchers are early in their career a large proportion are more experienced
and see research as their main career path. There is an incorrect assumption and expectation across
the sector that all staff wish to progress to teaching related roles yet it is clear from this, and other
surveys, that this is not the case26. Throughout the sector, including at Lancaster University, ‘early
career researcher’ is often used as a catch-all phrase to describe contract researchers in a variety of
contexts, where it is often not the most appropriate descriptor. Of the survey respondents 60% do
not consider themselves to be ‘early career’ for a variety of reasons (Figure 16). Whilst the CROS
surveys do not collect data on researchers’ perceptions on this point, the Lancaster Researchers’
Survey 2012 demonstrated a differing picture. This survey showed 65.2% of researchers across the
University considered themselves to be ‘early career’, in comparison to the 40% within the FHM
researchers.

Figure 16: Responses to survey Q10

Contract researchers within the Faculty are academically well qualified with 86.7% holding a
doctorate, with the remainder holding either a taught postgraduate qualification or a diploma. The
Faculty researcher base is well established and has extensive experience as demonstrated in the
survey results, 46.2% of staff have been employed by the University for longer than 3 years and
35.7% have been employed by the Faculty for between 6 and 9 years. 23.1% of staff have been
employed by the University for less than a year.
The average length of service to 2016 is 2.42 years across the Faculty, with slight variations
between the divisions, with the medical school having a longer average length of service than other
divisions at 3.67 years (Table 13). Whilst this remains relatively low, there are indications of change
over the last five years, suggesting staff remain for longer. However this may be a result of longer
research projects and not necessarily improved employment practices.
Alongside HR data, Figure 17 also demonstrates how a large proportion of staff have had
experience at other institutions and thus cannot be viewed as ‘early career researchers’. Prior to
26

Vitae – CROS 2015 Aggregate Results – Figure 6
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joining Lancaster 73.3% of the staff had been employed elsewhere in a research capacity, with 66.6%
having held a role elsewhere for more than three years. At least two of the staff members were
employed in research elsewhere for more than fifteen years before joining Lancaster.

Table 13: Average length of service by division for faculty contract researchers 2011-2016
Average Length of Service
(Years)

BLS

Division
DHR

LMS

2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016
Overall Division Average

2.00
1.44
1.71
1.36
2.00
2.33
1.83

1.23
1.78
2.68
3.45
2.28
3.04
2.40

1.25
0.25
5.00
8.00
5.00
3.33
3.67

Overall Annual
Average
1.41
1.53
2.84
3.17
2.49
2.92
2.42

Figure 17: Responses to survey Q5

A large number of the survey open text fields also provided valuable insight into the opinions of
staff in relation to being known as ‘early career researchers’. When asked to expand on their answer
to Q10, respondents who had answered ‘No’ explained “I have very good expertise in my methods
and broad experience” and “I have been working as a contract researcher since 1998, in this and
other [HE] institutions, so ‘early stage researcher’ does not describe my employment history,
experience or skill set.” Another stated that “prior to beginning work [at LU] I worked as a lecturer in
further education – reaching quite senior positions managing A level and GCSE programmes”. These
comments indicate that many staff do not consider themselves to be in the early stages of their
career, despite being commonly referred to as such.
Conversely a smaller number of staff do consider themselves to be in the early stages of their
career and it is important to ensure practices cater for both types of researchers within the
University. One researcher describes their reasoning for considering themselves at an early stage in
their career as “I absolutely love my job, it brings such diversity and an absolute wealth of amazing
opportunities and experiences that have and will only serve to enhance both my professional and
personal development”. Similarly others explain they are “currently developing research skills as part
of job and part time PhD” and have “yet to obtain significant funding”. These comments show how
those that see themselves at an early stage of their career are still developing and may look towards
career progression in the future.
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Concerningly one respondent explains their answer of ‘Yes’ to the question by stating “Although
I am 8 years post PhD I have no job security” indicating an issue with their contract stability and their
associated perception of career development and progression.

5.5.2 Being overlooked
Another aspect of the recognition of researchers is the apparent overlooking of some
researchers in a variety of ways due to their role. When asked in survey Q40 for reasons why they
did not fully feel part of the Faculty the joint most commonly given response was ‘Overlooked’ by
five respondents (31%), alongside ‘Well-informed’. A number of quotes in response to open text
questions also suggest researchers perceive that they are often overlooked in favour of other staff
within the Faculty.
When asked ‘If you have not undertaken any of the selected list, what would enable you to
participate in the above or additional areas?’ in relation to wider contributions, one staff member
indicated “fixed term research staff tend to be invisible when it comes to being allocated roles of this
type” whilst another suggested “studying for a PhD so not seen as suitably qualified to take on these
roles even though many years experience in health care at a senior level”. This suggests that, whilst
staff would like to contribute, there appears to be higher level barriers to them partaking in scholarly
activities where they may be overlooked and not viewed as highly as other potential contributors.
Similarly there are examples of contract researchers appearing to be overlooked for their
research ability and viewed purely for their job positioning, which some view as a negative
experience. When asked for reasons for not feeling fully part of their faculty one researcher
described “I and other research staff often feel like second-class citizens” and another provided
details on their wider contributions “There is a tendency to invite researchers onto these committees
as 'contract researcher' representative rather than for their professional research experience.” Again
this suggests researchers see themselves as overlooked and less valued than other members of staff
and feel their contributions are made on a ‘token’ basis, with their professional experiences less
considered.
On the other hand there appears to be efforts towards including contract researchers more
widely in University decision making with a key aim to include a researcher representative on all
University and faculty research committees as part of the Concordat action plan. This is viewed as a
positive move and can be seen as good progress as long as it is managed and reasoned clearly. The
Faculty currently has researcher representation on the FHM Research Committee and the FHM
Equality Enhancement Committee.

5.5.3 Not feeling valued
Throughout the contract researcher workforce within the Faculty there also appears to be a
common theme of feeling undervalued and underappreciated which is clear throughout various
questions in the survey. In Q39 when asked if they felt fully part of their faculty only five
respondents (35.7%) showed a level of agreement to this statement, with all others either feeling
neutral or disagreeing.
Various questions in the survey show some evidence of researchers feeling undervalued, for
example in relation to whether they would be employed within FHM in three years and their wish to
focus on their own research interests, one respondent stated “but [I] am not sure how supportive
the Faculty would be of this”.
Other staff members make their opinions more explicit by stating “researchers are transitional
and as a result less valued than ‘gold book’ staff” and “under-valued – research staff are not valued
as highly as academic staff” when providing explanations for their reasoning behind if they feel fully
part of the Faculty. When asked similarly about feeling fully part of their department, another
explains they feel “insecure – despite being here for nearly 10 years I have no job security beyond my
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current contract”. This suggests staff do not feel as though they are valued as much as other
colleagues and it could be argued that these feelings are likely to have an impact on morale and
work ethic within the Faculty. This is clearly illustrated by a final general comment by one
respondent “I cannot emphasise strongly enough my view that contract researchers at Lancaster are
treated very differently from permanent academic staff”.
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5.6 Support for researchers
One of the key areas that can assist in career progression is the support received by contract
researchers within the Faculty and the various types of support that are available. This varies
between staff members, and there are differing experiences across the Faculty. The main areas
examined are:

Support Systems

Positive Aspects
of Support

Negative Aspects
of Support

The availability and use of support varies amongst contract researchers and therefore these
results are generalised in order to develop a broader scale picture of the support characteristics
within the Faculty.

5.6.1 Support systems
The Faculty, and University, have a variety of support systems in place for all staff. These are
used by the majority of survey respondents however they differ in apparent usefulness to individual
researchers for varying reasons.
Induction period/plan
The majority of respondents had an induction when they joined the Faculty. However, one
researcher did not have an induction and three were unsure if one was conducted. Inductions
appear to vary in usefulness depending on who conducted it to the member of staff concerned.
When asked for details on their induction two staff explained “I went along to the University
induction, and was also given a quick tour of the building by my divisional officer. Otherwise not
much else I don’t think” and “I had a list of courses I had to complete but it wasn’t a very formal or
particularly helpful induction”. This demonstrates improvements to inductions are needed, with, as a
minimum, the University standardised format27 followed more closely and better publication of this
to those involved in conducting inductions for new staff members.
Conversely some contract researchers explained a very positive experience with their induction,
for example “this was very thorough and supported by my first line manager at the time”. This
indicates there is some good practice within the Faculty in relation to inductions and success
appears to somewhat depend on the manager facilitating the induction at the time.
Overall these patterns broadly match those in other surveys, with the induction experience
varying and a need for a broader, more standardised process across the sector. This is also identified
as a priority for the University in order to provide more rounded, useful inductions to researchers, as
detailed in the Concordat action plan28.
Mentoring scheme
A good awareness of the availability of a mentoring scheme is evident in the Faculty with 60% of
contract researchers stating they are aware of the mentoring scheme. However only one member of
staff is directly involved in being mentored. A large proportion of those that are aware feel they
would benefit from a mentor but are not yet involved in the scheme. The overall reasons for this
lack of involvement are unclear, only a singular researcher explained “I applied for the mentoring but
27

Lancaster University HR – Guidelines for inducting new staff
th
(http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/hr/recruitment/files/induct.html) Accessed: 28 Nov 2016
28

Lancaster University – Concordat Action Plan 2015-17 – Section C10
(https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/media/lancaster-university/content-assets/documents/research/researchth
development/LUConcordatactionplan2015-17.pdf) Accessed: 19 Dec 2016

Page 41 of 77

FHM Contract Researcher Survey - Interim Report

a match could not be found.” This indicates there can sometimes be issues with being assigned an
appropriate mentor, a point that is made on the University webpages. It is explained that demand
for mentors often exceeds supply and a match ‘can on occasion take some time (months).’29
The Lancaster Researchers’ Survey also identified the lack of mentoring as a key barrier to
researchers’ career progression, whilst CROS 2015 found 45.2% of researchers nationally would like
to be mentored but currently have not undertaken this. The Concordat action plan clearly identifies
this issue and a number of points are focussed towards the mentoring scheme including providing
incentives to attract further mentors and aims to generate a 50% increase in matches across the
University.
Performance & Development Review (PDR)
The University has a strong culture of annual PDRs for staff members in order to monitor
progress and to discuss career planning and employment goals with their immediate supervisor.
These are available to all staff within the University who are employed for longer than 12 months
and therefore incorporate the majority of contract researchers. The associated roles and
responsibilities are detailed within University policy, with the responsibility of conducting reviews
for research staff falling to the study principal investigator30.
Fourteen of the fifteen respondents (93.3%) had a PDR conducted within the last year indicating
most researchers have this facility available to them. Opinions of the PDR process and its
effectiveness vary greatly between researchers; which could be for a variety of different reasons. Six
respondents felt their PDR had a positive impact upon their career progression whilst eight (53.3%)
felt it had no impact. Despite this, overall 86.7% of all respondents indicated they are satisfied with
their PDR, suggesting that although some researchers feel it had no impact upon their career
progression they were still satisfied with the process.
Many respondents commented positively upon their PDR when asked to provide reasons for
their opinions. Multiple researchers explained the process was useful “I can realise what possible
ways of my career development […]” and “it has been helpful to look at what I am doing”. Another
explains how “I find the PDR a really great opportunity to have a conversation with my PI focussed
upon my career. I find the targets we set really helpful. My PI has made me think really seriously
about my career, what I want to achieve, and how I can achieve it.” These quotes clearly indicate
these staff members find the PDR process beneficial and for some, progress has been made in their
careers as a result of their review.
Another respondent's PDR had a discernible impact upon their career when they “identified
professional development opportunities during PDR that were then funded in application to FHM
career development fund”. This demonstrates some PDRs having a noticeable impact upon the
researcher’s career development and has resulted in the use of faculty funding in order to further
progress their career. Wider use and knowledge of this process and the availability of funding
options could allow more researchers to develop their careers further.
On the other hand some researchers have concerns about the usefulness of the PDR process in
relation to their career progression. One stated “I feel it is largely a paper exercise. A meeting is held,
objectives set but in reality these have not directed career progressions because the needs of the
project are prioritised.”, whilst another explained “in the confines of a strict term contract there is
little flexibility of time/funding to make meaningful changes.” These comments make it clear that

29

Lancaster University HR – Mentor Matching schemes at Lancaster University
th
(http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/hr/OED/CPD/Mentoring/Schemes.html) Accessed: 28 Nov 2016
30

Lancaster University HR – PDR Policy (http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/hr/pdr/files/PDRPolicy.pdf) Accessed:
6 Dec 2016
th
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whilst the meeting takes place and goals are set, due to the nature of the employment these are
regularly not met due to other prioritised demands. This is an area that needs addressing as whilst
the project is inherently important its success should not be seen as exclusive to the detriment of
researcher development. A comprehensive review of the PDR process is taking place and this is also
identified within the current Concordat action plan as being important, with an explicit focus on
identifying researchers’ development needs.

5.6.2

Positive aspects of support

Throughout the survey it was evident that the support received by researchers is extremely
important to their development, progression and overall job satisfaction. It is reassuring that the
majority of support received appears to be valuable and useful to most members of research staff.
Respondents also detailed how there are adequate opportunities for personal development and
training within the University, as Figure 18 shows 66.6% of respondents agreeing with this
statement.

Figure 18: Responses to survey Q23.1

Thirteen respondents to the survey (81.3%) selected ‘Support of line manager’ as one of the
factors which has most benefitted them in their career, making this the second most common choice
after ‘Hard work’ (Figure 19). This suggests that the majority of staff see their line manager as key
supporters in their career. This is further evident in a number of other survey questions where the PI
or line manager has been supportive of the researcher when faced with difficulties with policies and
University procedures. A key example of this is support between contracts. Whilst there does not
appear to be wider University support for researchers to maintain employment many detail
experiences of their PI finding funding to support them between two fixed-term contracts on a oneoff basis. Three respondents quoted experiences such as “funds found by the PI for whom I was
working to keep me in continuous employment”; “funds were found by a PI for a 3 month period
from one contract finishing” and “line manager has at times found funding to ‘bridge’ between
contracts”.
Some line managers also appear to have provided a large amount of support and
encouragement to researchers in various ways, including holding discussions around promotions
and fellowship applications. Responses mentioned “I was supported by my line manager to apply for
promotion” and “[I] discussed fellowship applications with both my line manager and my head of
department”. Another detailed how their line manager and head of department were “both very
supportive/encouraging of an application” when discussing their previous experience of applying for
new, higher positions. Thus the majority of support received in this area has been beneficial,
suggesting that whilst individual PIs and managers are supportive, wider systems and policies
negatively impact career progression associated with promotion and fellowships.
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In answer to a number of survey questions, especially those related to the PDR process, the vast
majority of respondents indicated that they were encouraged and found the feedback they were
provided with useful, suggesting the support was positive in most cases. This however, highlights a
disparity between issues across the University. The useful and encouraging feedback on managerial
level support suggests that immediate managers can be highly supportive of career progression;
however lack of career progress amongst researchers suggests there are higher level institutional or
national barriers preventing this.
A number of survey respondents also identified support of other people as playing an important
role in their career. As Figure 19 demonstrates the support of both colleagues and partners/spouses
ranks highly in the factors which have most benefitted the careers of those involved.

Figure 19: Responses to survey Q31

The Concordat action plan details a number of steps that are designed to further help PIs and
managers support contract researchers. A new development programme31 aims to help PIs increase
their knowledge and understanding which can influence support provided to researchers and allow
more progression and development to take place.

5.6.3 Negative aspects of support
Despite the mostly positive impressions of the support available to contract researchers there is
also some evidence of negative experiences. This varies from a general lack of support to more
specific issues, such as undue pressure or expectations. In Q32, when asked for factors which have
created the biggest obstacle to their career, both ‘Lack of support/guidance by line manager’ and

31

Lancaster University HR – Researcher Development Programme
(http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/hr/OED/Research/Research-Support/index.html) Accessed: October 2016
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‘Difficult colleagues’ were selected by four respondents. Whilst it is not clear if these issues were in
their present employment, issues are apparent with some line managers which negatively impacts
researchers’ career progression. Figure 19 illustrates this, with almost half of researcher survey
respondents (7) citing ‘Luck’ as a factor benefitting their career.
It appears that line managers/PIs are less likely to be encouraging of researchers to aim for
promotion or higher grade jobs. This could be for a variety of reasons, including lack of
opportunities, PI/line manager awareness of issues surrounding the promotions process, or an
attempt to maintain lower staff costs. All of these factors are likely to influence the level of
discussions around promotions and job changes.
A small number of issues are also apparent which appear to reduce confidence in line managers.
For example one researcher detailed how they had expected to receive a further salary contribution
point following another year in post, but that“[…] this was denied. No reason, denied ever agreeing
it.” This type of experience potentially reduces staff members’ confidence in their manager and
negative feelings are likely to impact morale and possibly future career progression.
There also appears to be a prevalent issue across the Faculty of an inherent culture of
expectations to work excessively and contribute outside of normal hours. As detailed in Section 5.2.4
a number of staff reported how there is a pressure in their departments to work outside the norm,
and take work home. Respondents explained “while expectations to work longer hours, take work
home and manage very big workloads isn’t necessarily explicitly requested by line managers, there is
a culture of expectation and acceptance that this is the case in academic life” and “there is a deeply
entrenched culture within the Faculty, and the wider University, of expecting staff to manage
unreasonably high workloads, which means that staff often have little choice but to work in evenings,
weekends and holidays to try and keep on top of the demands.”
Another researcher contributed “within my department there is a culture of long working hours,
excessive workloads, and unspoken expectations that people will deal with emails and other work
whilst on leave or in evenings and at weekends”. It is also clear that a number of managers
themselves are setting examples to their staff “there is very poor leadership amongst some senior
managers – this sets a bad example and expectations about norm of long hours” and “for example,
managers will take annual leave then will take part in teleconferences and answer emails or work
over weekends […] this creates unnecessary pressures/insecurities in teams which is often out of
control of line managers/PI”.
The above points illuminate a culture of expectation and working outside normal hours and this
includes, and can be compounded by, examples set by individual managers. This is seen as prevalent
across the sector, and not restricted to the Faculty or University as detailed by Thomsen et al.
(2006).32

32

Thomsen, J.; Jarbol, D. and Sondergaard, J. (2006) ‘Excessive workload, uncertain career opportunities
and lack of funding are important barriers to recruiting and retaining primary care medical researchers: a
qualitative interview study
(https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Jens_Sondergaard/publication/6940951_Excessive_workload_uncertai
n_career_opportunities_and_lack_of_funding_are_important_barriers_to_recruiting_and_retaining_primary_
care_medical_researchers_A_qualitative_interview_study/links/00b49524ee45130b3e000000.pdf) Accessed:
th
20 Dec 2016
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6. Summary discussions
Overall it is clear that whilst the Faculty of Health and Medicine has an expanding base of
contract researchers there are a number of issues that impact upon this workforce and their career
progression and development. These vary, with some being personal or professional, some
managerial and some institutional level issues that need addressing in order to provide the best
environment to allow researchers to develop and progress in their chosen career pathways.
The issues detailed largely appear to affect researchers regardless of demographics. There is
little difference in experiences between those of different ages, ethnicities, disabilities and
nationalities other than the minor ones detailed within the results. There are however, some
influences of gender upon the results and experiences of contract researchers. These include issues
around gendered responsibilities predominantly outside the workplace but which impact on
employment experience, and differing opinions on treatment of different genders within the
working environment. The impact and solutions to these gender related issues are likely to be the
focus of the Athena Swan submission for the Faculty and are therefore not directly explored in this
report
Key issues for the career progression of contract researchers focus on employment policies and
practices through which they are employed and how they are treated within the working
environment. These issues vary, from local issues affecting some contract researchers, to large scale
cultural issues across the sector which will require much work to overcome in the future.
A key concern throughout the analysis relates to adequate communication and knowledge
exchange between contract researchers, the Faculty and the institution. This encompasses most
areas of the results through a lack of knowledge of procedures and policies being evident through
many of the themes. For example, the common selection of answers such as ‘Not known to me’ and
‘Don’t know’ indicates that a number of researchers are unaware of particular processes that may
be beneficial to them in their careers. Whilst this is specifically identified in relation to promotions in
Section 5.4.1, the issue occurs across many areas including contract types, support systems and
contributions by researchers. This is an important concern and should be addressed as it is clear that
whilst there are strong opinions within the respondent group, a clearer understanding of the
processes and opportunities available to them may encourage and permit contract researchers to
progress further. It is also important that communication between the institution and line
managers/PIs is improved in order to make them aware of their key responsibilities and potential
approaches to assist researchers in their career progression. Similarly it is important managers and
departmental heads work to reduce the culture of excessive working where possible and provide
support to those who are struggling with their workloads, in order to ensure researchers have a
positive experience and an appropriate work-life balance.
Employment practices, and specifically the use of fixed-term contracts, are arguably the biggest
issue for contract researchers in relation to their career progression and development. The use of
time limited contracts undermines, and can prevent, the ability to progress through the grading
structure and uses up valuable time and effort in the process of securing future employment which
could be better utilised towards development. This employment practice also has deleterious
impacts upon the Faculty and University when contract researchers are regularly and out of
necessity moving position and being forced to find new jobs. This loses a valuable skills base if a
researcher moves institutions and results in further costs and effort in recruiting and retraining new
researchers to an equivalent standard. Similarly the pressures of having to find a new job towards
the end of their contract are likely to have an impact on researchers’ motivation and productivity at
a key reporting stage for the project, leading to an impact on research outputs, dissemination and
potential further funded work related to studies.
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Whilst a new policy on fixed-term contracts is currently under review as part of the Concordat
action plan, it is clear this is a sector-wide issue. In combatting this issue and reducing the use of
fixed-term contracts further, providing increased job security and career development potential,
there is the potential for the University to become a leader in this area for the sector.
Whilst a number of issues and barriers to the career progression of contract researchers have
been raised it is equally important to note there are identifiable areas of good practice across the
Faculty and University which assists contract researchers in developing for the future. Locally
researchers detail how there is generally sufficient and highly beneficial support from their
immediate managers and the usefulness of the PDR process. Similarly a large number offer how they
think there are adequate opportunities for personal development and training within the University.
More widely the University have, in recent years, contributed effort towards supporting the
development of researchers. The newly launched Concordat Implementation Group aims to
improve the facilities and opportunities available to researchers and to increase the number of
contract researcher representatives across University committees. A number of events incorporated
within the new Researcher Development Programme aim to provide more diverse opportunities for
contract researchers to develop and improve their skills base. It is, however, extremely important
that contract researchers are able to exploit these opportunities and therefore any inherent attitude
of the project being the sole focus, with no time for career progression activities, needs to be
addressed.
Similarly it is imperative that the different ambitions and aspirations of contract researchers
are taken into account in the planning and delivery of support and training events. Whilst some
researchers may wish to move into a teaching role in the future, a large proportion are satisfied in
their role and wish to maintain a career in research. This needs to be acknowledged and managed as
some events may be suitable for one group but not for the other and different, varying training and
development opportunities need to be provided.
The results demonstrate the variety and quantity of contributions contract researchers make to
the Faculty and University as a whole, many of which are outside their contract remit and play an
important role in the successful operation of the institution. Many researchers have participated in a
variety of other activities which contribute to the Faculty and they often see these as an important
opportunity for personal development and wider integration with the University community. Some
researchers find difficulty in being able to contribute for different reasons including project
pressures and a lack of opportunities. These could be seen as key areas to improvement as the
contributions of researchers have multiple benefits for the University, the Faculty, and researchers
individually, allowing for personal, team and organisational development in the longer term.
A number of research staff groups have been established in recent years including the
University-wide Research Staff Association and the Faculty-specific Researcher Career Development
Group. These groups perform an important role in allowing researchers to interact and network with
each other in order to voice their opinions, share knowledge and raise issues which affect them.
These groups provide important opportunities and support to contract researchers and should be
encouraged and supported by the University to grow and develop in the future.
Barriers to the career progression of contract researchers which need to be overcome have
been identified in this report but there are also considerable areas of good practice in supporting
contract researchers and their career progression. There is considerable importance in maintaining
and increasing these levels of support and guidance, which will have noticeable impacts both for
researchers and the University. A number of practices in this area are currently negatively impacting
the career progression of researchers and are seen as key areas to review and improve upon in
order to better cater for contract researchers within the institution. A review of this type is to have
substantial benefits to the Faculty and institution including reduced training and recruitment costs,
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more skilled researchers and higher morale, leading to more consistent productivity in research
projects.
Policies and practices that are suggested for review have been identified as key areas within the
University Concordat Action Plan, which is currently under review and is being updated. The
formation of the new implementation group is a key positive step in implementing these changes
however it is important the points are met and key measures for success are identified and
monitored to ensure an accurate picture of changes. Whilst the majority of recommendations have
been identified by the Concordat group, our report also highlights further key areas of improvement
for the future as set out in Section 7.
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7. Recommendations
A number of recommendations have been provided for methods which could increase the
opportunities for career progression and development for contract researchers. These vary in ease
of implementation and overall impact and would need to be implemented as part of a wider
programme of changes, as executed through the Concordat Action Plan. The areas detailed below
are supplementary areas deemed to be important which are not currently identified elsewhere.

Table 14: Recommendations for areas of improvement
Recommendations for areas of improvement

Impact

Implementation
Costs/Resource

Further diversify the workforce in relation to gender, ethnicity and
additional demographic characteristics identified by the Equality
Enhancement Committee

Medium

Medium

Explore the introduction of structured bridging funds for
researchers between contracts

High

High

Make researchers feel valued and part of the Faculty community
through increased integration activities

Medium

Low

Reduce the use of the catch all phrase “early career researcher” as
a descriptor across the University

Medium

Low

Address the culture of working out of hours and excessive
workloads

High

High

Examine the promotions process and opportunities for
progression, and raise awareness of this amongst both researchers
and managers

High

Medium

Remove the use of the term ‘indefinite’ for contracts where this is
not the case

Medium

Low

Explore approaches of sustainable, secure employment of
researchers that avoid a reliance on short/fixed-term contracts

High

High
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8. Further exploration opportunities
There is considerable scope for further exploration of the impact the current method of working
has on contract researchers and the Faculty more generally. Whilst a number of steps are identified
in Section 4 and repeated below, other wider work is suggested.

8.1 Interviews and wider perception gathering
As detailed in 4.1 the use of interviews and informal discussions is seen as an important next
step in order to identify opinions and specific experiences of the themes detailed within this report.
These interviews would allow themes to be questioned and issues to be raised and explored in more
detail than the open text boxes allowed within the survey. This would require considerable time and
organisation, both in the arranging of the interviews, conducting them and the required analysis
afterwards.
Due to the small number of contract researchers within the Faculty the conducting of interviews
and use of the resulting information will have implications on confidentiality and participant
anonymity and therefore will have to be carefully managed to ensure the correct information is both
collected and distributed appropriately.
As explained within Section 4.2 these interviews, alongside other information could be used to
develop a number of case study profiles of researchers undergoing differing career paths and having
had differing experiences. These could be used to further evidence the issues involved and provide a
baseline for improvements in the future.

8.2 Costing and quantification of current practices
In order to further inform the institution and encourage the implementation of changes and
recommendations it is suggested to develop a costings profile, detailing the costs of recruitment, retraining and development for the continual turnover of research staff compared to the costs of staff
retention. This could be further expanded to attempt to quantify the changes in productivity and
outputs from researchers in relation to their development and morale.
In order to conduct this analysis extensive work and access to data would be required in order to
develop an accurate cost profile. This may be difficult in some scenarios as it becomes difficult to
quantify differing influences but a general picture would be beneficial in providing justification for
future policy changes.

8.3 Repeat survey and reporting
To identify the impact of any changes and provide evidence of the success of any strategies
implemented it will be important to conduct a repeat of a survey similar to this one to provide
comparisons and note any changes in experiences and improvements. Whilst some past
comparisons have been possible with other surveys, due to the very different nature of the surveys
and questions involved a repeat of a similar nature would allow for better comparisons and mapping
of improvements to be made.
This could be completed once a number of improvements are implemented at a defined period
or could be completed more informally through continual awareness amongst researchers to judge
when the working environment has sufficiently changed to warrant a survey repetition.
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Appendix 1

Data management plan

Contract Researcher Survey Data Management Plan
Project Name FHM RCAD Contract Researcher Survey 2016
Project Manager: Roger Pickup/ Researcher: Jake Brown
Institution University of Lancaster

Data Collection
What data will you collect or create?
This study will involve the use of both qualitative and quantitative data. The HR data will
be quantitative and provided in Excel (xls) format incorporating the use of PivotTables.
These data are largely anonymised at source but further identifying fields, such as
employee number, were removed and deleted prior to analysis. The survey data were
extracted into both PDF and Excel (xls) format allowing an overview and analysis to take
place. The qualitative text responses to the survey were analysed using NVivo data
management software. The quantitative data was analysed through the use of Excel and
SPSS software packages.
How much data will be generated?
< 1 GB
How will the data be collected or created?
Data will be collected through the use of an online survey utilising the Bristol Online
Surveys platform. This will be circulated to participants through email with a unique
link for each respondent. The survey is completed and is completely anonymous so
no personally identifiable information is collected. Due to the response rates
questions are not compared through cases as this allows approximate identification of
participants. The data can be viewed online or exported in a range of formats including
Excel and PDF formats. Quality assurance will be completed through the sharing of
the data amongst multiple analysts to compare thematic findings.

Documentation and Metadata
How will the data be documented and described?
The study will produce a report which details the context, history and background to
the survey alongside descriptions of the data used and instructions on access to these
data. A methodology is included which identifies how the data will be analysed, the
processes used and any choices made in regards to data usage and presentation. All
data will be stored locally and backed up centrally during the study period to ensure
ease and speed of access.

Storage, Backup and Security
How will the data be stored and backed up during the lifetime of the project?
Data will be stored securely during the lifetime of the product locally on a University
owned and managed laptop. This is encrypted and password protected and remains in a
locked secure office when not in use. The data will also be backed up securely using the
Lancaster University Box Sync service. This provides a secure real-time backup of the data
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and is fully encrypted. The service also allows secure sharing of data to be completed.
How will you manage access and security?
Individual passwords are required to access the secure laptops on which the data are
held. Sensitive information is anonymised with the originals. Participants will not be
identified in the report and quotes will be provided with no identifier due to the low
numbers involved. Data will be shared, if required using Lancaster University's secure
supported online storage system "Box". This is also synced to provide a backup of the
data and uses high level encryption to ensure data are secure.

Ethics and Legal Compliance
How will you manage any ethical issues?
Data will be anonymised at source to ensure no personal information is stored. To avoid
issues of identification through knowledge of people’s characteristics the analyst is
external to FHM.

Selection and Preservation
What are the plans for long-term archiving and data sharing after submission of the
research publication?
The data will be stored in Lancaster University’s institutional data repository, Pure, for at
least 10 years in line with Lancaster University's Research Data Policy. There are no
associated costs to storing data in Pure other than time to ensure accurate metadata is in
place. Pure is managed by the University Library, Research Services and ISS. As the total
amount of data is likely to be in the region of <1GB, there will be no additional costs with
depositing in Pure.

Data Sharing
How will you share the data?
The research data from this study will be archived by Lancaster University via Pure and
will not contain any identifying data and will require permission to access the full HR data
due to the sensitive and personal nature. This will be available once the project has
ended through the research directory. Due to the sensitive and identifiable nature of the
survey responses this will not be available. Users will be signposted to the data through
the report content and this will also be detailed in a separate appendix.
Are any restrictions on data sharing required?
No restrictions on the sharing of other data are expected once an initial agreement has
been reached that any disclosure of result is for the correct use and would not be used in
a negative manner. As described above the survey responses will not be shared due to
their confidential nature.
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Responsibilities and Resources
Who will be responsible for data management?
The researcher has experience in data management and has successfully completed the
University's information security training. Advice and guidance has also been received
from the University library's Research Data Management team.
What resources will you require to deliver your plan?
Any software and resources is already available for free through the University systems
and therefore does not require any further work; however access to the Lancaster
University Pure research depository is required.
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Appendix 2

Anonymised FHM researcher HR data

Sample of the anonymised HR data to give to context to how the data were received and used. A
full dataset is available on request of the authors as detailed in Appendix 1.

Data withheld to
preserve
anonymity

Table 15: Sample HR data as provided in Excel format
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