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Introduction

1.  Research employment is subject to change - changing expectations of researchers about their jobs and their careers and changing obligations on employers regarding terms and conditions. In this context, the seminar provided an opportunity for research centre directors and administrators to exchange experience and reflect upon ways of improving the productivity, creativity and job satisfaction of research centre staff.

2. To explore these issues the workshop had a keynote address from Professor John Purcell of Bath University and then separate sessions for presentations by research centre staff and discussion on recruitment and retention, work organisation and professional and career development.  The questions that these sessions were invited to discuss are reproduced in the Annex.

Keynote address

3.  Professor John Purcell is Professor of Human Resource Management in the School of Management at Bath University.  His presentation was titled Managing Knowledge and Knowledge Workers: the HRM implications.  It was based upon a number of research projects he had undertaken in this field, though none of them explicitly about researchers.*  Evenso, what he had to say clearly struck chords with workshop participants.

4.  He suggested three key dimensions in the practices of these knowledge organisations -

· categories of knowledge - these he related to different forms of capital: the tacit knowledge of human capital; the embedded knowledge in social capital; the knowledge related to the structural capital of organisational forms e.g. in project teams or engendered by building layout; the processes for capturing and storing knowledge, as in IT systems which is organisational capital; and finally customer/client capital.


· knowledge intensive situations, of which his research had identified three types: learning by doing, which for knowledge workers was the dominant mode, as they are typically disdainful of formal instruction; knowledge sharing within organisations,  which professionals often only do reluctantly; and knowledge sharing between organisations, including with clients, with partners and in ‘communities of practice.’

· key human resource management practices, including attracting and retaining talent on a continuing basis and not just geared to vacancies; developing people through varied and challenging work experience; offering ‘redundant time’ (for non-work but productive activity) as a reward; performance management systems that let workers know informally and continually how they are doing; intensifying the social capital of workplaces, getting people together more; and actively managing the organisation’s external relationships with clients and partners.

5.  From this analysis he concluded that the key challenge in managing knowledge workers is to facilitate the sharing of knowledge across organisational and professional boundaries, while recognising and maintaining necessary identities (as team, business, client, profession) without an overburden of formal policies but a rich array of embedded organisational processes.  At the heart of this challenge is what he called ‘the paradox of organisational commitment’, that is, it is hard to get commitment from professionals who respond to other loyalties as well but it is vital for retention.  His research suggested that what turns professional off most are poor leadership, lack of challenge in the work, disregard for work-life balance, pay unrelated to performance and poor overall management/employee relations.

Recruitment and retention of research and support staff

6. This session opened with presentations from two centre directors.  Jim Skea, Director of the Policy Studies Institute, explained that PSI was semi-autonomous as a company owned by the University of Westminster.  The University provided valued support for the centre - notably in finance, accounts and payroll and in human resource services.  Otherwise PSI is a free agent recruiting and managing its own staff.  In relation to recruitment PSI has two key advantages - it offers all staff permanent contracts (particularly attractive for research staff) and flexible working (including working hours, home working and part-time work).  In relation to retention there are clear differences between research and support staff.  Support staff turnover is high, symptomatic of the churn in the London labour market but also of the few opportunities for their career progression in the centre.  In managing the centre to offer these terms and conditions it was important to have a good understanding of the business, its costs and opportunities.  They aim to keep 75% of staff costs covered up to 9 months ahead, increasingly avoid projects offering inadequate overheads e.g. EU projects; and are actively seeking to diversify their funding base.

7.  Seamus Hegarty is Director of the National Foundation for Education Research.  He identified three challenges: supply, salary and Slough (where NFER is located).  To improve the supply of new education researchers NFER has developed a consortium with Oxford University, the Institute of Education and others for the professional development of postdocs.  That apart, there is a strong commitment to staff development for researchers (including professional qualifications) and support staff, recognised in the award of Investors in People status to NFER.  Their biggest challenge is to develop mid-career research managers on which a number of false starts have been made; they are still actively seeking solutions.

8.  All staff are offered permanent contracts.  HE salary scales are used but flexibly; and there are other benefits including a good and secure pension scheme, confidential counselling, and an annual all staff awayday.  New this year is an annual bonus triggered by meeting targets on turnover, overhead recovery, dissemination, survey response rates, proposal hit rate: payment is 50% at a flat rate, 50% salary-related and averaged about £1000.  The Slough location means high house prices as an inhibition on researcher recruitment and low unemployment on support staff recruitment.

9.  In discussion a number of points were made

· low turnover can be as problematic as high turnover since new staff are needed to challenge existing thoughts and practices.

· should rewards for good performance be offered to individuals, projects, departments or the organisation as a whole?  how to avoid the problem of freeloaders?  A partial response was that freeloaders’ underperformance should be addressed directly through staff management.

· how are top managers recruited and retained?  At NFER there is a Trustees remuneration committee.  At PSI top salaries go higher than the HE scales used elsewhere, are set in relation to the wider labour market, but there are no automatic increments.

· probation periods varied greatly - some thought 3, even 6 months too short to test a range of skills; this might be possible over 12 months if a varied work experience was actively planned.  It was though noted that there is no standing in employment law for probation and so the longer the period, the weaker the employer’s case if dismissal is challenged at tribunal.

· the mid-career development of researchers to take on leadership, portfolio development, staff management seemed problematic everywhere: how can this be accelerated?  HE promotion criteria value academic reputation above management competence.  Experience suggested that recruitment at that level is not an easy option.  Is there a case for a research centres’ management development programme?

Work organisation for productivity and creativity

10.  In this session the issues were addressed in three parallel discussion groups - led by Ruth Hancock of the Nuffield Community Care Studies Unit, University of Leicester; Mark Harrison, Centre for Social Action, de Montfort University; and Sue Large, SPRU, University of Sussex.  Each group was invited to report back its three most important conclusions on how to foster productive and creative work in research centres.

11.  This resulted in 7 conclusions -

· getting all staff to buy in to the centre’s mission - through multiple and repeat communications and genuine involvement of support staff (groups A and B)

· securing ownership through processes engaging people rather than mission (C)

· promoting good time management, enabling staff to become pro-active not just reactive (A)

· recognising and valuing various forms of ‘glue’ that bind the organisation together (A)

· creating a loose structure with permeable internal and external boundaries (B)

· encouraging independence and risk taking but also responsibility (B), while recognising the tension between development and delivery (C)

· distinguishing individual and collective morale (C).

Discussion of these conclusions reminded participants of a point made by John Purcell about successful knowledge enterprises, that is, their commitment to seek out ‘good work’ which would be exciting and rewarding to do (‘love jobs’ was another term suggested), even if they may not always pay that well.

Professional and career development

12.  Two presentations opened this session.  Leela Damodaran of Loughborough University reported work undertaken by a consortium of universities under the HEFCE Good Management initiative.  This analysed how researchers could review their development in three dimensions -

· categories of skill - distinguishing research skills, personal/interpersonal skills, management skills

· different tasks within the research cycle - from developing a research proposal, through securing the resources for it, to its delivery and the inclusion of its findings in domain knowledge

· different levels of responsibility or career stages - which it dubbed foundation, intermediate, advanced and expert.

This analysis carried forward work undertaken originally under the aegis of DORCISS in the mid 1990s. The report was published earlier this year and is available on www.shef.ac.uk/~gmprcs/final_report.

13.  Claire Watt, HR and training manager, and Meriel Barclay, Director of Finance, both at the National Centre for Social Research, then presented recent proposals at the centre.  Its essence is a continuous system of feedback and review within a competence framework.  Elements are informal monthly one-to-one meetings, personal development plans, 360 degree feedback, annual formal appraisal, the possibility of a link to pay; and importantly training for all staff in performance management.  Important underlying principles are that performance management is as devolved as possible and that senior management must lead by example.

14. In discussion a number of points were made -

· most people seemed happier working to an agreed brief, provided that it also allowed them time for reflection

· the Centre for Research in Social Policy at Loughborough had experimented with a ‘summer writing school’ when research staff were given two weeks to write - often jointly - an article for publication arising from their work; SPRU have a similar week long arrangement; NFER offers 1-3 week deals for reading, writing, visits, conferences

· fellowships were favoured - the new ESRC Fellowships were noted.

15. Meriel Barclay noted some recent developments at NatCen designed to foster career development -

· structural changes to open up new challenges for staff to develop and retain them

· recruitment of promising researchers to the centre rather than hired for a specific project 

· building complementary skills and personalities in project teams - consciously trying to avoid the danger of cloning.

This last proposal led to an unresolved discussion about the validity and value of psychometric testing.

In conclusion

16. Ben Martin, Director of SPRU at the University of Sussex was asked to close the workshop.  He noted that ARCISS was an association of people with shared generic interests which - for those in HEIs - were not always recognised by their university colleagues.  That was why he found its events helpful and this had been no exception; indeed the presentation by John Purcell on experience in sectors other than research had added extra stimulus to thought.  It is this unique value of ARCISS that should be stressed in recruiting new members.

William Solesbury

May 2003

Annex

Issues for consideration on the seminar sessions

A.  Challenges and practices in recruitment and retention of research and support staff in research centres

How much autonomy should (HEI) centres have in recruitment?

Which selection techniques are most reliable?

What contractual terms and conditions should be offered?

What formal induction is needed?

Why do people leave? what is an acceptable level of staff turnover?

How should reward relate to experience and performance?

How is under perfomance best handled?

How to offer continuity of employment with an uncertain income stream? 

B.  Challenges and practices in work organisation for creativity and productivity

How can research and support staff become ‘signed up’ to the centre’s mission?

Should centres structure work in subject groups? for work planning? as cost centres?

How to balance individual researchers interests with centre priorities?  

How important is morale?  what influences it?

How permeable should the centre’s internal and external boundaries be?

What work planning and project management practices aid productivity and creativity?

Are others working in the field regarded as collaborators and/or competitors?

C.  Challenges and practices in professional and career development

What are the skills and competences required at various research career stages?

What systems of staff monitoring and appraisal work best?  how devolved should they be?

Do deals like sabbaticals, personal projects, and writing time pay off?

Do staff and centres benefit from variety of experience - in topics, style of research, role?

How big an investment in training and development?  which approaches give the best returns?

*  The research is reported in Swart, Kinnie and Purcell, People and Performance in Knowledge Intensive Firms, CIPD, 2003 ISBN 0852929765





