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The GIM President Adelina Broadbridge welcomed everyone, especially the guest speakers. The idea behind the event was to keep proceedings fairly informal. The speakers were happy to take questions. Beverly Metcalfe circulated the call for papers for EURAM 2005 on the Gender, Diversity and Management Track. Everyone introduced themselves and outlined previous success and failure in attracting grants from bodies such as the ESRC, ESF, Leverhulme, IDSF, AHRB, DFES.

The first speaker was Carol Woodhams from Manchester Metropolitan University. She spoke on the topic Getting Research Monies. She talked about her experience in attracting grants from Nuffield, the ESRC and ESF from 2002-2005 with particular regard to employing disabled workers and equal opportunities. She gave advice on getting started, covering issues such as confidence, identifying a relevant area and putting together the proposal. She commented that the hardest thing was to make the first step. It was best to start small with applications for grants of around £5k and then set a clear path from the context through to the final dissemination. It was important to consider what journals and what academics/practitioners would be interested in the research. It was important to integrate the various sections of the proposal and to ensure credibility of the research area. Other important factors related to the clarity, appropriateness and practicality of the proposal. Are we actually adding to existing knowledge through our empirical work? Do we ask for sufficient funds from what we want to do? It is important to keep the proposal focused but not too brief. Avoid unnecessary context. Remember that there is a balance to be struck. There is a need to ensure your own credibility in the proposal – this is not the time to be modest. Once the proposal is drafted, it needs to be refined. This can be done by getting others to read it, and also through networking with successful grant holders., You need to show that the proposal has all round strengths. One thing to consider is whether to work on your own or with others. It may be important early on to establish links with well known, successful bidders. You need to reflect on epistemology and the politics of the proposal topic. You need to think about the paradigms and methodologies you are using. It’s good to find out about the previous grants the bodies have funded. You need to get university support for your application. At the newer universities, for example, grants may not automatically be welcomed. Think about what you will do if and when you get the grant.

Following Carol’s presentation, questions and discussion focused on issues relating to costings/financing. Was there a magic formula to help with costings? You need to find out what your university will give in terms of support. Trying to get the relevant information can be a nightmare. You’ve got to be prepared to argue your corner sometimes. Sometimes it’s a political game because of where you come from. You’ve got to be aware of the politics and the games being played. An issue was the competencies of the referees and the need for an appeals process and transparency. Support for your application may be available in house but some universities are bad at promoting their services. There was some discussion on teaching buyouts. There may be different attitudes depending on whether the university was traditional or new. 

The second presentation was by Sonia Liff from Warwick University on the ESRC’s (Various) Refereeing Processes. She discussed the refereeing process, describing grant getting as a mixture of hard work and luck. Understanding the system helps The referees’ decisions are the key to funding approval. Sonia focused on her experience (success and failure) as a bidder and as a referee. She has been a panel member for Gender and (In)equalities Strand of the Priority Networks Competition 2002-3. She was also part of a network of researchers at the end of the 1980s which focused on getting gender issues given more weight within the ESRC funding on social aspects of new technologies. The strategy included identifying the absence of gender research in existing funding. She outlined three types of ESRC research funding:

1. research centres and groups

2. research programmes/priority networks, such as the E-Society

3. research grants

An ad hoc committee is established to judge applications under the programmes and priority network schemes (this is a mixture of academics in the field plus ‘users’ – people who would benefit from your research). It’s often a two stage process. The first stage involves refereeing by committee members and the second stage involves external referees and committee members. Sonia also discussed the research grants scheme where the researcher initiates the application. This is then rated by external referees. Some are then rejected. The best go forward to the Research Board with additional comments from Research Board Members. Proposals are judged by a mixture of specialists in your field, together with those in related fields and ‘users’. The balance varies depending on the type of application and the stage of the process. You need to write in a way that addressed these audiences and in terms of providing signals for the identification of appropriate referees. Discussion then focused on how referees were chosen. They are normally identified by the ESRC’s research support teams, from personal knowledge, academic websites, Board member suggestions, databases like BIDS and the ESRC database. They also normally approach one of the applicant nominated referees. Excluded potential referees include those with a current bid under the same programme, those from the same institution as the applicant’s (these are also excluded from the assessment process), anyone from the panel (or the advisory board of the programme). Refereeing is not double blind. You get to see who the applicant is but referees are anonymous to the applicant. Referees are asked to comment if they know the applicant and their work. Referees are asked about their competence to assess and to comment on the originality of the bid, its contribution to knowledge and to give an overall grading (alpha plus, alpha, alpha minus, beta, reject). There is no appeals process. Not all alpha rated projects get funding. There is some data available from the ESRC’s annual reports on success rates by institution and by gender. There is feedback to applicants in terms of detailed comments in support of the grades the referees have given. There are varying degrees of detail and helpfulness. 

Some discussion ensured including the fact that there is nothing in place regarding an appeals process. There is a need for quality control and transparency. You could approach the ESRC now under the auspices of the Freedom of Information Act to find out about their quality control systems. If you keep applying, it shouldn’t count against you. You need to submit the end of grant report otherwise you won’t be successful in the future. 

The third presentation was by Ardha Danieli from the University of Warwick. She spoke on Securing ESF Research Grants. She began by discussing funding under Objective Three in the higher education sector. She was looking specifically at equal opportunities in the labour market. She heard about this funding opportunity via a network. The projects are managed by Liverpool John Moores university. The Equal Opportunities in the Labour Market included a call for proposals on equal opportunities, social exclusion, discrimination in employment and gender. There was no limit on the amount you could apply for. Funds are held at one institution even if it is a collaborative project. You are able to buy out your time working on the project at various points. Ardha identified twelve criteria used to evaluate proposals: the need for the project, links with UK policies, the project aims and main focus, project activities, methodology, resources to be applied, track record, partnership, monitoring and evaluation, publicity, outcomes and dissemination. ESF will provide 45% of the total cost of the projects. Partners need to provide the remainder in ‘kind’, made up of the time any of their employees spend on the project. Costs should be estimated at the start of the project – this is very difficult to do. The amount of cash available from ESF depends on being able to meet matched funding estimates. You need the early commitment of your organisation. SF commented that you need to learn al you can about the accounting system with overhead costs to match funds. ESF projects are externally audited each year. The auditors were the university’s auditors. The auditors require evidence of actual spend and actual match funding spend. They may want to audit the match funding providers too. For match funding you need various forms of evidence including signed time sheets by each person involved in the project, stating their actual hourly rates of pay which should include the oncosts to their employer. There are problems encountered with this approach – participants don’t know their hourly rate of pay, they don’t want to disclose their pay and they don’t know what on-costs are. They don’t know who to ask about on-costs. People under-estimate how much time they spend on the project. Organisational internal accounting systems don’t generate invoices. Ardha was asked what was the impact of not being able to produce matched funding. Researchers spend time chasing up time sheet invoices. If you can’t produce match funding, the amount of cash is reduced to retain a 45/55% split. If the difference in estimated and actual spend is greater than 30% of the total budget, you need to recalculate for the following year. Lessons from the field include the following: if you don’t have institutional support, be prepared to spend a lot of time on administration, usually your own time. Make sure that your institution wants ESF grants. You need to ensure that your partner organisation knows about the extensive paper trail that is needed before they sign up. Think creatively about how to generate more match funding. Hold seminars in your own institution and disseminate information. The main lessons are that administrators and auditors don’t understand research. They wanted signed timesheets from people who completed questionnaires, detailing their actual hourly rate of pay! 

Ardha was asked if it was worthwhile – she said yes. ESF don’t ask for specific outcomes but they are keen on publicity and dissemination to policy bodies and practitioners. The Steering Group helped direct the project. Ardha was asked whether you should go for ESRC or ESF first. She pointed out that although competition for ESF grants was not as great as for ESRC grants, the administrative burden with ESF grants was greater.  If your institution welcomed ESF grants, understands the administration requirements and was had dedicated administrative support for ESF projects then ESF grants might be seen as a first port of call.   A question was asked about inter-disciplinary issues. This varies with different things. Social science research is incredibly cheap compared with EPSRC research. This is why there is now collaborative funding. Most people are doing interdisciplinary research now. Ardha was asked if there was a methodological bias. There are differences in marketing and human resource management. There may be a particular methodology in a specific field. There is a level of luck. Other questions included the need for a track record of small grants before you applied for a large ESRC-like grant, who goes in as the lead (those with a track record or without track record) and should you go with others inside/outside your own institution.  

