
Guidance for Heads of Department, Directors of Research and Line Managers, 
 

As many of you are aware, for REF 2021 there has been a deliberate shift from any focus on individuals’ 

eligibility and circumstances to, instead, a focus on each UoA submission being a collective endeavour 

for joint benefit. There is no longer a specific outputs quota linked to each person, therefore, the REF 

approach to adjusting the number of outputs required based on circumstances has changed.  

Research England want to see universities encourage individuals to declare their circumstances through 

a confidential process. The purpose is to ensure that all staff receive the support they require and that 

an inclusive research culture is promoted. These circumstances will be declared through a form (online 

and downloadable) and reviewed by the Eligibility Review Group. The individual can indicate if they are 

happy for the form to be shared more widely.  

We have included specific guidance below for those of you in leadership and management positions 

to support colleagues which explains the process and the confidentiality of the process, data 

collection and use of the information provided. 

Reductions can be made to the UoA’s required number outputs if circumstances have resulted in a 

disproportionate effect on the UoA’s ability to meet the total number required. Circumstances include: 

• Individuals with Early Career Researcher (ECR) status, junior clinical academics, or those having 

undertaken secondments or career breaks. 

• Those who have experienced periods of absence or disruption due to family situations, long-

term illness or other special circumstances. 

The minimum of one required output per individual may be waived if an individual has experienced the 

equivalent of 46 months of special circumstances or absence and has no publications between 1st 

January 2014 and 31st December 2020. 

At Exeter, there may only be a very small number of cases where we can request these adjustments.  

COVID-19 - The minimum requirement of one output may be waived where the combination of 

individual staff circumstances earlier in the assessment period and the effects of COVID-19 has had an 

exceptional effect so that a staff member has not been able to produce an eligible output. However, if a 

staff member has published an output between 1st January 2014 and the 31st July 2020, then they 

cannot request for a waiver of the minimum requirement.  

While we have robust ways in which departments already ensure that colleagues receive the support 

required, please do encourage all REF eligible staff to complete these forms as a way to alert relevant 

parts of the University (should they wish) to access confidential help and to support the team ethos of 

our REF submissions. 

We are asked to report Early Career status (specifically as defined by REF20211) amongst staff on 

Education & Research and Research contracts but can only do so through this process.  

The Eligibility Review Group propose that each UoA/department undertake the following: 

1) Heads of Department lead on sharing information and guidance about the importance of 

completing these forms, the benefits for the individual/collective, and offer reassurance on 

confidentiality of the process. 

 

2) Directors of Research review lists of all REF eligible staff who have started on/or since 1st 

August 2016 and encourage those who are Early Career Researchers to complete the form. Early 

 
1 The REF definition is those who have had their first post with significant responsibility for research since 1st August 2016. 



Career Researchers may be on Education & Research contracts or Research-only contracts. DoRs 

will be given these lists when available and will be provided with guidance at the time. 

Guidance for Heads of Department 
 

Purpose 
Heads of Department, please ensure all members of your department or those that you manage are 

aware that this is a voluntary exercise and that completion is aimed at having these benefits: 

o Adjustments to REF2021’s required output numbers of the group/UoA as a whole; 

o An opportunity for each individual to ensure that the support they might require is available; 

o Ensuring that the department/UoA/College is able to make any necessary adjustments that allows 

the research community to be practising an inclusive research culture. 

 

Career status circumstances 
• The only way in which the University or UoA can formally capture the number of Early Career 

Researchers (as defined by REF) is if they complete this form. As such, Early Career Researcher 

status is seen as a type of “circumstance”. 

• Early Career Researcher (ECR) status, as defined by REF20212 has no negative consequences. 

REF2021 panels are keen to ensure that those who are ECRs are treated fairly. 

• Particularly where a UoA might have a large number of ECRs, completing this form may allow the 

UoA to ask for an adjustment to the expected total number of publications; in keeping with the 

expectations that a department might have of staff at this stage of their career. 

• DoRs will be sent a list of all staff who have started on or since 1st August 2016 so that those who 

might be ECRs can be encouraged to complete the form. 

 

Personal circumstances 
• If colleagues haven’t previously disclosed circumstances to a department, there is no requirement 

to do so now.  

• However, if they wish, they can ask that an HR Business Partner is made aware so that they can 

support a referral to Occupational Health.  

• Also, if they wish, they can request that the Head of Department and Line Manager is made aware. 

This could be to ensure suitable acknowledgement of the experiences faced over this period, or 

to ensure that adjustments are put in place for the expectations of that individual. 

• Completing the form might be challenging for some. Do remind all staff that they have access to 

counselling services and, if they have previously been in contact with Occupational Health, they 

can contact them for support to complete this form. 

• The form asks for descriptions and asks for an estimation of the period of time that the individual 

has experienced the specific circumstance(s). If someone has experienced multiple types of 

circumstances they are encouraged to complete the form as fully as possible. 

 

Reassuring colleagues about the confidentiality of the process 
Completion and return of this form is voluntary and individuals will not be put under any pressure to 

declare information if they do not wish to do so. This form is the only means by which the university will 

 
2 The REF definition is those who have had their first post with significant responsibility for research since 1st 
August 2016. 

http://www.exeter.ac.uk/staff/employment/abouthr/contact/businesspartnersadvisors/
https://www.exeter.ac.uk/staff/wellbeing/pro-counselling/
https://www.exeter.ac.uk/staff/wellbeing/oh/


be gathering this information; we will not be consulting HR records or similar. Personal data will only be 

kept for the duration of the REF submission period, in line with General Data Protection Regulations.  

The UoA will receive the number of FTE that have accrued a reduction and what that reduction could be. 

However, they will not receive the list of names of those of who have submitted forms or those whose 

circumstances have accrued a reduction. 

The Head of Department and DoR will only receive the names of those individual who have had the 

minimum requirement of one output waived. Therefore, the UoA Output Selection Panel may see the list 

of names of those for whom no output is required. No other information of that individual’s circumstances 

will be shared. 

DoRs will receive lists of all staff who started on or after 1st August 2016 irrespective of whether they are 

ECRs or not. DoRs will use that list to encourage ECRs to complete the form and are permitted to contact 

the Secretariat to confirm if colleagues who are identified as ECRs have submitted a form. 

Only if consent has been provided will further information be shared with the HoD or Line Manager, 

purely to enable better support in the work environment. 

Personal information will not be passed to other departments unless the person who provided the original 

data has specifically granted permission.  
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