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‘Achieving the Best’

The Project

The University of Aberdeen’s ambition is to be a world-class University and performance management will be a key element in ensuring that this strategic aim is achieved.  The purpose of the project was to build upon the advancements that had already been made in relation to the introduction of a performance management framework and principles and in particular, to support the development needs of Research and Technical staff within the College of Life Sciences and Medicine.

The main aims and objectives of the project were to :

· Identify how line managers can help staff to understand the key duties and responsibilities attached to their role, how their role assists in the achievement of the strategic objectives of their team, School and the University, agree what an acceptable standard of performance is and provide them with support to ensure that these standards are met

· Assist line managers and those with supervisory roles to develop the appropriate skills to allow them to successfully manage their staffing responsibilities

· Establish an effective system of succession planning, to ensure that the future needs of the College are met and that individual members of staff develop the skills they need to progress in their chosen career

· Support the work which is currently ongoing in the College in a number of areas, including recruitment, induction, appraisal and leadership development

All of the project objectives have been achieved and the University is very proud that the principles underpinning the project have supported, and will now become embedded within, the College’s research strategy.

Methodology

Project Planning

To ensure that the project met the needs of the College, the Project Manager facilitated a number of focus group meetings with staff to publicise the project and in particular, to identify areas of priority which could be taken forward as part of the project plan.  The project plan was approved by the Project Board and has underpinned the work which has subsequently been undertaken.

Communication Strategy

A Project Website, containing information about the key aims and objectives of the project, was developed.  This site was regularly updated, advising staff of training and development opportunities available and providing monthly updates on progress made in delivering the aims of the project.  An on-line questionnaire to provide Research and Technical staff with an opportunity to raise areas of issues and concern was developed, but this proved to be unpopular, with members of staff preferring to contact the Project Manager directly.  Members of staff were also kept informed of progress via regular email bulletins.

Equality and Diversity Considerations

An explicit aim of the project was to encourage all members of staff to achieve their full potential.  In the planning phase of the project, the Project Manager organised a number of focus groups, including a meeting with the University’s Esslemont Group, which aims to promote the career and development needs of women within the College of Life Sciences and Medicine.  In addition, the focus groups were all specifically asked to identify any areas where the needs of minority groups were perceived to be different.  The results of these discussions contributed to the development of the Equality Impact Assessment on the project which has been considered and approved by a number of University committees, including Trades Union liaison committees, the Staffing & Development Committee and the Joint Committee on Equal Opportunities.

The delegates on the “Establishing Excellence Together“ programme were drawn from a number of different equality strands, encompassing both women and men, and those from ethnic minority backgrounds. 

KEY SUCCESSES

Development of a Skills Matrix
A matrix has been developed to enable skills planning to take place at both individual and team levels.  Members of a team rate their level of competence against two sets of skills; generic (applicable to all team members) and specific (applicable to the individual’s job). The individual results are then mapped onto the matrix using a traffic light system of; red (Requiring Development), amber (Requiring Refresher) and green (Competent).  The colour coding of the matrix has provided an efficient means to establish current skills levels at both individual and team level.  It has successfully provided enhanced opportunities for both line managers and individual members of staff to work together to identify skills gaps and training and career opportunities.

The Skills Matrix has developed into an exciting and innovative tool, which has unexpectedly received significant unsolicited interest, both from other areas within the University and from interested external parties.  It has been rolled out to a number of areas and staff categories within the College of Life Sciences & Medicine beyond the initial target group of Teaching Technicians. Interest has also been expressed in developing it for a group of staff in another College within the University. In addition, work is ongoing to test the suitability of the matrix as a recruitment tool. 

Mr Gordon Robertson, Staff Development Adviser, has been invited to present a short parallel session entitled “Developing A Skills Matrix for Technicians in the University of Aberdeen” at the Leadership Foundation 2007 Staff Development Conference on 8th/9th November 2007.  

Development Programme for Principal Investigators – “Establishing Excellence Together”

The planning phase of the project identified that there was a need for a development programme for PIs which would address good practice in research management and people management.  The initial element of the programme (targeted at new and aspiring PIs in collaboration with the Roberts Project) was delivered via a 24 hour residential session (lunchtime to lunchtime, with presentations from senior level staff including the University Secretary and Senior Vice Principal) and was followed by a number of lunchtime seminars on related topics.  

As a result of the positive feedback from delegates, Establishing Excellence Together will be embedded within the annual College training and development plan.  The programme has been discussed at a national level via the ScotHERD (Scottish Higher Education Researcher Development) group and with Professor Jim McGoldrick (Associate Director (Scotland) for the Leadership Foundation).  Significant interest has been expressed in the programme and the project at Aberdeen which may contribute to the national PI development initiative, currently under consideration.

A separate programme for more experienced PIs is under development and will be delivered in late 2007/early 2008.  

Competency Framework

A key aim of the project was to establish an effective system of succession planning to ensure that the future needs of the College were met and that individual members of staff developed the skills they needed to progress in their chosen career.  The development of the Competency Framework for the roles of Head of College, Head of School, Head of Graduate School and Senior Principal Investigator will assist in the development of the institutional Succession Planning Policy as outlined in the HR Strategic Plan.  It is also anticipated that the development of the Competency Frameworks will assist in the appraisal process and in identifying development needs of the postholders.

Production of a Management Handbook

A web-based Management Handbook (which is largely drawn from the work undertaken on the Establishing Excellence Together programme) is being developed as an “easy reference” guide to the key principles underpinning research and people management. The key aim of this Handbook is to support excellence in both the College of Life Sciences and Medicine and elsewhere within the University by addressing key leadership and management issues.  This Handbook will be available in full from autumn 2007.
Delivery of Training Sessions and Workshops

A number of training sessions and workshops have been delivered to achieve the objective of assisting line managers and those with supervisory roles to develop the appropriate skills to allow them to successfully manage their staffing responsibilities including the following:  

· Performance management

· Time management

· Project management

· Handling Difficult Staffing Situations (specific courses were developed for Research and Technical Staff)

· Successful Recruitment and Induction

· Research Finances, Knowledge Transfer, Commercialisation and Spin-offs

Key Activities

The tools developed throughout the project will have wider institutional benefits and will be rolled out across the University in future. Key highlights of the project include:
· Development of a Skills Matrix

· Development Programme for Principal Investigators – “Establishing Excellence Together”

· Competency Framework

· Production of a Management Handbook

· Delivery of Training Sessions and Workshops

Challenges

The initial planning phase of the project did not commence on schedule as a result of the unexpected absence and subsequent departure of the original Project Manager.  Despite this, the planning phase was completed on schedule and the key objectives of the project have been met.

Whilst feedback on the Establishing Excellence Together PI Development programme was extremely positive, an unanticipated challenge arose as a result of low participation in the lunchtime workshop sessions which supported the initial residential event.  The evaluation process identified time constraints and the pressures of research priorities as the key barrier to attendance.  It has therefore been agreed that future programmes will run as longer 2 day events, followed by a series of network events.

The Impact of the Project and Lessons Learned

The real success of the project has come in the following areas :

· Willingness of the College to sustain and embed the PI development programme within their core staff development plan

· Word of mouth enthusiasm for the development and use of the Skills Matrix resulting in its extension from a single pilot area of Teaching Technicians to wider areas encompassing a broad range of Academic and Support staff and applications including recruitment and selection

· Unsolicited enquiries from our other two Colleges for access to the development activities arising from this project

The outcomes of the project have been extremely positive (and have gone further than had originally been anticipated).  Moreover, the legacy which this project has provided is being built on by the College of Life Sciences and Medicine and will be cascaded to other areas in future.

Caroline Inglis


Director of HR


University of Aberdeen











PAGE  
1
Leadership Foundation Fellowship 2006-7


