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Annex 20

TRAC fEC:  Estimating academic staff time

Scope

This Annex provides advice and suggestions that can be used to guide academics as they estimate the time that they will spend on a research project, pre-application.

Status

The material in this Annex was originally issued in April 2004.

Notes to users:

· the references to the Manuals refer to the original Volume III (TRAC fEC);

· it is now recommended that academics are encouraged to estimate the total hours required for the whole project, and not to focus on average hours per week, or percentages of time.  Focussing on the total project hours represents good costing practice, as it removes any uncertainty (and therefore lack of robustness) about how many hours or weeks are worked in a year, or how many years are worked on the project.  The Research Councils are asking for an estimate of total hours on a project, not average hours per week;

· section (d) of this Annex refers to the time spent in training and supervising PGRs.  The Guidance has now changed in this area:  Research project time should not include time spent training or supervising project or tied studentships which the sponsor is funding as part of the project – the two should be recorded separately.

It is good practice to cost the time spent on PGR activity, and this can be done using the methods (ii) or (iv)  referred to in section (c) of the Annex.  However, this time should be kept separate from the time estimated for their research work and the management of RA activity.  

The reason for this is the different methods used to fund the time, used by the Research Councils.  Research project time is funded by the Research Councils as a % of fEC.  Time spent on supervising PGR students is funded by the Research Councils on a fixed fee, not cost.

Estimating academic staff time on projects

This annex provides advice and suggestions that can be used to guide academics as they estimate the time that they will spend on the research project being bid for.  

This paper is not designed for distribution to academic staff as it stands: it is to inform those who are responsible for implementation, including those taking forward the training strategy, who can ensure that appropriate advice is provided to academics when needed.

This paper has been developed following discussions with academics across a number of disciplines about the methods that they currently use to estimate time on a research project.   

It builds on the methods given in Section B1 of Volume III of the Manual.  All mandatory requirements shown as should, below, are either repeating or describing more fully the mandatory requirements already given in Volume III – there are no new requirements given below.

This annex covers:

a) the unit of time that should be used when estimating;

b) issues about estimating time;

c) methods that can be used to estimate time on a project;

d) time spent in training and supervising PGR students;

e) improving robustness.

a) The unit of time 

For staff who are working on more than one project or activity, it is good practice for their time to be estimated in terms of actual hours.

The alternative, a % of time, is susceptible to definitional problems, as discussed below.

Actual hours

It is good practice to use actual hours, rather than a % of time.  Its calculation shows a direct understanding of the resource inputs required on the project, it is simpler, it facilitates comparisons between projects, and it helps to avoid any possible understatement of time (or costs).   

The number of hours per week would be multiplied by the weeks available for this work (which is unlikely to be 52 weeks) to provide the total hours for a year.  This would be multiplied by the standard cost per hour, to arrive at the estimated cost of the PI input for that project.  The calculation of the standard cost per hour is covered in paragraph B1-34 et seq.

As a % of time

Whilst the use of an estimated % of time is also an acceptable method, its use is complex, and great care is required.  Time might have been defined by the academic as either total available time (hours worked in the year, e.g. based on a ‘normal’ 40 hour week) or total notional or standard time (1650 hours a year, 37.5 hours a week).

When costing these % estimates, or comparing these %s with estimates on other similar projects, the definitions would need to be clearly understood, or the data will be misinterpreted and potentially lead to undercosting:

If the total standard hours for a year is 1650, and if 10% of an individual’s time (based on hours available) was to be spent on a project, then their time would be wrongly calculated if the following calculation was used: 10% * 1650 = 165 hours per year.  If they generally work 40 hours a week (not 37.5 standard hours), the total number of hours would be correctly calculated as 10% * 1650 * 40/37.5   i.e. 176 hours.

As this shows, definitions are critical when costing the estimated time.  If a % of total available time is applied to an annual salary, then the costs may be understated, compared to the result that would have been derived from the alternative method of actual hours, above.

If care is not taken in this area, the time and costs are likely to be understated.  This would mean that the department is making those hours available at a discounted price, and thereby agreeing to provide an additional subsidy to the sponsor of the project.

If an academic prefers to estimate in terms of % of time, they should be instructed: 

a) to think in terms of time available, and 

b) to convert the % into hours for costing purposes using time available.

Because of the complications with the % approach, and the difficulty of translating a % into hours centrally (with no records of hours available or worked), it is simpler, and good practice, to estimate in terms of hours, above.

Double-charging

Various methods have been included within Volume III that should avoid any double-charging of costs to research sponsors.   These include the following:

· the number of hours charged by any one academic to any one project should not exceed the standard working hours i.e. 1650 p.a. in the example above;

· if the academic is deemed to be directly and wholly charged to this project (e.g. some research fellowships, many RAs), then all of their time, expressed in terms of one FTE, or 1650 hours, should be charged to the project.

Definitions

The estimated time should include all time that is defined as Research under TRAC, but not Support time.    Time spent in preparing a grant application or interviewing potential PGR students is Support time, and should not be included.  Project management time should be included, as should time spent in writing papers and in the dissemination of these, and the time clinical academics spend in preparing documents and reports for the university’s Ethics Committee.  A total estimate of the time on these, and all other activities, is required (they need not be costed individually).  

It is good practice to remind academics of the TRAC definitions.

b)
Issues about estimating time

Estimating time on long-running projects cannot be done with precision.  It is not always clear how much time a project will require, particularly where it is cutting-edge research, and the academics may be ‘looking for the unknown’.   

Some projects are based on a detailed work programme, whilst others are much more open and the time that academics have available can determine the amount of time spent on the project.  Sometimes the academic value of the work dictates the amount of time spent, rather than the project title or specification.  A range of factors could determine whether a project is more or less time-consuming, for example:

· whether the academic is the principal investigator or a co-investigator;

· the experience of the RA/s;

· the academic’s experience with this type of project, methodology, or techniques;

· the number of partners;

· the number of principal investigators or co-investigators;

· whether the type of equipment has been used before;

· the number of papers that may be written;

· sponsors’ administrative requirements;

· how the work is planned (for example the number of qualitative interviews in social sciences, and who is to do them).

During the project the work could develop in a variety of ways, and these are not known at the outset.  Actual time might therefore vary considerably from original estimates, for example:

· if there is a problem, or set-back, the research project will suddenly require more time than perhaps originally estimated;

· similarly, if the work is proving productive, or is close to making a real break-through, then more time might be spent;

· academics new to research may take longer to do the work than a more experienced member of staff;

· the time spent on a project will vary by year, and by month within the year.  In any one year less time may be spent if the academic has a busy Teaching load;

· the time spent may well be dependent upon other external factors, for example, clinical academics time is often dependent upon the patients being recruited for research work;

· there is sometimes a long elapsed time after the formal programme of work has finished, while the report/s are being completed;

· and the potential for publication and the number and type of papers and books produced (and the associated work of proof-reading, edit and review), is generally not known at the start of the project.

Despite these issues, most academics are probably able to make a reasonable estimate of the time that they usually spend on a particular type of project.  Using judgement based on experience, many academics already feel that they can establish a range of estimated hours that represents most of their projects.  Whilst actual time on any one project might fluctuate significantly, an average based on this range is likely to provide a reasonable estimate, and is an acceptable basis for funding by the Research Councils and OGDs.

c)
Methods of estimating time on a project

The following describes a range of methods that could be used by an academic to estimate their time on a project.

i) Zero-based estimate:

The hours required to carry out the work could be built up, based on a detailed programme of work, and experience of these types of project. 

The hours required to carry out the work on a project could be estimated separately for each seminar or term for each year of the project (and including time at the end of the project).    An overall total would be produced for the project as a whole.

This is good practice.

However, a range of other methods, using standards or proxies to help arrive at fair and reasonable estimates, is also acceptable under TRAC.  These would be improved over time with the measures institutions take to improve robustness (see (e) below).

ii) Using TRAC data:

(the numbers given here are purely illustrative)

· take the % of time an academic spends on R (from TRAC) (say 40%);

· exclude the time spent training or supervising research students (see below);

· multiply by the number of hours generally worked in a week (say 40) and the number of weeks available in the year (say 44).  This gives a total available time of (e.g.) 40 * 44 = 1760 hours available * 40% time on Research = 704 hours available for Research a year;

· allocate between the number of projects being worked on (including institutional-own-funded), assuming they are broadly equal in size, or weights could be applied.  Assuming 5 projects, this gives:

· 140 actual hours per project p.a. or 140/12 i.e. 12 hours a project per month (assuming the project will be charged monthly).

iii) Using total time available:

Research time might be considered to be the time available after teaching, administration duties and scholarship/consultancy entitlements have been met.  Time on PGR supervision would then need to be specifically excluded.  Again, the time then available for Research could be divided by the number of (broadly similar) projects that are being worked on if there are more than one.  Weightings could be attached to these projects to reflect their different size of demands.  Institutional-own-funded research would be either included as one of these projects, or separately estimated and excluded from the time available for contract Research.

iv) Using the number of RAs:

Each RA on a project might require on average the same amount of time from the principal investigator – e.g. 3 hours per RA a week.  In addition the PI might need 2 hours per project a week (irrespective of the number of RAs) – or perhaps 4 hours for a more complex project or where the PI will be making a significant input.

Standards of this type could be developed for each discipline where RAs are normally employed on projects.

For the last three methods described under (ii) to (iv) above, the standards or estimates (of time per RA, time per project) should be weighted to reflect complex or time-consuming projects.  

It is not necessary to introduce complex systems for this – two types of project reflecting, for example, a ‘normal’ and a ‘heavy’ workload respectively, would suffice.  The factors listed above (under Issues in Estimating) might be useful in informing this classification (e.g. where a project shows more than one, or two, of these characteristics, then it could be regarded as a ‘heavy’ project in terms of workload).  It would be good practice for the institution to develop a set of common criteria for academics to use, perhaps based on the factors listed above, to reduce subjectivity.

Under all of the methods above, the total hours thus derived would then be averaged over the time period of the project.  A straight annual average could be used (the hours do not have to be profiled).

d) 
Time spent in training and supervising PGRs

Research project time should include time spent training or supervising project or tied studentships which the sponsor is funding as part of the project.

However, it should not include the time spent training or supervising any other research student, howsoever they are funded.   Use of methods (ii) to (iv) above should take this time into account.

The time spent training and supervising students can be difficult to estimate as supervision is often on an ‘open-door’ basis (although some supervisors schedule meetings or give students supervision time entitlements).  It should include time spent during the student’s period of probation or provisional registration; all discussions meetings and reviews of drafts and dissertations; and preparation for and attendance at vivas (whether by the first or other supervisor, mentor or advisor.)

The time spent varies by student, like that for research projects, because of a number of reasons.  These include, for example, the type of the research student (part-time; experience in research or consultancy; whether RA, technician or other university employee); whether they are working as part of a team or not; how many RAs there are on the team or nearby workbench (who can assist in supervision or just provide general support); the quality of the research student and whether they experience difficulties; closeness of thesis to the supervisor’s work; years taken to submission; whether the methodology is standard or unusual; the academic’s experience in supervision; whether the research is multidisciplinary; etc.

If the student is an embedded part of a research team, then most of the supervisor’s time cannot easily be separated from that of the project itself.  Here the use of a standard weekly hour input by the lead investigator/supervisor, for each PGR and each RA may prove a useful proxy.  This was described as method (c) above.  For example:


two RAs
each requiring one hr/wk (using the ‘normal’ standard)


one PGR
requiring one hr/wk


balance of hours required for own research, completion of project etc: 

2 hrs/wk


total number of hours required  for this project and PGR student: 5 hrs/wk

When setting these standards, academics should consider whether the average time spent supervising a PGR is the same or different from the average time spent supervising a RA, or the average balance of time spent on a project. 

Again these standards for PGR supervision could be weighted for ‘heavy’ or ‘standard’ supervision workloads, based on the sort of characteristics described above.

PGR students also attend courses which may be on an interdisciplinary basis, often connected with a taught or research Masters programme.  The academics’ time spent in preparing and teaching these programmes would be allocated to Teaching.  This should not, therefore, be included in the estimate of time on a research project.  For project studentships, it would appear as part of the (directly allocated) cost of the training courses that the student is likely to attend. 

e)
Improving robustness

It is good practice for academics to compare experiences of estimating, and to benchmark.  Institutions should formally advise academics on methods that they could use to estimate time; compare these methods and estimates; and introduce some method of reviewing some of the estimates (perhaps using a small scale sampling approach).

It is good practice for institutions to consider the level of input that they have been suggesting to Research Councils when bidding for projects before September 2005.  The Research Councils will be comparing the levels of input currently being estimated with the estimates made on the new basis.  There may be good reasons for the two to be different.










