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Purpose 

Consultation on the draft process for the management of complaints and investigations (C&I) relating to the 
implementation the Codes of practice produced by HEIs for the Research Excellence Framework (REF) 2021. 

The purpose of the complaints and investigations process is to provide assurance to the UK funding bodies that COPs 
are being applied as set out by institutions participating in REF 2021 and provide assurance to the UK funding bodies 
of the accuracy of submissions to REF 2021. This assurance helps meet the UK funding bodies’ obligations concerning 
equality, diversity and inclusion. 

Action required 

BU to respond to this consultation by noon, 6 March 2020 using an online form.  

Complaints 

Complaints can be submitted by any party. The C&I process will only investigate complaints that concern a potential 
breach of a COP. 

Complaints of the following type do not fall within the scope of the C&I process and will not be investigated:  
a. Complaints that do not concern an HEI’s application of its COP.  
b. Complaints regarding academic judgement.  
c. Anonymous complaints.  
d. Complaints regarding the conduct of specific staff members within an HEI. e. Complaints that have already 
been resolved through the funding bodies’ COP C&I process and for which there is no new relevant 
evidence. 

 
Research England expect that complaints will be resolved through the internal HEI appeals process documented 
within each COP in the first instance. 

The funding bodies will consider complaints where resolution has not been possible through an HEI’s internal 
processes.  

The funding bodies will not provide adjudication upon matters that are viewed not to concern a breach of COP 
process and reserve the right to refuse complaints on such a basis. 

Either party (the complainant or the HEI) may appeal a funding body’s COP C&I outcome. 

Investigations 

The purpose of investigations will be to determine whether a REF 2021 COP has been breached. In cases where it is 
determined that a COP has been breached, investigations will determine the extent of the breach and its impact 
upon an institution’s submission to REF 2021 

Should a funding body investigation conclude that there is insufficient evidence that the COP has been effectively 
adhered to, Research England will employ proportionate measures to address this. 

There are two types of investigation: 

a. Investigation of eligible individual complaints concerning the breach of a COP process  
b. Investigation of a suspected case of a systemic breach of a COP 

A systemic breach refers to a recurrent non-adherence to a COP. Rather than a single isolated breach, a systemic 
breach may be typified by an impact upon multiple people, indicating a routine or widespread misapplication of a 
COP. Where a systemic breach is suspected, the funding bodies may investigate. 

 

https://re.ukri.org/news-eventspublications/publications/ref-2021-codes-of-practice-complaints-and-investigation-circular-letter.


Draft complaints & investigations process 

The draft C&I Process has three stages;  

Stage 1: REF team process - This panel will consider whether a complaint falls within scope of the C&I process and 
whether there is sufficient information to investigate. There are three potential outcomes: 

i. It is determined that the complaint is not within scope of the COP C&I process - the complaint will not be 
taken forwards and the complainant will be informed via email.  

ii. There is deemed to be insufficient evidence to investigate the complaint – The REF team panel may request 
further evidence from the complainant.   

iii. The complaint is deemed to meet the criteria for investigation 

Stage 2: Funding body process - Where the REF Director considers that there is sufficient evidence to warrant 
investigation the following process will be followed:  

a. The case will be considered by a funding body panel.  
b. The funding body panel will invite the head of the institution concerned to provide full evidence in relation 

to a case. The HEI will be provided with the information contained in the complaint, or upon which an 
investigation is based, in order to aid their gathering of evidence. The HEI will have ten working days to 
provide this information. 

c. The funding body panel will consider the evidence submitted by the HEI and will aim within 15 working days 
to make a recommendation to the relevant funding body, on whether a case should be upheld and any 
remedies applied (see table 1). 

d. Should the funding body panel require advice or additional information in order to reach a decision, 
Research England will notify the affected HEI and any complainant of a delay.  

e. Research England will then write to the HEI and complainant, should there be one, with the final decision 
and recommendations. It will be made clear at the outset of any investigation that details of the outcome 
and any remedy will be shared in full with the complainant.  

f. Overall, the funding body panel will aim to process complaints at this stage within 35 working days 

Stage 3: Appeals process 

A complainant or an HEI may choose to appeal a C&I process outcome. 

Appeals may only be made based upon the management and application of the C&I process and not upon the 
suitability of outcomes or the action taken. All parties to the original complaint or investigation will be notified upon 
the receipt of an appeal. 

Remedies 

Remedies will be proportionate to the COP breach. 

Remedies will be issued in order to correct the impact of a breach of a COP and provide the UK funding bodies with 
sufficient assurance that such a breach is less likely to occur in the future. 



 

 



 

 


