This document is intended as a briefing paper, mainly for internal use, to help encourage senior leaders/REF leads to understand the role of researcher developers and their link to the REF.
How Researcher Development Supports Institutional Research Excellence Framework (REF) and Strategy, People and Research, Environment (SPRE) Submissions
For REF 2029, Strategy, People and Research Environment (SPRE) accounts for 20% of the overall assessment, marking a decisive shift away from judging research excellence on outputs alone. Institutions will be assessed on whether they provide credible, effective, and sustainable conditions in which research and researchers can thrive. 
Researcher Development (RD) has a key enabling role in supporting strong, credible institutional REF SPRE submissions, focused on the people, culture and leadership within the research environment. RD contributes to the creation of an effective and rewarding research environment and is a core component in preparing for REF, being uniquely positioned to shape, evidence, and articulate this environment.

Driving Research Culture, Capacity and Capability Building
Researcher Developers (RDs) directly shape the environment that REF now evaluates through leadership development, coaching and mentoring, project management, and culture-focused interventions. 
RDs improve the quality of supervision, leadership capability, interdisciplinary collaboration, inclusion, integrity, and researcher wellbeing across the institution and are central to fostering inclusive, supportive, and collaborative research environments. 
They lead initiatives that promote research integrity, equality, diversity, and inclusion (EDI), and open research practices. They design and deliver evidence-based training and professional development programmes for researchers at all levels, from Postgraduate Researchers (PGRs) to Professors. 
Researcher wellbeing is enhanced by providing confidential coaching, mentoring, and "safe spaces" for reflection. RDs improve researcher resilience and satisfaction, which directly impacts the retention of talent.
This work strengthens the actual research environment, rather than merely describing it. As a result, SPRE narratives supported by RD activity are evidence-based, defensible, and aligned with lived researcher experience.

Alignment Between Strategy and Practice
RDs are critical to institutional delivery of culture strategy, connecting academics, professional services, and senior strategy. RDs translate external expectations and policies (such as REF SPRE criteria, Researcher Development Concordat commitments, and funder culture requirements) into practical institutional action. They ensure that people and culture focused commitments, including professional and career development, are integral to the institution’s strategy and are implemented consistently across faculties and disciplines, reducing reliance on isolated policy statements or uneven local practice.

Narrative Evidence Generation, Impact and Reach
From a REF perspective, RDs play a central role in evidence development and narrative coherence. SPRE requires institutions to demonstrate understanding of their research culture, identify challenges, evidence progress, and show impact over time. RDs are specialists in gathering and interpreting qualitative and mixed-methods evidence, using tools such as sector surveys, longitudinal culture surveys, focus groups, and insight gained through coaching and mentoring. They convert this intelligence into clear institutional narratives that go beyond metrics to demonstrate maturity, self-awareness, and continuous improvement - qualities REF panels increasingly expect.
Institutions need to present a coherent SPRE narrative and must mitigate against fragmented or contradictory accounts from different stakeholders. RDs work in an interdisciplinary/cross-faculty/cross-institutional context and are effective connectors across institutional silos bringing deep insight into the diverse roles that enable research (including technicians and research-adjacent staff). We are well-placed to support alignment of SPRE narratives and increase confidence that institutional claims are consistent and credible.

Research outputs
In addition, RD activity to support researchers in preparing and applying for research funding contributes to REF SPRE criteria. Funder expectations increasingly assess researcher development opportunities including, leadership quality, team capability, culture, EDI, and responsible research practice - which are areas directly supported by RDs. Institutions with a breadth and depth of researcher development provision can better evidence the provision of people development support.  This enhances grant applications and REF SPRE submissions, highlighting how investment in RD contributes to multiple institutional strategic priorities.
Conversely, reduced or absent RD capacity creates significant institutional risk. This includes weaker SPRE narratives, limited access to meaningful culture evidence, superficial compliance with REF expectations, inconsistent leadership and supervision quality, and reduced ability to demonstrate long-term, developmental research environments. Given SPRE’s weighting, this represents a substantial performance, reputational, and financial risk.

Conclusion
Researcher Development is a strategic enabler of REF performance, not a discretionary support function or solely a “training provider”. RDs are core strategic partners in delivering REF and SPRE by improving research culture in practice, translating policy into action, generating robust qualitative evidence, and crafting coherent, credible institutional narratives. Sustained investment in and engagement with Researcher Development is therefore essential to protecting REF outcomes, funding competitiveness, and the institution’s long-term research excellence.
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