
 

 

 

 

 

SHORT TERM SCIENTIFIC MISSION (STSM) REPORT 

Dr. Gréta Björk Kristjánsdóttir 

 

 

STSM Title: Investigating and comparing the research management structure of 
a small University located in a small country 

COST STSM Reference Number: COST-STSM-TN1302-32798 

Period:  4th - 9th April 2016 (a 4 day visit with 2 traveling days).   

COST Action: TN1302 

STSM type: Regular (from Iceland to Malta) 

Host institution: University of Malta 

 

 

Summary (this will be also used in the COST reporting form) 

The STSM between the University of Iceland (UoI) and the University of Malta 
(UoM) is intended primarily to share knowledge and best practices between the 
two Universities. UoI has a wider decentralised system of Research Support 
whereas the UoM has a more centralised system. These differences were 
identified particularly during a recent Training School organised under TN 1302 
BESTPRAC COST project in Nurnberg, in which members from both institutions 
participated. Since both Universities are situated in two small island states, their 
characteristics represent a very interesting context for comparison. Hence this 
proposed STSM, to share experiences and learn from each other, possibly leading 
to changes in both institutions that will fill in gaps that currently exist at the pre-
award or post-award phases and at centralised or decentralised levels. Currently 
both universities are facing a transition to new rectors respectively. Besides 
several challenges, these changes may represent an opportunity for proposing 
new ideas and directions in research support and management that may come 
from the knowledge sharing during this STSM.   

 



 

 

 

A. Purpose of the STSM 

Iceland and Malta are two nations with relatively similar population.  The small 
population is reflected in smaller national research grants and a strong need to 
obtain international research funds and collaboration in order to produce cutting 
edge science. Both institutes have found it very beneficial to visit other 
Universities to learn from their best research management practices, but a small 
University is often not able to emulate well the practices of much larger 
organisations.  The opportunity to visit another small state university and 
compare our best practices in research management is thus very relevant to 
both institutions involved.  

 

B. Detailed description of the work carried out during the STSM 

Day 1 1.a Meeting at the Valletta campus of the University of Malta 

1.b General introductions and becoming familiar about the generic 
aspects of both institutions 

Day 2 2.a Meeting at the Project Support Office, Regional Business Centre, 
Achille Ferris Street, University of Malta, Msida   

2.b Discussing pre-award strategies 

2.c Discussing Negotiation and transition from pre-award to post-award 

2.d Informal dinner in Vittoriosa (Birgu).   

Day 3 3.a Meeting at the Project Support Office, Regional Business Centre, 
Achille Ferris Street, University of Malta, Msida   

3.b Meeting the post-award Team and sharing of knowledge 

Day 4 4.a Meeting at the Project Support Office, Regional Business Centre, 
Achille Ferris Street, University of Malta, Msida   

4.b Visit to the main Campus of the University of Malta at Msida 

4.c Specific focus on the centralised and decentralised structures 

4.d Discussion about future plans in both institutions relating to 
research support structures 

4.e Wrap up and discussion 



 

 

 

C. Contribution to the goals of the COST Targeted Network 

The aim of BESTPRAC is to allow networking and exchanging financial, legal and 
administrative experiences and to share and develop best practices.  This STSM 
did just that - UoM and UoI shared their best practices and at the same time we 
strengthened and extended our professional network within the world of 
Research Management and Administration.   

 

D. Description of the main results obtained 

1.a Valletta campus The first day of the visit was spent at the Valletta campus 
of the University of Malta.  I was invited to tour the campus and experience the 
rich culture and history of Valletta and the University.  Mr. Christian Bonnici, 
Deputy Director of the Project Support Office kindly showed me around and 
introduced me to the staff.    

 

1.b General introductions At the Valletta Campus we discussed general 
aspects of the two Universities - their similarities and dissimilarities, strengths 
and weaknesses: 

The University of Iceland (UoI), founded in 1911, has a student population of 
about 14000 students.  It is the largest of seven Universities in Iceland and is 
currently ranked at 222 in the world according to the Times Higher Education 
Supplement ranks.  This is no small feat for nation of 340.000 people.  UoI is a 
research led, state university, situated in the heart of Reykjavík, the capital of 
Iceland. A modern, diversified and rapidly developing institution, the University 
of Iceland offers internationally competitive undergraduate and graduate 
programs based on the Bologna system. The University employs over 1.300 
people, has 5 Schools, 25 faculties and 4 main interdisciplinary studies. It is open 
to all to attend and is the only University in Iceland, which teaches all disciplines.   

UoI has a unit of central research administration and a small Technology transfer 
office that resides in the Division of Research and Innovation. In addition to the 
Central unit each School has a decentralised Research Director that deals 
specifically with the needs of their different faculties in both the pre- and post-
award phases.  Dr. Kristjánsdóttir is the Research Director for the School of 
Engineering and Natural Sciences (SENS), which holds 6 faculties. Recently the 
School of Engineering and Natural Sciences and School of Social Sciences, UoI, 
joined together to form a Project Management Office, which focuses primarily on 
managing H2020 research projects.   



 

 

 

The University of Malta (UoM) traces its origins to the founding of the 
Collegium Melitense by the Jesuits in 1592. The College was raised to University 
status by Grand Master Manoel Pinto de Fonseca in 1769. It is the highest 
teaching institution of the State by which it is mainly financed and is open to all 
those who have the requisite qualifications. Over the past few years, the 
University has reviewed its structures in order to be in line with the Bologna 
process. The UoM has a student population of approximately 11,500 students. 
The UoM is geared towards the infrastructural and industrial needs of the country 
so as to provide expertise in crucial fields.  

Over the past fifteen years, the UoM has experienced a broadened scope of its 
research mission, which was boosted significantly with Malta’s membership in the 
European Union and significant developments in the research landscape on a 
national level. These developments have led to the progressive setting up of 
research support structures at the UoM in order for researchers/academics to 
boost their research activities. The centralised Project Support Team was set up 
in 2006 in order to lead the University’s efforts to participate in externally funded 
projects. In 2009, a Knowledge Transfer Office has been established, together 
with a formal University’s Intellectual Property Policy, and since then, a number 
of patents have been registered as well as a number of startups, mainly through 
the university’s own business incubator, TAKEOFF.  These initiatives are 
complemented by a Masters in Entrepreneurship that has been set up to provide 
an academic arm to the business and innovative elements of the entrepreneurial 
activity.  

 

2.a The Project Support Team The next meeting was held at the new office of 
the Project Support Team (PST).  The rapid growth of the office has resulted in a 
need for a larger office space and hence it is currently located just off Campus in 
Msida.  The Project Support Team of 36 employees works hand-in-hand with the 
faculties, institutes, and research centres by assisting and advising the resident 
academics at the pre-award phases and at the post-award phases of a project. 
The Team comprises members from the Finance Office, the Legal Office, the 
International Office, Knowledge Transfer Office and the Office for Human 
Resource Management and Development and aims to ensure that all financial, 
administrative, legal, technical, and human resources matters concerning all 
research projects are adequately addressed. PST manages about 120 projects at 
the moment.   

 

 



 

 

 

In 2010 the UoM has purchased an Integrated University Information System 
(IUIS) called Agresso, from Unit 4, a UK service provider. Although the system is 
an off-the-shelf system, it allows sufficient flexibility to enable tailoring to various 
levels of own specifications and unique characteristics. Besides addressing the 
various administrative, purchasing, financial, reporting, planning and human 
resources management needs of the university, the system enables and 
facilitates the management and control of externally funded projects. Functions 
of the IUIS that are relevant to the PST through a fully-fledged Projects and 
Costing Module include: management of draft projects, transfer of draft projects 
into live projects, management and financial control of live projects, time 
recording, approval and costing, approval of all project-related expenses, 
document archives and reporting. Access to the system may vary from desktop 
access to web-based access. Whereas the Finance Office and the Project Support 
Office have both accesses, academics and researchers in faculties have only web 
access since it is a more user friendly interface and since their roles in the 
workflow process are mostly that of approvers. This system is considered very 
useful for the management of externally funded projects, particularly for 
reporting and keeping audit trails, as well as for spreading a culture of time 
recording and time costing to all those involved in externally funded projects 

 

2.b Discussing pre-award strategies After lunch (the famous Maltese 
Pastizzi) we discussed pre-award strategise.  At the pre-award phase, The Team 
is responsible for reviewing new proposals and making recommendations to the 
Rector as to whether the University should accept participation in an externally 
funded project or otherwise.  This differs from the more informal, decentralised 
system of the UoI where designated Research Directors work on pre-award 
issues with smaller groups of academics and hence can focus more on the needs 
of each discipline.  At the UoM 3 persons are involved in the pre-award phase  
but the Project Support Team is looking into expanding that number and are 
considering a decentralised model similar to that at the UoI.  

UoM is trying to increase participation in international research projects.  To that 
extent they provide free training to academics/researchers, such as for example 
on proposal writing, identifying funding opportunities and research project 
management. This training is either provided in-house or in many cases by 
external experts.  UoM also uses an incentive system to encourage: (a) 
participation in externally funded projects through salary supplements depending 
on the size of the projects and the level of involvement of the UoM; and (b) 
allocations for indirect costs that are shared partly with the university 
administration (mostly re-invested into the Project Support Team), partly with 
the department, faculty or centre and partly ploughed back into further research 



 

 

 

of the academic/researcher. In addition, academics, researchers and senior 
members of the Project Support Team have an annual allocation of money 
(referred to as Work Resources) from the University budget which can be used to 
finance Continuous Professional Development, publications and networking, 
including attendance to conferences, membership fees and travel. 

 

2.c Discussing Negotiation and transition from pre-award to post-award 

The Project Support Team handles the negotiation period and transition from 
pre-award to post-award. The persons responsible for the pre-award 
communicate internally with the post-award team in order to ensure a smooth 
transition to live projects. Each project is assigned to a project support officer 
who logs the information into the IUIS and who becomes the primary contact 
point with the academic/researcher for that particular project. In order to ensure 
consistency and completeness, academics/researchers do not log in any 
information into the IUIS. At negotiation phase the PST also addresses the legal 
aspects of grant agreements, consortium agreements and other agreements that 
are required. A full-time lawyer is specifically employed to work with the PST to 
ensure that all legal aspects of an externally funded project are properly 
addressed, including the negotiation phase. 

UoI has been conducting internal kick-off meetings at the end of the negotiation 
phase where academics and administrators meet up to set up the project in 
question. This has been very well received with the academics.   

 

2.d Informal dinner in Vittoriosa (Birgu) 

Mr. Christian Bonnici and Ms. Dorothy Aquilina accompanied Dr. Kristjánsdóttir to 
a very nice dinner at a local Maltese restaurant in the fortified city of Vittoriosa 
(the original base of the Knights of St.John before Valletta was built).  The food 
was locally sourced and cooked by local tradition and was superb in every way.  
We had some good informal discussions, among other things the workshop in 
Nurnberg where both Kristjansdottir and Aquilina attended.  The Nurnberg 
workshop was a starting point towards this STSM.    

 

3.a and b PST post-award Team and sharing of knowledge 

The third day was spent at the PST office discussing and comparing post-award 
matters.  The post-award arm of PST is very strong, as it developed initially from 
the Finance office.  At the post-award phase the Team is responsible for main- 



 

 

 

taining appropriate books of account, the electronic authorisation of all 
requisitions, the processing and authorisation of electronic timesheets, the 
preparation of financial reports and other aspects supporting the management 
and implementation of externally funded Projects. The following issues were 
discussed:  

 Use of Agresso  

 Pros and cons of Agresso 

 Workflows in Agresso 

 Manuals of conduct and procedure (Collective agreement) 

 Utilisation of money allocated for overheads from externally funded projects 

 Role of LEAR 

 Responsibilities of Academic vs. administrative staff 

 Preparation for periodic reports 

 PST in general 

  

4.a Meeting at the Project Support office.  The final day of this STSM started 
at the Project Support Office with coffee and an easter Figolla cake baked by 
Dorothy Aquilina.  

  

4.b Main Campus of the University of Malta at Msida.  This was followed by 
a nice visit over to the main Campus of the UoM.  There has been considerable 
refurbishment of old buildings as well as building of new structures for the 
different faculties. Most of the refursbishment and new infrastructures are co-
financed between the European Regional Development Fund and the local 
government. This shows the significant invstment that is being put into the 
university to build and enhance its infrastructures and its role in the Maltese 
society. 

  

4.c Specific focus on the centralised and decentralised structures 

UoM has a centralised system of Research Support whereas UoI has a more 
wider decentralised system. The pros and cons of the two systems were  



 

 

 

intensively discussed and each university can see advantages in the other 
system.  For UoM it is interesting to look into the role of decentralised research 
directors/managers who could boost their pre-award measures.  For UoI the 
large and well-run centralised post-award office is very appealing, as it is difficult 
to keep the different schools and faculties aligned to each other.   

We also talked about general management of project support offices and how 
Lean management and visual management may be of benefit in small institutions 
where resources are limited.     

Training and career development for administrators was also discussed.  This is 
an issue for smaller institutions where budget for regular trainings can be 
limited.  Webinars and strong personal professional-networks can subsidise this. 
Both institutions agree that networks like BESTPRAC are thus invaluable for 
learning from other instutions, making contacts and benchmarking.  With regards 
to career development, the UoM system has a built-in hierarchy where junior 
administrators are overseen by more senior managers and supervisors.  This 
allows for career development within the team.  The structure at UoI is much 
flatter and does not really allow for career development for research managers.   

Another similarity between the two Universities is the difficulty in holding on to 
international staff, be it administrative or academic staff. This is in general a 
problem faced by smaller states and islands, which both institutions acknowledge 
and aim to address in their own HR strategies.    

 

4.d Discussion about future plans in both institutions relating to 
Research Support Structures 

Both Universities are currently undergoing changes with their newly elected 
respective rectors.  UoM has created a new position that of Director of Research 
Support Services which is at the moment working on how to best consolidate the 
services that are currently offered by the PST and the Knowledge Transfer Office, 
while expanding the research support services to more decentralised levels.  The 
experience of a decentralised system from UoI is of great value into that 
discussion.  UoI has just published its new policy for 2021.  It has a focus on 
boosting post-award services at the Universitiy and the successful PST at UoM is 
an interesting model to consider.  It is forseen that the centralised part of 
research management will be strengthened.   

Both UoI and UoM are currently applying for HRS4R and knowledge from this 
STSM will certainly feed into that work.     

 



 

 

 

 

4.e Wrap up and discussion 

At the end of the day there was a short wrap up and discussion.  Both parties are 
interested in further collaboration and sharing of knowledge.   

 

 

E. Which best practices/tools/systems will be/tried to be 
implemented within your institute? 

The newly adopted Agresso at UoM is of interest for UoI, which currently does 
not have an equivalent system to log research projects and proposals.  We will 
look further into Agresso and if that could be a useful system for UoI.  The way 
UoM encourages good project management is also a best practice that UoI would 
like to emulate.   

From the UoM part, the setting up and functioning of a decentralised research 
support structure is something which will be definitley studied in detail over the 
coming months. The UoM also aims to gain knowledge about UoI‘s successful 
steps towards climbing up the Times Higher Education rankings over the recent 
years as well as the significnat input that the university‘s 5 year strategy has 
onto the progress achieved by the UoI. 

 

 

F. Future collaboration with host institution 

There will be further contact in the future and continued sharing of knowledge 
between the two institutions, particularly at the time when both institutions start 
implementing the suggested changes, namely the process of decentralisation by 
the UoM and a further build up of post-award project management at the UoI. 

 

 

G. Foreseen publications/articles/dissemination  

The following dissemination events have been completed or are forseen for the 
UoI:  



 

 

  

1) Informal – a short description of main results and benefits of the STSM at 
a weekly meeting of all administration staff at the School of Engineering 
and Natural Sciences, UoI (11th April 2016). 
 

2) Formal - a weekly meeting of Group Leaders within the School of 
Engineering and Natural Sciences, UoI (11th April 2016). 

 
3) Formal - a biweekly meeting of the Research Directors of the five UoI 

schools and representatives from the centralised Research management 
unit (13th April 2016).   

 
4) Formal - a meeting of the Research group of the School of Engineering and 

Natural Sciences, UoI (18th April 2016). 
 

5) Informal – a short description of the main results and benefits of the STSM 
at the annual ICEARMA meeting (Icelandic Association of Research 
Managers and Administrators) (20th April 2016).   

 
6) Formal - a weekly meeting of the Project Management Office of the School 

of Engineering and Natural Sciences and School of Social Sciences of UoI 
(27th April 2016).    

 

The following dissemination events have been completed or are forseen for the 
UoM: 

1) Informal - a short description of main results and benefits of the STSM at a 
forthnightly meeting of all senior members of the Project Support Team, 
UoM (11th April 2016). 

2) Informal - a short description of main results and benefits of the STSM at a 
monthly meeting of all members (seniors and juniors) of the Project 
Support Team, UoM (5th May 2016). 

3) Formal – a presentation to the new university Rector, the new Pro Rector 
for research and the new Research Support Director, about the suggested 
way forward in research support for the UoM, including the lessons learnt 
form this STSM (August/September 2016). 

4) Formal: inlcusion of a short description of the STSM as well as the 
outcomes in an article that will be published on the THINK magazine that 
issued quarterly by the UoM‘s communications office an which will feature 
an article on the COST BESTPRAC project (Autumn/Winter 2016 edition). 

 

 



 

 

 

H. Confirmation by the host institution of successful execution of 
the STSM 

Accompanies this report as a separate PDF file.     

 

I. Other comments 

The overall experience of this STSM was very positive and I want to thank the 
hosts for their excellent hospitality and generosity.  I also want to thank 
BESTPRAC and COST for the opportunity to take part in this STSM.   

 

 

 

 

Sculpture at the Msida campus of UoM 


