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Executive summary

Vitae promotes world-class professional and career 
development of postgraduate researchers and 
research staff, working in partnership with higher 
education institutions, research organisations, 
funders and international organisations to produce 
world-class researchers to meet society’s need for 
high-level skills and innovation. 

The Vitae Researcher Development Framework 
(RDF1) is a major approach in the area of researcher 
development; this framework aims to enhance 
capability to build the workforce, develop world-
class researchers and broaden the higher 
education research base.

In response to sector demand, Vitae developed the 
RDF Planner as a portable application to enable 
researchers worldwide to manage their professional 
development planning, using the Vitae Researcher 
Development Framework (RDF). The RDF 
articulates the knowledge, behaviours and attributes 
of successful researchers. By using the framework 
researchers are encouraged to aspire to excellence. 

‘The RDF Planner Pilot Evaluation’ explores the value 
and benefits of the RDF Planner through surveys 
and semi-structured interviews with administrators 
and researchers during a recent RDF Planner Pilot 
programme with 32 organisations taking part, each 
involving up to 50 researchers. The Pilot phase took 
place between October 2012 and March 2013.

Organisational administrators identified common 
aims for using the RDF Planner. These aims are to:

n  increase awareness and encourage use of the 
RDF to support the importance of professional 
development planning

n  provide a means for researchers to take 
responsibility for their own development and to 
record their achievements

n  identify the benefits of the RDF Planner for both 
the researcher and the organisation

n  highlight organisational training provision and 
activities to their researchers

n  test researchers’ engagement and usage of the 
RDF Planner

n  discover the value and usefulness of the RDF 
Planner

n  explore the functionality and practicality of the 
RDF Planner. 

The RDF Planner encourages both research staff 
and doctoral researchers to think more about their 
professional development planning. Indeed 85% 
said that as a result of using the RDF Planner and 
participating in the Pilot, they would be very likely or 
likely to continue actively planning their professional 
development.

“I’ve found it useful as it made me sit down and 
think about it [my professional development], 
which I haven’t really made time to do before... 
so now that I have spent time thinking about it,  
I have found myself searching for courses that 
might help improve my CV and helping out on 
an ad-hoc basis in the department so that I can 
improve my professional development, which I 
hadn’t thought to do before.”

Over three quarters (76%) of respondents felt that 
the RDF Planner helped them a lot, or to some 
extent, to prioritise their professional development, 
and almost three quarters (74%) felt that they were 
supported to set aspirational goals.

“One very strong benefit is that it is a perfect 
way of monitoring self-development.”

The RDF Planner has been shown to be an easy-to-
use application for administrators and researchers, 
providing an effective way to increase awareness of 
the RDF, especially if introduced in a structured 
way. Whilst researchers can find the comprehensive 
nature of the RDF daunting at first sight, a structured 
introduction to the framework, incorporating the 
RDF Planner, enables researchers to get started 
more easily. 

1 www.vitae.ac.uk/rdf

http://www.vitae.ac.uk/rdf
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Use of the RDF Planner encouraged researchers to 
take charge of their career development, potentially 
increasing their understanding of employability, and 
enriching their professional development. By being 
better able to articulate their capabilities, 
researchers thought their employability would 
improve.

“It would allow me to become a more effective 
researcher, and also improve my employability, 
because I can focus on what skills I have and 
market them accordingly.”

Researchers found that adding actions and 
evidence to the RDF Planner was a good way to set 
clear targets and store related documents; they 
welcomed direct links to resources to help achieve 
their goals. 

“It will link to my other PDP activities and my 
organisation’s research and development plan.”

Few researchers, however, shared development 
plans with supervisors, principal investigators (PIs) 
or managers, and more encouragement to do so 
would be required.

Emerging models of how 
organisations use the RDF Planner
A range of implementation models emerged during 
the Pilot phase, including offering the Planner to:

n  the whole organisation 

n  networks of partner organisations

n  build capability over a period of time

n  specific cohorts

n  international campuses.

Recommendations for organisations
When introducing the RDF Planner, it is 
recommended that organisations consider:

n  holding an event or workshop when launching the 
RDF Planner to ensure maximum engagement

n  emphasising the notion of ‘dipping in’ rather than 
working with the RDF in its entirety whilst using 
the RDF Planner 

n  ensuring that resources and courses are added 
to the RDF Planner as soon as possible 

n  highlighting the reports available to researchers 
and how they might use these to inform their 
developmental conversations

n  sending regular reminders to users so that they 
don’t ‘forget’ to add their development activities.

Recommendations for Vitae
As a result of the evaluation, Vitae aims to provide:

n  presentation materials for a workshop session at 
the launch of the RDF Planner, along with a pack 
of materials, including a suggested schedule of 
activity, to help organisation administrators plan 
the launch and evaluation of their trial and ensure 
maximum engagement

n  RDF Planner materials targeted at supervisors to 
explain the value of researchers using the RDF 
Planner and to train supervisors in the use of the 
RDF Planner to facilitate professional 
development conversations with their researchers

n  materials to assist researcher developers in 
highlighting the benefits of using RDF Planner 
reports with others

n  materials aimed at senior staff 

n  materials aimed at researchers to include:

	 n  getting started guide/lens

	 n  examples of types of evidence that could be 
used for each descriptor

	 n  case studies from RDF Planner users to 
illustrate how they use it.
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Introduction

The Vitae Researcher Development Framework (RDF) is a major 
approach in the area of researcher development. The framework 
aims to enhance capability to build the workforce, develop world-
class researchers and broaden the higher education research 
base. The RDF articulates the knowledge, behaviours and 
attributes of successful researchers and encourages researchers 
to aspire to excellence through achieving higher levels of 
development. It is a comprehensive approach to enhancing the 
careers of researchers. It was developed by and for researchers, in 
consultation with academic and non-academic employers.

Primarily, the framework is designed for:

n  researchers within higher education to evaluate and plan their 
own personal, professional and career development 

n  managers and supervisors of researchers supporting the 
development of researchers 

n  trainers, developers, human resources specialists and careers 
advisors in the provision of support for researchers’ 
development 

n  organisations making decisions concerning their strategic 
approach to the development of researchers. 

The framework is also beneficial to:

n  funders and other stakeholders with an interest in the 
development of researchers 

n  employers in general, to help identify the benefits of employing 
researchers 

n  graduates and individuals from other sectors interested in 
becoming a researcher. 

The Vitae RDF Planner was developed in response to sector-wide 
requests for an interactive, straightforward way for researchers to 
manage their professional development using the comprehensive 
Vitae Researcher Development Framework (RDF). The RDF 
Planner aims to support sustainable on-going use of the RDF.

From an organisational perspective, the Vitae RDF Planner enables 
an organisation to:

n  underpin policies for supporting the professional development of 
researchers

n  link organisational resources to the RDF within the RDF Planner

n  encourage researchers to take charge of their career 
development, increase their understanding of employability and 
enrich their professional development 

n  administer and monitor organisational usage through a 
straightforward interface

n  customise and brand the RDF Planner with their organisational 
information

n  generate reports for benchmarking and organisational 
evaluation

n  join a community of HE organisations to share best practice 
regarding the RDF Planner and the internationally recognised 
RDF. 

From the researcher’s point of view, the RDF Planner enables 
individuals to:

n  identify their own expertise and capabilities and plan their 
career 

n  identify their learning and development needs and monitor 
progress 

n  keep a record of all their professional development activities in 
one place

n  upload files such as CVs, conference details, testimonials to 
record achievements  

n  generate and print reports for self reflection and for discussion 
with mentors, supervisors, PIs, career advisors etc. 

n  view the attributes of successful researchers through a range of 
‘lenses’, including employability, enterprise, leadership and 
more.  

Background to the Pilot

Thirty two UK organisations participated in the RDF Planner Pilot 
from October 2012 to the end of March 2013, including 15 research 
intensive universities. Each Pilot organisation was allowed to invite 
participation from up to 50 researchers for a period of three 
months. Organisations chose how many researchers to include 
according to their objectives for the Pilot; not all organisations 
involved the maximum number of 50 researchers. Each 
organisation provided a lead administrator to implement the Pilot in 
their organisation. Support to Pilot organisations and administrators 
was provided by Vitae through an individual Vitae RDF Planner 
contact, a dedicated IT helpdesk to answer any technical queries 
and the Vitae regional Hubs. 

Following the success of the Pilot programme, the RDF Planner is 
now available to organisations on a tiered annual subscription 
basis, and a trial period of up to three months with up to 50 
researchers remains available to new subscribers. 

The RDF Planner package

During the development of the RDF Planner, the application 
underwent a series of user testing stages involving a number of 
organisations in different countries. The Pilot phase completed user 
testing, enabling Vitae to incorporate input from Pilot organisations 
on the functionality of the RDF Planner, and identify additional 
requirements. Two administrator webinars took place during the 
Pilot phase, and Vitae presentation slides and a facilitator guide 
were also made available. A number of help guides, videos and 
screencasts were created and embedded into the RDF Planner to 
support both administrators and researchers in setting up the Pilot 
and using the RDF Planner. Organisations are not required to 
provide any technical set-up or maintenance work. Vitae through its 
parent organisation CRAC2 provides a full hosting service for the 
Vitae RDF Planner with all data being securely backed up on a 
regular basis in accordance with good practice. 

The complete RDF Planner package comprises the RDF Planner 
online tool, a set of complementary resources, and Vitae helpdesk 
and advisory services to underpin the introduction of the RDF 
Planner and encourage researchers to:

n  think more about their professional development

n  increase understanding of the knowledge, behaviours and 
attributes that will enhance their career prospects

n  identify their strengths and weaknesses

n  set targets and goals

n  identify experiences, courses and resources that will help them 
achieve their goals.

2 www.crac.org.uk

http://www.crac.org.uk
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Methodology for evaluation of the RDF 
Planner

Evaluation of the Pilot for both individual organisations and Vitae 
was key, enabling organisations to decide how they wish to 
subscribe to the RDF Planner. For Vitae it helped improve 
understanding of how the RDF Planner is being used by 
organisations and researchers to inform how to support usage and 
develop the RDF Planner in the future, as part of a continuing 
community-driven development process.

Regarding methodology, in order to provide individual 
organisational and aggregate evaluation data, Vitae created a short 
anonymous researcher survey, focusing on key areas of interest, 
including approach to professional development planning (PDP) in 
general, awareness of the RDF itself, RDF Planner usage (both 
objectives and methods), areas for development, and benefits. The 
survey was created in BOS (Bristol Online Surveys ) with the link 
held centrally by Vitae and circulated to researchers by 
organisational administrators. This method gave organisations the 
option to ask additional questions of their researchers when 
sending out the link and allowed Vitae to capture aggregate data 
from all Pilot organisations. Vitae has relayed individual 
organisational data back to organisations for their own internal 
purposes.

Vitae also undertook semi-structured interviews with Pilot 
administrators at the initial, midway and end point of each Pilot.  
The initial conversations focused on the main drivers and aims for 
an organisation to undertake a pilot and the desired outcomes, with 
final interviews to assess if these aims and outcomes had been 
met. 

In preparing the question sets for both the researcher survey and 
the organisational interviews, we used the Impact Framework and 
feedback from organisations as to what they would like to include. 
These questions were validated by the RDF Planner team and a 
member of the Vitae Impact and Evaluation Group3. 

The results were collated using data from 32 institutions, who 
provided their contribution to the evaluation through institutional 
semi-structured interviews and responses from their participating 
researchers. Organisations used different strategies to pilot the 
Planner with some choosing to pilot with their full allocation of 50, 
whilst others chose to use a smaller group of specified participants. 
There were 468 registered users from 32 institutions. 31% 
responded to our survey.

Results

Organisational drivers and aims 
Initial conversations with organisational administrators brought to 
light a number of common drivers and aims for the Pilot. These 
were to:

n  increase awareness and encourage use of the RDF to support 
the importance of professional development planning

n  provide a means for researchers to take responsibility for their 
own development and to record their achievements

n  identify the benefits of the RDF Planner for both the researcher 
and the organisation

n  highlight training provision and activities to their researchers

n  test researchers’ engagement and usage patterns 

n  discover the value and usefulness of the RDF Planner

n  explore the functionality and practicality of the RDF Planner. 

The following sections look at the results of both the semi-
structured interviews and researcher survey data.

Increasing awareness of the RDF 
From the evaluation data, it is apparent that awareness of the RDF 
in organisations increased through the introduction of the RDF 
Planner to their researchers. The results of the survey show that 
58% of researcher respondents only became aware of the RDF 
through participation in the RDF Planner Pilot. Those organisations 
with compulsory workshops or with the RDF embedded in their 
induction processes or training sessions reported a much higher 
awareness. Semi-structured interviews with some administrators 
indicated that awareness of the RDF was low to ‘patchy’ whilst 
some organisations estimated around 40% awareness. From the 
semi-structured interviews, many administrators noted that far 
fewer of their researchers were actually using the RDF, despite 
being aware of it. This was supported by the researcher survey 
results where 42% of respondents said they were aware of the RDF 
before the Pilot. Of this 42%, when asked how they used it, the 
majority (60%) said that although they were aware of it, they did not 
use it. A proportion (30%) had already used the RDF either to 
assess where they were and where they wanted to be in their 
professional development or when preparing for job interviews.

3 www.vitae.ac.uk/ieg

n Yes     

n No 

Were you aware of the Vitae Researcher Development Framework 
(RDF) before participating in the pilot?

58%

42%

http://www.vitae.ac.uk/ieg
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Changing perceptions and supporting the 
importance of professional development 
planning
The survey results suggest that use of the RDF Planner encouraged 
researchers to undertake professional development planning, with 
44% of those who responded stating that their attitude and views 
towards professional development planning had changed 
positively as a result of using the RDF Planner. Indeed 85% said 
that as a result of using the RDF Planner and participating in the 
Pilot, they would be very likely or likely to continue actively planning 
their professional development. It is worth noting that 28% of 
respondents whose views changed were research staff. 

“I’ve found it useful as it made me sit down and think about it 
(my professional development), which I haven’t really made 
time to do before... so now that I have spent time thinking 
about it, I have found myself searching for courses that might 
help improve my CV and helping out on an ad-hoc basis in 
the department so that I can improve my professional 
development, which I hadn’t thought to do before.”

“Made me realise there are many skills I’d never really 
thought about. Also, when I read some of the ‘Phase 5’ 
descriptions, I realised you don’t reach that level until you’ve 
been a researcher for a VERY long time, and this helped put 
things in perspective, so I didn’t have to worry so much if I 
hadn’t even got as far as ‘Phase 1’ for some descriptors.”

“Previously I have only really concentrated on what I have 
done instead of looking at what I need to do to improve my 
skills base. In addition, the RDF makes you realise how much 
you have actually achieved so far and highlights your 
strengths and weaknesses.”

“I appreciate the more structured approach that the RDF 
Planner provides and the phases.”

Exploring the value and usefulness of the RDF 
Planner
Encouragingly, the survey results clearly show that researchers’ 
understanding of the skills and experience that will enhance their 
career prospects was supported through the use of the RDF 
Planner, with 84% saying the RDF Planner supported them a lot or 
to some degree. Researchers also said their ability to identify their 
strengths was supported by the use of the RDF Planner, with 78% 
saying a lot or to some degree. 80% of respondents said that they 
would or might continue to use the RDF Planner to plan their 
development. When asked if they would still want access if they 
moved organisation, 62% of respondents said they would and 21% 
said they might wish to keep their access live.

“I have gained many useful ideas about the route of 
professional development as a researcher.”

“[It has] increased awareness of the skills, experiences and 
attributes I have acquired from conducting research that can 
aid my career progression.”

The respondents felt that their understanding of the knowledge, 
behaviours and attributes gained through doing research was 
supported by using the RDF Planner, with almost 82% saying it has 
either a lot or to some degree. 

“It did act as an aid for helping me see what others think 
researchers do/should be doing.”

“This will allow me to develop all of the skills I will need to be 
a good researcher and will mean that I do not overlook any 
skills which may be required.”

“It was useful having short descriptors so it gave me an idea 
of the kinds of skills I needed to develop and where those 
skills would take me”

“the … clear descriptions of each level were helpful and 
made it easy to realise which level I’d achieved.”

Three quarters (76%) of respondents felt that the RDF Planner 
helped them a lot, or to some extent, to prioritise their professional 
development, and almost three quarters (74%) felt that they were 
supported to set aspirational goals.

When asked what was most useful about the RDF Planner some 
respondents said, 

“the aspect that [allows you to] set targets/goals”

“the tracking of goals and completion dates. Gave me 
motivation to improve.”

Almost half of the respondents felt that the RDF Planner could 
support them in development discussions with their research 
leader or PI, manager or supervisor (48%). However, the survey 
also shows that only 7% exported reports to share with their PI, 
manager or supervisor with the majority (82%) using these reports 
for their own personal self reflection instead.

74% of the 90 respondents who reported that they do not generally 
engage with professional development planning indicated that lack of 
time was a contributing factor, with 28% indicating that they had a 
lack of understanding of what they should do, 17% reporting that they 
lacked motivation to undertake professional development planning, 
and 10% reporting it was not valuable to them as a process.

n Very Likely     

n Likely 

n Unlikely  

As a result of participating in the Pilot and using the RDF Planner, 
how likely are you to continue actively planning your professional 
development?

50%

35%

15%
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Identifying the benefits 
A common set of benefits attributed by both organisational 
administrators and researchers to using the RDF Planner is 
apparent. These are to:

n  encourage researchers to think about their professional and 
personal development planning

“It will allow you to think about your career development and 
skills more efficiently and highlight your training needs, 
whereas without the tool these may not have been 
immediately obvious. In essence, it makes you think!”

It allows you to “keep thinking about your development”.

“It is an excellent tool, it has enhanced my thinking.”

“It got me thinking about my development needs.”

n  enable researchers to take responsibility for their own 
development

It will help me in “taking charge of my career path, and 
identifying training needs.”

“This will allow me to develop all of the skills I will need to be 
a good researcher and will mean that I do not overlook any 
skills which may be required.”

“It’s easy to keep track of skills and training and to evaluate 
where I’m standing.”

“It is a great way to reflect on your strengths and identify your 
weaknesses.”

“One very strong benefit is that it is a perfect way of 
monitoring self-development.”

n  allow researchers to articulate their capabilities and increase 
their employability

“It would allow me to become a more effective researcher, 
and also improve my employability, because I can focus on 
what skills I have and market them accordingly.”

“(It’s a) good way to develop my CV and remind myself of 
strengths before applying for jobs etc.”

n  provide a ‘gateway’ to organisational resources and provision by 
enabling storage of researchers’ personal data and resources in 
one place

“All professional development in one place and .. able to 
cover all aspects of development.”

“Being able to identify gaps in my skills and knowledge on 
which I need to focus, and providing a record of those skills 
achieved.”

“Good way to store evidence of your professional 
development as well as make clear targets with actions and 
deadlines.”

Common perceived benefits amongst organisational administrators 
also include:

n  demonstrating the organisation’s commitment to researcher 
development

n  highlighting the RDF to researchers (also shown in the increase 
in researcher awareness as mentioned above)

n  portability for researchers to take the RDF Planner with them 
when they move organisation. This is validated by the fact that 
62% of respondents said that they would still want access to the 
RDF Planner if they moved organisation.

n  opportunity for researchers to be able to have better 
developmental conversations with their supervisors. 

“It will link to my other PDP activities and my organisation’s 
research and development plan.”

Understanding the skills 
and experience that will 

enhance your career 
prospects

Understanding the 
knowledge, behaviours 
and attributes gained 

through doing research

Identifying your 
strengths

%
 o

f r
es

po
ns

es

Prioritising your 
professional 
development

Setting aspirational 
goals

Development 
discussions with your PI, 

research manager or 
supervisor

10%

0%

20%

30%

40%

35.7 35.0 26.6 24.5 25.7
10.0

48.6 47.1
51.8 51.8 48.6

37.9

15.7 17.9 21.6 23.7 25.7

52.1

50%

60%

70%

80%

90%

100%

n Not at all     n To some degree     n A lot

To what extent did the RDF Planner support you with the following
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Highlighting available training provision 
The majority of organisations participating in the Pilot had already 
mapped their provision to the RDF, enabling them to load their 
resources/courses into the RDF Planner. Those that did not have 
time to do this in the Pilot phase reported that they could see the 
value in this feature and would add resources/courses when they 
took up a subscription. Of those that did upload resources, the 
administrators reported that this feature was very valuable and 
provided a “gateway to training”. They also said that it could be 
used to “highlight where the organisation might need to focus 
efforts and would highlight where there were overlaps”; indeed one 
commented that “it was my favourite part of the tool”. 

New Vitae information sheets specifically designed to support 
researchers using the RDF Planner were provided. Of those who 
used the resources, 81% found that they were very useful or useful, 
however the percentage of respondents who used Vitae resources 
was lower than expected (37%). This feedback requires further 
investigation and may be due to these information sheets being 
‘work in progress’ during the Pilot. (These information sheets are 
now complete and have been integrated into the RDF Planner.) 
Overall, it is clear from feedback that researchers see the need for 
resources to be part of the RDF Planner package:

“I think this is a key part of the RDF Planner – local resources 
that link to the elements. As an info scientist I could see us 
providing resources to link in to information literacy aspects, 
for example.”

“It allowed me to identify ways of reaching my targets and 
goals.”

Some researchers reported that they did not have time to use 
resources during the Pilot phase but most agreed that there was 
value in such provision. Furthermore a small number indicated that 
they were not aware that any resources were available, which was 
in part because organisational resources had only been partially 
added or not added due to it being a Pilot.

“There should also be links to courses (preferably given 
locally) to help with each descriptor.”

Engagement and usage patterns
When Pilot administrators were asked what success of the Pilot 
would look like for them, the vast majority stated that they would like 
to see a substantial number using the RDF Planner effectively, 
finding it valuable and helpful for their developmental planning, and 
providing positive feedback after the Pilot period. They also felt that 
senior management buy-in was useful to encourage engagement, 
even though many did not need to get approval to run the Pilot.

Organisational administrators used a number of means to 
encourage take-up of the RDF Planner including: one-to-one 
meetings, induction events, specific RDF workshops, training 
sessions to incorporate the RDF and RDF Planner, lunchtime 
sessions, email, departmental contacts and specifically targeted 
cohorts.

A number of different ‘hooks’ or approaches were also used by 
administrators to encourage participation in the Pilot:

n  Built into a networking event to include lunch

n  Highlighted as a new opportunity and new resource available 
giving the researcher control to use it however they want

n  Embedded in Code of Practice, therefore mandatory

n  Linked with something else, e.g. focusing on this will help you 
prepare for your PDR

n  Opportunity to document your current experiences and where 
you are, to plan ahead and export information to take with you 
for developmental conversations

n  Personal relationships to promote use face-to-face

n  Self-managed programme with mentoring, to include themes 
researchers might be interested in

n  ‘Inductions are mandatory and if researchers do not go to their 
personal development meeting, this will be followed up.’

The researcher survey showed that there was a fairly even mix 
between introduction through email (54%) and introduction through 
events (46%), although many were introduced through both email 
and an event. Only one researcher said they were introduced 
through their supervisor.

Organisational response rates to the researcher survey indicate 
that those who introduced the RDF Planner via an event of some 
form, rather than email alone, generated a higher response rate. 

From researchers’ feedback it is evident that some find the RDF in 
its entirety a little daunting, due to the number of descriptors and 
phases, although they do appreciate the richness of information 
contained within it. 

“The amount of detail and structure is very useful and eye-
opening, but also makes it very daunting to start using. I 
don’t know where to start..”

“I found the framework a bit unwieldy – there are lots of 
categories,”

“Although the categories are helpful, I found the scale of the 
tool very overwhelming. Would be helpful to have a more 
bespoke version, which could be adapted.” (Note ‘lenses’ 
introduced to the most recent version enable selections to be 
made)



Vitae®, © 2013 Careers Research and Advisory Centre (CRAC) Limited

RDF Planner Pilot Evaluation

8

There is evidence from the survey that training sessions, events, 
one-to-one sessions and reminders support researchers to engage 
more with the RDF Planner: 

“a seminar or workshop would have been more beneficial 
than email-only introduction”

“I think that an individual one-to-one session with a career 
advisor or line manager could be very useful to have 
feedback and suggestions on the skills that need more 
attention.”

“I think a few reminders to update the RDF Planner would 
have motivated me to continue updating.”

“training session to discuss the different examples, 
importance of RDF and its benefits”

“guidance on most efficient ways to use it, examples of 
completed or in progress RDF Planners to see how other 
people use it.”

Usage
The results from the researcher survey show that over the three 
month Pilot period the majority of respondents (69%) accessed the 
RDF Planner between 2-5 times. Most (64%) used the RDF Planner 
for between 10-30 minutes each time they accessed it, whilst 
almost 21% spent between 30-60 minutes each time. Only 4% of 
respondents chose not to access the RDF Planner at all and only 
7% spent less than 10 minutes when accessing the RDF Planner. 
When asked how they used the RDF Planner, 53% stated that they 
focused on specific descriptors, whereas 41% took the RDF 
Planner in its entirety.

Over 60% of respondents added actions/evidence to the RDF 
Planner. 27% added actions/evidence each time they accessed 
the RDF Planner, whilst 34% preferred to add actions/evidence 
after a period of reflection on the descriptor they were viewing. 
32% did not add any actions or evidence.

Functionality
Responses in regard to ease of use were overwhelmingly positive. 
With regard to technical functionality over 82% said it was very 
easy or easy to use. Conceptually, researchers found the RDF 
slightly more difficult to use, however 65% still felt that it was very 
easy or easy to use with only 9% finding it difficult.

The reporting function for researchers was shown to be helpful, 
with the majority of respondents, 70%, finding the reports very 
useful or useful. The results also show that for the most part, 82%, 
researchers used these reports for their own personal reflection, 
rather than sharing them with their supervisor, PI or other 
developmental contact.

Pilot administrators also reported that they found the interface easy 
to use and straight forward, with many not needing to use the help 
guides or screencasts available to them. Those that used the 
guides found them to be clear and helpful.

Emerging models of organisational usage 

There are a number of emerging models concerning how 
organisations wish to use the RDF Planner. These fall into five main 
categories:

n  whole organisation 

n  networks of organisations

n  building capability over a period of time

n  specific cohorts

n  international campuses

Whole organisation
These organisations wish to offer the RDF Planner to all of the 
researchers within their organisation rather than to specific cohorts. 
One organisation is looking to embed the RDF Planner into their 
internal processes to align with other monitoring tools. Another is 
looking to roll out the RDF Planner with five different communities 
across the organisation but manage the administration through one 
administrator, thereby needing to identify different subsets of users 
within their subscription.

Networks of partner organisations
Some subscribers are umbrella organisations that provide support 
to their member organisations. These organisations have taken a 
subscription to offer the RDF Planner to all their member 
organisations, so the member organisations can benefit from 
economies of scale. Within this group one organisation is running a 
scheme which they are opening up to researchers from a number 
of other partner organisations. They are offering the RDF Planner to 
all those who apply to the scheme (their set cohort) and are 
therefore providing the resource to researchers across the other 
partner organisations.

Building capability over a period of time
Some organisations have decided to start with a smaller defined 
cohort, which they will build up over time. One organisation has 
chosen to offer the RDF Planner to a set cohort for a period of time 
so that this cohort becomes familiar with the use of the RDF Planner 
and its benefits; they will then become ambassadors to encourage 
other researchers within the organisation to use the RDF Planner. 
Another organisation has plans to offer the RDF Planner to their PIs 
and provide specific training materials to encourage them to use 
the RDF Planner in development conversations with their 
researchers, whilst another is building capability starting with new 
doctoral researchers.

Specific cohort
Some organisations have decided to offer the RDF Planner to a 
specific cohort within their organisations, for example to those 
undertaking a specific programme, or all researcher staff or 
doctoral researchers. 

International campuses
Some organisations have campuses both in the UK and overseas 
and would therefore like to offer the RDF Planner to their 
international counterparts as well as those in the UK.
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Conclusions and recommendations

The Pilot programme has shown that the RDF Planner is an easy-to-
use application for administrators and researchers, providing an 
effective way to increase awareness of the RDF within an 
organisation, especially if introduced in a structured way. 
Importantly, usage encourages both research staff and doctoral 
researchers to think more about their professional development 
planning.

In order to achieve optimal engagement by researchers, an 
introductory event or training session rather than simply an email to 
introduce the RDF Planner is essential; this can be an opportunity 
to include material on the benefits of professional development 
planning, the RDF and how the RDF Planner can be of use. 
Researchers can find the complexity of the RDF daunting at first 
sight, and training and explanation with case studies and further 
examples of how other people are using the RDF Planner are 
helpful ways of getting researchers started. Support from a 
champion in a senior management position is also valuable.

From the researcher feedback, it is apparent that researchers use 
the RDF Planner to take greater responsibility for their own 
development. In this respect the RDF Planner has been shown to 
meet its aims and those of the Pilot organisations’ administrators. 
These aims are to support researchers, encouraging them to think 
about their development, increasing their understanding of the 
skills and experience that will enhance their career prospects, 
helping them to identify strengths and weaknesses, set targets and 
goals, and identify courses and resources that will help them 
achieve their goals. It is encouraging to note that some of the 
researchers felt that by being better able to articulate their skills, 
their employability would improve. For researchers to share their 
development plans with supervisors, PIs or managers some more 
encouragement is required.

Organisations stated that they wished to provide a way to direct 
researchers to their organisational resources and courses, linking 
them directly to an RDF descriptor, and provide a way for 
researchers to store information about what they had achieved, all 
in one place. Researchers found that the facility to add actions and 
evidence to the RDF Planner was a good way to store evidence 
and set clear targets; they welcomed the direct links to resources 
which provided ways for them to achieve their goals. Organisations 
should consider how best to map their resources to the RDF and 
add them to the RDF Planner; resources to help organisations map 
their provision to the RDF are available on the Vitae web site4.

Most administrators and researchers found the RDF Planner 
interface easy to use, with little need for further explanation.

Recommendations for organisations

Following the evaluation of the Pilot, when introducing the RDF 
Planner it is recommended that organisations should consider:

n  holding an event or workshop when launching the RDF Planner 
to ensure maximum engagement

n  emphasising the notion of ‘dipping in’ rather than taking the RDF 
in its entirety within the RDF Planner 

n  ensuring that resources and courses are added to the RDF 
Planner as soon as possible 

n  highlighting the reports available to researchers and how they 
might use these to inform their developmental conversations

n  sending regular reminders to users so that they don’t ‘forget’ to 
add their development activities.

Recommendations for Vitae

As a result of the evaluation, Vitae aims to provide:

n  presentation materials for a workshop session at the launch of 
the RDF Planner, along with a pack of materials, including a 
suggested schedule of activity, to help organisation 
administrators plan the launch and evaluation of their trial to 
ensure maximum engagement

n  RDF Planner materials targeted at supervisors to explain the 
value of researchers using the RDF Planner and to train 
supervisors in the use of the RDF Planner to facilitate 
professional development conversations with their researchers

n  materials to assist researcher developers in highlighting the 
benefits of using RDF Planner reports with others

n  materials aimed at senior staff 

n  materials aimed at researchers to include:

	 n  getting started guide/lens

	 n  examples of types of evidence that could be used for each 
descriptor

	 n  case studies from RDF Planner users to illustrate how they  
use it. 

4 www.vitae.ac.uk/researchers/430901-383671/Mapping-development-resources-to-the-RDF.html

http://www.vitae.ac.uk/researchers/430901-383671/Mapping-development-resources-to-the-RDF.html
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