


Case study - Houldcroft Group

Dr Charlotte Houldcroft is a lecturer in the Department of Genetics and leads the Virus Genomics
group. Her group studies the evolution and diversity of double-stranded DNA viruses and human
pathogens that cause disease. By using whole-genome sequencing, they can track the spread of
viruses over time and across different locations. This approach also enables them to identify drug
resistance, observe the emergence of novel recombinant strains, and investigate the ancient evolution
of successful human pathogens.

Due to maternity leave, Dr Houldcroft applied for Roving Researcher support to continue experimental
momentum. Our Roving Researcher, Dr Holly Craven, was assigned to the group part-time, providing
experimental support in primary cell work and tissue culture, molecular biology, multicolour flow
cytometry, documenting guidelines for new protocols, and other laboratory tasks.
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With support from Holly, | have been able to complete revisions on a paper, submit a
conference abstract with the Roving Researcher as an author, complete the experiments
for a further paper and generate pilot data for an upcoming grant submission. This is a
huge improvement over where | expected to be. Having someone to prepare, start or finish
experiments if | have to leave at short notice makes so much more possible.

Holly was very proactive in finding meaningful things to do in the lab (e.g. writing Standard
Operating Procedures or preparing reagents) when | was not able to give her specific tasks.
The additional support has reduced my stress around the ‘publish or perish” adage, as |
now have all the data for my next paper, and exciting pilot data to follow through.

Having someone in the lab on days when either my daughter was ill (and | needed to
provide short-notice childcare) or when | was ill myself was so helpful. Experiments which
were time-sensitive, or utilised irreplaceable patient material, weren't wasted.

This support has been invaluable. It has turbocharged my productivity at a time when it
would otherwise have been really hard to get going again so quickly. Thank you, Holly!
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Case study - Kumita Group

In 2022, Dr Janet Kumita established her research group in the Department of Pharmacology with
funding from an MRC Career Development Award Fellowship. Dr Kumita's group research mechanisms
of protein self-assembly, such as amyloid formation in protein misfolding diseases and the role of
biomolecular condensates in protein degradation pathways.

Dr Kumita applied for support from a Roving Researcher to cover the maternity leave of a research
associate in her lab. This period of 9 to 12 months of leave would have had a negative impact on

an ongoing research project with external collaborators. The Roving Researcher was assigned part-
time for a period of 8 months, providing experimental support on protein expression and extraction,
working with collaborators and helping some day-to-day lab management.
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The impact of the Roving Researcher has been huge. The support has been vital in keeping
research moving forward. In particular, we had started a project with external collaborators
and things began progressing quickly around the time the period of leave started. Having
cover from the scheme meant that we were able to keep up the momentum without too
much disruption. In fact, my collaborator and | are hoping to begin preparing a manuscript
around this work. Really grateful that this scheme was available!

Holly was very organised and a brilliant communicator. Having this experimental support
alleviated a lot of stress for me around the pace of research at a time when | had just set
up my own independent lab. My research associate on leave also felt reassured that things
were running smoothly in the lab and will be in a good place when she returns.

| think some of the expectations of what the Roving Researcher can cover are limited
by the coverage being part-time. Although Holly would be amazing at covering the

lab management tasks (which my research associate was responsible for), | could not
realistically utilise her skills for this because she was only in the lab 2 days a week and
management tasks can't always wait. Ideally, the Roving Researcher scheme should be
further supported and expanded to enable 100% of leave to be covered - ultimately
supporting leave fully is the only way to mitigate the negative impact.
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Governance

The Roving Researcher Committee is responsible for decisions on the time allocation of the Rovers.
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Management and Resource Allocation

The Roving Researcher Committee meets three times a year to discuss applications and decide
resource allocation. Emergency applications are assessed outside of these times on an ad-hoc basis.

Project allocation considers three main criteria: applicant eligibility, justification of resource needs and
feasibility of the activity. Justification of need considers several key factors, including the researcher’s
career stage and the potential impact on their career progression. It also evaluates whether support
will enable further funding opportunities, facilitate continued research method development, or
ensure the progression of critical research. Additional considerations include the remaining duration
of the research contract, the likelihood of producing key outputs, and the size and funding stage of
the host lab. The length and frequency of leave periods, as well as the nature of the leave - maternal,
parental, sickness, or family support - are also taken into account to ensure appropriate and effective
allocation of resources.




Fair Attribution

Fair attribution is essential for research integrity, fostering a collaborative environment, and ensuring
that all contributors to the research process receive appropriate recognition for their work. Roving
Researchers can cover technicians, research assistants, postdocs, principal investigators, and other
employed researchers. Their intellectual contributions to projects can vary and are specified by the
applicant.

The Roving Researcher Scheme provides clear guidelines for applicants on acknowledging the Rover's
contributions. In cases where Roving Researchers have assisted with the experiment data acquisition
or analysis, they should be acknowledged by name: ‘The authors would like to acknowledge the help of
[insert name] as a Roving Researcher in the School of Biological Sciences, University of Cambridge.’

In cases where the research has required intellectual contributions from one or more Roving
Researchers, they should be included within the author list of the resultant publication or report and in
discussions during drafting and publication.




Future Directions

We want to expand the Scheme to offer longer and more comprehensive support for researchers in
the School of Biological Sciences who take leave. This model has the potential to be implemented in
other Schools within the University and could ultimately lead to the establishment of a new type of
role that universities around the world could use to support staff members who need to take leave.
We envision that these initiatives will be adopted globally in the future, with Rovers providing full-time
support throughout the duration of the leave.

Please feel free to contact the Committee if you have any questions. Our contact email is
rovingresearcher@bio.cam.ac.uk.
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Roving Researcher Schemes have great potential to challenge traditional thinking about
research careers, and | am delighted that the School of Biological Sciences is pioneering it

here at Cambridge. The scheme represents a novel model of research delivery, and scaled

up, it could be one solution to mitigate some of the issues created by precarious contracts ’,
in research careers.

Liz Simmonds
Head of Research Culture
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