
Minutes of the Annual Meeting of COPS held at the Alan Turing Institute, 26 September
2017.

1. Preliminaries

COPS chair John Aston (JA) welcomed participants to the meeting, which started slightly late at
2.45pm.

Present: John Aston, Gavin Gibson, Aris Perperoglou, Mikis Stasinopoulos, Charles Taylor, Alastair
Young.

In attendance: Olivia Varley-Winter, Policy and Research Manager, Royal Statistical Society (RSS).

Apologies: Niall Adams, John Biggins, Steve Brooks, Stephen Buckland, Graham Dunn, Idris Eckley,
Axel Gandy, Mark Girolami, Michael Goldstein, Rob Henderson, Berthold Lausen, David Leslie, Emma
McCoy, Guy Nason, Pete Neal, Richard Samworth, Natalie Shlomo, Julian Stander, Len Thomas, David
van Dyk, Andrew Walden, Andy Vail.

2. Appointment of Minutes Secretary

Alastair Young was appointed minutes secretary for the meeting.

3. EPSRC Mathematics Programme

JA reported that the EPSRC Mathematics Programme had been invited to send a representative to
the meeting. Though they had initially intended to do so, they subsequently withdrew. No reply was
received to the invitation to submit a report to the meeting. This was interpreted as being indicative
of difficulties being created by changes within the Mathematics Programme.

4. Minutes of 2016 meeting

Minutes of the 2016 meeting were accepted as being a correct record.

5. Matters arising

There were no matters arising not otherwise covered by agenda items.

6. Domestic matters

There had been a number of recent additions to the COPS membership list, but members were reminded
to send to JA the details of colleagues who should be added.

The financial report was received. This is available on the COPS website at

https://www.jiscmail.ac.uk/cgi-bin/filearea.cgi?LMGT1=COPSTAT&a=get&f=/2017meeting.html

Expenditure in 2016-17 was slight and the balance is healthy, so it was agreed that 2017-18 should be
another subscription free year. Julian Stander was thanked for preparation of the report.

Results of the 2017 data collection exercise were received. The report is on the website, op. cit. The
number of returns was less than in the immediate past, and some large groups had not submitted their
data. It was felt important that those institutions make efforts to provide late submissions.

A summary analysis of data over the period 2014-16 from a set of 31 groups who had submitted returns
in each of the three years was received. The usefulness of this analysis stresses the need to press certain
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institutions (in particular Oxford and Warwick) to submit returns for 2017. Camila Caiado (Durham)
was thanked for this analysis.

The data collection exercise confirms the health and growth of the academic discipline. A striking
feature is the number of Master’s students. It was noted that while female students are in the majority
at Master’s level, the ratio male:female at PhD level is 2:1.

There was discussion of the sense in seeking to understand interaction effects within the data (in par-
ticular female/overseas). Gender balance is a concern not only at senior academic levels, but also at
more junior levels. It was noted that the breakdown of PhD funding sources indicated ‘Other’ predom-
inates over EPSRC/other RC. It was noted that it might be desirable to extend the data collection to
examine levels of industrial support for PhD studies, and to break down the ‘Other’ funding category
to self/overseas government agencies etc.

COPS members were encouraged to send suggestions for membership of the COPS Executive to JA.
The current Executive consists of Steve Buckland, Rob Henderson, Julian Stander and Andrew Wood,
with Guy Nason as RSS Academic Affairs representative.

7. Publications

The COPS website and its content, in particular details of postgraduate opportunities, are felt to be
a useful resource. The meeting reaffirmed the need to locate a volunteer to update the information
and improve the operation of the website. Information in the Directory of Academic Statisticians is
no longer accessible, and attempts to understand the status of the directory had been unsuccessful. It
was felt that this is now a lost cause, but the aspiration to a useful tool of this kind remains, though a
skilled volunteer would be needed to assist in the setting up of such a resource.

8. RSS Academic Affairs Advisory Group

Olivia Varley-Winter, Policy and Research Manager at RSS, gave an update of activities of the RSS
Academic Affairs Advisory Group (AAAG), on behalf of Guy Nason, RSS Vice President Academic
Affairs. The presentation included detail of: AAAG membership; responses made to consultations by
RSS; the Bond review of Knowledge Exchange; RSS liaison with RCUK, in particular EPSRC; working
with the Council for Mathematical Sciences (CMS). The presentation is available on the COPS website,
op. cit. Discussion followed, focussing on monitoring of EPSRC DTP allocation. Ring fencing of
studentship allocations has been lost, and institutional variations are evident, with some places having
lost substantial funding, others less so. Accurate data is difficult to obtain, and ought to be pursued
through CMS, rather than EPSRC.

9. Research and postgraduate matters

There were no significant further matters to be discussed.

10. Other teaching matters

The growth in courses involving data science and machine learning was discussed. The tension between
statistics and data science is important to observe, but there is currently little evidence that data
science courses are drawing students away from traditional statistics courses. Institutions are using
data science branding to attract students to statistics courses. It was observed that there is currently
no clear identity within institutions for data science, but monitoring of impact on statistics courses will
be necessary.

11. Open discussion on topics of general interest
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The meeting discussed the EPSRC (lack of) definition of statistics: lack of audit of EPSRC in this regard
has had important consequences, such as in allocation of spending over the Alan Turing Institute.

Statisticians have an important role in commenting on matters concerning USS. Individuals and, at
institutional level, groups are involved in questioning valuations, but there is a perceived need for
greater influence, perhaps through RSS.

Institutions will have to make substantial syllabus changes to take account of current A level reforms.

12. Any other business

Careful thought should be given to the date of the 2018 meeting, and this should be set well in advance,
to ensure greater attendance.

JA reported that potential conflicts of interest in regard to his position at the Home Office required
him to stand down as COPS chair. The Executive is actively engaged in identifying a successor. JA
was thanked for his work on behalf of COPS.
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