Where the users are and what the users do:
A survey on NMI3 users

For many years it has become a
routine for neutron users to pre-
pare and submit proposals for beam
time regularly to get access to neu-
tron facilities ail over the world.
With the very first applications be-
ing still letters or .even phone cails
to colleagues working at the few
neutron facilities procedures became
more and more established to handle
large amounts of beam time requests
based on a qualified scientific review
and standardized administrative pro-
cedures. Nowadays on-line proposal
submission via web based portals to
the various user offices has become a
standard at most user facilities, Many
hundreds of proposals for beam time
per year are processed in this way
at the large neutron facilities. Local
support during the measurements by
scientific and technical staff, sample
environment equipment and lab ser-
vices is routine and accommodation
is arranged in on-site guest houses.
Users receive financial support by
national and international access
programs to cover their travel costs.

This classical way of access and
its administrative procedures has
been very successful for quite a long
time but in recent years the proce-
dures regarding proposal submis-
sion and treatment became more and
more a topic under discussion. On
the one hand the request for a more
direct and fast access to beam time
like urgent proposals for “hot topic
experiments” or requests for mail-in
services of samples has been raised
by the users on the other hand a more
simplified access model for indus-
try performing applied research is
claimed, in particular by politicians
and funding agencies, Within these
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various requests by the different user
groups and bodies the facilities will
have to move, make choices and
develop new options. The current

model of access will have to evolve

and the administrative procedures
then need to be adopted.

User survey

In order to prepare possible an-
swers to future requirements by us-
ers of large scale facilities and how
aceess might have to be re-organized
at the neutron sources a user survey
has been initiated by the NMI3-IV/
FP7 project in Europe (NMI3: Neu-
tron and Muon Integrated Infrastruc-
ture Initiative)}. This survey has been
a first atfempt to get some insight
on the satisfaction and the needs of
our users in terms of access man-
agement. The survey was organized
within the NMI3-11 work package on
“Integrated User Access” involving
the users at all participating Euro-
pean neutron sources. Topics tackled
by the survey were the frequency

and activity of the users in asking
for beam time, the usage of the fa-
cilities and its funding, the response
to current proposal procedures and
possible future developments or re-
quirements. About 260 anonymous
responses were received from the
user community,

The result shows a highly active
user community: about 50% of all
users do submit between 5-20 pro-
posals within a five year period (Fig-
ure 1). On average each user subraits
between 2-4 proposals each year.

The proposal activity also gener-
ates a high frequency of visits to the
facilities. 37% of the users that par-
ticipated in the survey made 14 vis-
its within five years, 23% even 5-9
visits (Figure 2). On average each
user performed 1~2 visits per year to
the facilities, in many cases to more
than one: the majority of users (51%)
uses 23 facilities for their research
in parallel. As expected, not all neu-
tron scattering techniques are made
use of with the same frequency:

How many proposals did you submit
within the past 5 years {including
proposals as co-proposer) ?

50-100

>100
20-50 | 3% 3%

Figure 1. Number of proposals submitted by vsers within five years,
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How many experimental visits to
neutran or muon facilities did you
make within this period ?

Figure 2. Number of visits by users within the five years,

powder diffraction (21%) and smali
angle scattering (19%) are used most
frequently (Figure 3). Of course,
these techniques coincide with those
methods offering relatively short
beam times and high throughput of
experiments. Hence they create a
large user community. It is interest-
ing to mention that demanding spec-
troscopic techniques like triple-axis
or time-of-flight experiments follow
on rank 3 by a total of still 14%. The
survey also demonstrated that the
user community is not mainly re-
stricted to a single method: the ma-
jority of users apply for more than
one mneutron scattering technique
for their research. In addition 7%
of users actively use muon spectro-
scopy.

Nearly all proposals are submit-
ted by web based user portals {96%),
which are considered as very useful
{70% give a rating of 8—10 with 10
being the highest grade), easy to use
(78%) and to be accessed (88%). The
vast majority of the responding users
also consider the curent frequency
of proposal deadlines to be sufficient
(74%) with typically two submis-
sion deadlines per year. Only 30% of
the current users would Hke to have
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between 34 proposal deadlines per
year. It is interesting to note that the
majority of users are not in favor of
a continuous proposal submission
scheme (52%). Only 27% would
consider this as usefial. Also, the ma-
jority is still in favor of a time delay
between proposal submission and
experiment of 2—4 months period
(2 months: 21%, 3 months: 28%, 4
months: 14%) to prepare samples
and equipment accordingly.

Harmonization?

Recently, discussions have been
launched on the pros and cons of
harmenized administrative proce-
dures at the various user facilities.
Keywords like “single entry points,”
“crossover proposals,” “joint review
panels” or “Umbrella” came on the
agenda and certainly funding agen-
cies like the EC are important stake-
holders in that discussion—in par-
ticular within the various I3 access
programs of the BC.

The general idea behind a harmo-
nization of procedures is definitely a
good one since administrative obsta-
cles might be reduced. On the other
hand, these first ideas still have to be
filled with content and weli-defined
procedures and—for that purpose—
there is a strong need to lead discus-
sions on the facility managers level,
which is missing almost completely
so far: Do we really want our users
to shift rejected proposals from one
facility to the next one? Do we want
to “shortcut” our review panels at the
facilities by external panels which
distribute the facilities’ beamtime?
Is that compatible with the politics

Techniques used

Other 3-axis and tof
Spin-echo metheds  gpactroscopy
spectroscopy MuSR 8% 15% single crystal
7% 7% diffraction

Radiography/
Tomography
4% 4B

9%

Powder

SANS . dlffraction
10% Reflectometry Stress/strain 24%
9% measurements
2%

Figure 3. Scattering techniques used by users.
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of nationai stakeholders who are the
major funding agencies for our na-
tional facilities?

A single entry point with links to
the various Digital User Offices is
not far from being realized and the
Umbrella initiative (hitps://umbrella.
psi.ch) is a first step on that road.
Nevertheless, the end of the road is
still quite in the clouds and it is not
yet clear, where we really want to go
to. In the meantime each user facility
should review its own access proce-
dures and think of how to react to the
moving needs of our customers.

Being asked about harmonized
proposal  forms—whatever  that
means—a clear majority of 78% of
the participating users is in favor
(Figure 4} and also would welcome a
single entry point to get access to the
current digital user office platforms
(65%) (Figure 5).

Regarding harmonized proposal
deadlines the user community, who
participated in the swrvey has no
clear opinion at all (43% pro and
also 43% against). More in favor,
expressed by individual comments,
the users are to harmonize shut down
periods of the neutron facilities to
keep a continuous access for their
experiments.

Would you like a single entry point to
existing platforms?

Figure 5. Response to single enfry point for access to user office platforms.

Half of the users {(52%) would
also like to share submiited proposal
to several facilities for review or
move rejected proposals for review
to another facility (58%). A majority
of users even would favor an auto-
matic move of rejected proposals
due to overload to other facilities
(60%). A joined facility review com-
mittee is less favored by the users
{42% yes, 34% no}. Again, the real
procedures are not defined {(and not
even seriously discussed) yet,

Reviewer survey
In addition fo the user survey a
second survey was prepared to re-

Would you like harmonized forms
and procedures across existing
platforms?

Figure 4. Response to the option of harmonized proposal forms,
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ceive answers and comments by the
reviewers acting within the current
system of proposal evaluation. The
survey on reviewers was conducted
among neutren scientists acting in
review panels of European neutron
facilities rating proposals within
the recent five years. The reviewers
were asked about the frequency, the
activity and the work load during
the evaluation, their comment on the
organization of the review and their
point of view regarding harmoniza-
tion of proposal structures and re-
view process.

The survey shows that a single
reviewer typically is active in one
or two committees (69%) in paral-
lel over a period between two and
three years (41%), Nearly one third
is active for more than five years
(31%). Within & year most review-
ers do evaluate between 30-50 pro-
posals (31%) or even more (50-100
proposals, 28%) (Figure 6). On aver-
age they invest between a half hour
(28%) and one hour {34%) time to
review a single proposal,

The majority of the proposals is
distributed to the reviewers as printed
documents (24% and 34% with ad-
ditional web based access), which
is also the preferred option by the
majority {56%). Most reviews then
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How many proposals did you review
per year, on average ?

>100

<10

Figure 6. Number of proposals reviewed by referees per year.

are submitted electronically (83%).
There is also a clear preference from
the referees to meet in person and
have panel meetings (83% rate this as
important, rate 8-10), video confer-
ences do not seem to be a full alterna-
tive yet (only preferred by 45%).
Most reviewers consider current
existing web base user office sys-
tems as helpful (62%) (Figure 7).
Only a minority rates them asg “too
complicated” (14%). Also here, a
majority is in favor of harmonized
forms or procedures to review pro-

posals across individual facilities
(489). Also here no clear opinion
exists about the idea of a harmonized
proposal review process or review
pane! across the facilities as useful
(48% uncertain).

Summary

The presented survey was done
within the framework of the NMI3/
FP7 project—hence it may not re-
flect the view of the total neutron
community worldwide. Neverthe-

If you have worked with a web based
User Office system, what did you
think of its web-based procedures?

too
complicated

-

Figure 7. Response to the usc of web based user office system by referees.
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less the answers given obviously
show that the system in place seems
to work for these users as wel] as for
the reviewers responding. The gen-
eral way to get access to beam time
is accepted according to the results
of the surveys. A future benefit is
seen in comparable ways of adminis-
trative access, harmonized proposal
forms and handling. On the other
hand uniform proposal reviews or
centralized review processes are not
considered as useful.

The users are active and flex-
ible and they want to have smooth,
easy and transparent and comparable
procedures, Also the reviewers are
highly active spending a lot of time
and effort to advice the facilities on
the scientifically best proposals for
access.

A summary of the two surveys
might be that the facilities have to
think more seriously about unified
access procedures within the local
administrative and political bound-
ary conditions, Effective, smooth and
appropriate beam time access seems
to be the chaltenge for the future that
should be achieved in agreement
with the needs of all stakeholders:
users, facilities, reviewers and fund-
ing agencies.
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