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British Society for Geomorphology: future vision and strategy 
 
Background and context 
The British Geomorphological Research Group has changed its name to the British Society for 
Geomorphology, implying that the BGRG needed to make a step-change in activity and visibility. Recent 
discussions, for example at the Loughborough and Birmingham annual conferences, encompassed 
words and phrases such as international Society, professional organisation / professional reputation, the 
voice of geomorphology and an influencing body.  
 
Apart from the title, what else has changed? 
 
Probably relatively little to date: we have a similar number of conferences and meetings - although some 
struggle and others have fallen by the way-side; what we offer Society members is very much the same 
in terms of grants and awards; and our membership remains relatively static. Many current Society 
activities were the same over 20 years ago. At the same time, the external environment has evolved in 
ways that has impacted upon we do. The Cumberland Lodge Postgraduate Conference was ground 
breaking in its time. It is now paralleled by many other opportunities, some EU funded and others a 
consequence of Roberts funding (which has also resulted in NERC withdrawing support for Council 
funded students). The International Association of Geomorphologists (IAG) now exists and holds 
increasing numbers of meetings, some of which compete with the BSG. There are other examples of 
changes to the external environment but these two highlight the need for us to consider the future 
strategic direction of the re-named Society. 
 
BSG membership is diverse. The Society serves academic, educational, industrial and lay communities, 
and we must forget not these constituents. Many Society members work in the HE / public sectors, 
where institutional drivers are not insignificantly focused on RAE, QAA and other performance indicators. 
Many individuals give freely of their time to the Society but in a context where it is increasingly necessary 
to demonstrate that the added value benefits both the individual and the organisation they work for. The 
time constraint is most evident amongst the membership of the Executive Committee, reflected in the 
increasing difficulty in filling elected posts that carry workloads. 
 
The Executive Committee has spent time since the last AGM thinking about the future of the Society. 
What should we be about and do our activities reflect what the Society is trying to achieve? Is change 
necessary or should we simply maintain the status quo? How should we be spending our income and 
can we be sure that what we do represents value for money to BSG members? Do we see the Society 
as the national / international voice for geomorphology? If we do is this reality and, if not, what do we 
need to do to change our public image and have influence beyond the discipline? Finally, how can we 
configure our committee structure to best deliver the proposed next phase of Society development? 
 
 
Future vision and strategy 
The intellectual strength of the British Society for Geomorphology is founded upon research. Excellent 
research not only establishes our reputation as an international Society but it supports what we do in 
education and outreach. It is also central to the exchange of ideas that contribute to society and, thereby, 
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our reputation in the wider public sphere. Today, as when the British Geomorphological Research Group 
was founded, its members seek to enquire, discuss, debate and make seminal contributions to 
knowledge. While the benefits of research are founded on the production of ideas and understandings, 
they also include the personal development of engaged individuals (e.g. PhD students) and, 
increasingly, enhancement to society through enterprise and knowledge exchange. 
 
The Society has the opportunity to play a major role in the wider world, through links with other 
communities, national and international organisations, where both partners benefit from a productive 
partnership. Translational research is likely to be significant in securing the wider reputation of both the 
Society and the subject that it represents. The agenda here must be pursued in collaboration with other 
public and private sector stakeholders, in particular partner learned societies, wider education 
communities, government and the media. 
 
The BSG should have a clear strategy that establishes a vision and direction for the Society. Part of this 
is having some specific objectives which confirm the commitment we have to furthering excellent 
research in geomorphology and our engagement with other groups, thereby demonstrating the benefits 
of our subject to a wider world and engaging others with what we do. The strategy should set out where 
we are going and how we are going to get there, firmly establishing the Society as the recognised centre 
for excellence in geomorphology. 
 
 
Mission statement and values 
Should the Society create a single core mission statement which underpins its activities? This approach 
is sometimes viewed negatively in a HE environment but can equally act as a good signpost for those 
looking from the outside-in. If a clear mission statement (perhaps we might call this a statement of intent) 
is a good idea, what might it be and to what sort of audience should it be aligned? 
 
We can ask the same question about values. Should the BSG have a set of standards or benchmarks 
against which all its activities (in particular those into which funds are placed) can be tested for rigour, 
value and quality? 
 
In the 21st century are we or should we be: 

 a Society that supports pioneering research and encourages the development of new thinking 
and approaches; 

 a centre of excellence and professionalism, which can boast vitality, enthusiasm and energy, and 
encourage debate within and between disciplines; 

 an engaged Society, which clearly maintains an international outlook but is strongly connected to 
our national perspective; 

 an innovative Society, which recognises and nurtures new ideas and new approaches and helps 
secure a viable future for the discipline; 

 an organisation of opportunity that reaches out to people of various backgrounds and seeks to 
make a difference to people and wider society. 

 
As we move from being the BGRG to being the BSG should we proactively: 

 attract, support and retain the best researchers as BSG members and through our activities 
attain and maintain international excellence in what we do; 

 encourage work between disciplines cognate with geomorphology, so that the Society is seen to 
be supporting plateaus of international research excellence; 

 invest resource around key research themes so as to support the activities of Society members; 

 ensure appropriate incentives and rewards are in place to recognise, encourage and enhance 
core research in geomorphology; 

 support the development of a vibrant and expanding community of doctoral and post-doctoral 
scholars; 



\work\word\miscewll\bsgsexplanation 

 
 

 develop Society governance and management structures that support excellent research and 
develop activities that enhance the reputation of geomorphology to a wider audience; 

 enhance contributions to national and international policy and practice arising from research-led 
activities; 

 foster collaborations with appropriate external public and private sector organisations, regionally, 
nationally and internationally, that are mutually beneficial to both partners; 

 play a role in society and the economy, through productive knowledge exchange. 
 
 
A way forwards? 
The sort of questions asked above will impact upon decisions about how we should develop over the 
coming years and the role of the Executive Committee and its members in developing Society activities. 
For organisations such as the British Society for Geomorphology, with finite resource and therefore 
limited room for major developments, delivery of an ambitious agenda for the future will mean 
channelling resource to where it is needed most. Even embracing the notion of a Society solely engaged 
in geomorphology, the full range of activities that includes research, education and outreach, will 
necessitate the diversion of resources into specific areas identified for investment and growth within any 
given time-frame. 
 
Does the Executive Committee and broader membership (through the AGM) have the appetite for such a 
policy? In short, is it the case that the BSG will have to reconcile its ambitions for excellence and the cost 
to deliver such excellence, against the many activities in which it is currently engaged? 
 
One organisational weakness is how we manage the range of activities that the Society undertakes. In 
terms of structure: 

 does the Executive Committee focus on appropriate issues, with its members having well defined 
responsibilities that will deliver the Society strategy and link the executive group to underlying 
committees and decision making bodies; 

 do we have the right number of committees, with clear terms of reference and decision making 
powers on behalf of the EC and with a member of the EC present for the purposes of good 
governance; 

 is the current overall committee structure too heavy to manage Society affairs and are we placing 
enough emphasis in the right areas; 

 does how we structure ourselves meet the needs of the membership. 
 
In summary, perhaps the key questions in thinking about the future of the Society are (i) what is the 
extent of our ambition, (ii) what do we need do to realise this, (iii) what boundaries should we seek to 
place on our current range of activities to achieve our ambition and (iv) what things do we need to start 
doing (or do differently) to take the Society forwards to its next phase of development? 
 
 
The proposed changes 
The main changes proposed are summarised as follows with further detail in the proposed revisions to 
the Constitution. 
 

 
1. The term of office for the BSG Chair would be extended to 2 years, but elected 1 year in advance 

serving as a Vice Chair in the year preceding becoming Society Chair. The JVC position would 
cease to exist. In total this is a three year term similar to other posts of the Society. Recent BSG 
Chairs have complained of getting to grips with the role about the time the term of office comes to 
an end, and conversely having little to do as JVC.  

 
2. The EC would comprise the BSG Chair, Deputy, Honorary Treasurer and Honorary Secretary, 

plus three Vice Chairs who would chair the three sub-committees, and three Ordinary Members 
who would serve as secretaries to the three sub-committees. The Vice Chairs, Honorary 
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Treasurer, Honorary Secretary, and Ordinary Members would be elected for 3 year terms. In the 
light of the proposed changes to the subcommittee structure (point 3), postgraduate (PG) 
representation on the EC is an issue for discussion. PG representation in the Society would be 
increased with 3 PG members of the subcommittees, a question remains over whether one of 
this PG team should also be a member of the EC (point 5)? The EC would become the group that 
agrees a three year strategy and financial forecast and would monitor spending. The EC would 
also develop a Society three year strategic and financial plan, which will be updated on an annual 
basis. The structure of the Committee is detailed in Table 1. 
 

3. The Committee structure of the BSG should be revised to comprise a Research Committee, 
Publications Committee and an Outreach (with Education) Committee. These sub-committees 
would have greater autonomy and prominence in running the business of the Society. There 
would be a requirement to formally/physically meet once a year with other meetings by remote or 
proxy means. Decisions and actions undertaken by the sub-committees would come to the EC 
for approval. The sub-committees would have a budget and brief agreed on a three year rolling 
basis to be presented and approved at the summer meeting. Each subcommittee would have to 
plan and budget for the year with the VCs responsible for agreeing the strategy and devising an 
operational plan which comes to and is reviewed by the EC. Transparency to and input from the 
Society would be canvassed at the AGM, with the presentation of an Annual Review and Forward 
Plan (presented by the three VCs). The structure, responsibilities and composition of the 
subcommittees is detailed in óTerms of Referenceô sections below, but all three would have 
equal scope to shape the future direction and activities of the society across the breadth of its 
portfolio. 
 

4. The Society needs an influential figurehead, a President, for which nominations would be 
canvassed in advance and would be approved by the Society at the AGM. The person would and 
must be able to represent the interests of the BSG at National and International levels 
(Government, NGO, Research Councils, Industry, etc). The role would essentially be honorary, 
with no compulsion to attend EC meetings, but with the right to attend. The length of the post 
would be three years, extendable by two. 

 
5. The postgraduate (PG) membership of the BSG is vital and represents the future of the Society. 

Given their suggested expanded brief it is important that the PG community is represented on 
each subcommittee (three representatives two year terms). Experience shows that the PG 
representatives would be extremely effective members of the subcommittees, and one of this PG 
team would also be a member of the EC. Paralleling the intention to increase the dynamism of 
the subcommittees, this increased PG representation would improve the voice of this important 
community across the activities of the society (e.g. BSG Meetings, Conferences, Awards, 
Outreach with Education and Industry). 

 
6. The programme of elections to BSG positions and committees is detailed Table 2, with the 

normal term three years or two years for postgraduates. Both Vice Chair and Ordinary Members 
remain with the Committee for the three years, but their election is staggered to ensure Society 
memory and continuity. 
 

7. To ensure the Society discharges its duties with regard to the Charities Commission, there shall 
be eight Trustees, who will be responsible for the good governance of the Society. The Trustees 
will normally include all principal office holders on the Executive Committee, Chair (? Does not fit 
with the electoral cycle), Honorary Secretary, Honorary Treasurer, three Vice-Chairs, and three 
Ordinary Secretaries. The period of office for all Trustees shall be three years. 

 



\work\word\miscewll\bsgsexplanation 

 
 

Table 1  Summary of the BSG Committee structure 

 
 
Table 2  Programme of elections and nominations for BSG Committee and other positions 

Role Year 1 Year 2 Year 3 Year 4 Year 5 Year 6 Year 7 

President  Election   Election or 
continue 

 Election 

BSG Chair Chair Chair Chair Chair Chair Chair Chair 

BSG Deputy Chair Election  Election  Election   Election 

Honorary Treasurer  Election   Election   

Honorary Secretary  Election   Election   

        

Research committee  

Vice Chair Election   Election   Election 

Ordinary Secretary   Election     

Postgraduate 
member 

Election  Election  Election  Election 

Awards (co-opt) ?       

Grants (co-opt) ?       

Science links (co-opt) ?       

Publications 
committee 

 

Vice Chair  Election   Election   

Ordinary Secretary Election   Election    

ESP&L BSG Editor         

Geophemera Editor ?       

Website Editor ?       

Postgraduate 
member 

 Election  Election  Election  

Outreach committee  

Vice Chair   Election   Election  

Ordinary Secretary  Election   Election   

Postgraduate 
member 

Election  Election  Election  Election 

Schools and 
Education 

?       

Industry/Professional ?       

Membership 
secretary 

?       

President of the BSG (3 year term + 2 optional) 

 
Executive Committee (10 people + 3 optional co-opted) 

Chair (& Deputy Chair), Honorary Secretary (3 years), Honorary Treasurer (3 years), 3 Vice Chairs, 3 Ordinary 
Secretaries, 1 postgraduate 

 

Research committee 
 

Vice Chair (3 years) 

Ordinary Secretary (3 years) 
Postgrad Member (2 years) 

Co-opted Science links 
Co-opted Grants 

Co-opted Awards 

Publications committee 
 

Vice Chair (3 years) 

Ordinary Secretary (3 years) 
Postgrad Member (2 years) 

BSG ESPL Editor (? years) 
Geophemera Editor (3 years) 

Website Editor (3 years) 
 

Outreach committee 
 

Vice Chair (3 years) 

Ordinary Secretary (3 years) 
Postgrad Member (2 years) 

Membership Secretary (3 years) 
Education Member 

Industry Member 
 

 

Honorary Secretary and Honorary Treasurer have a rolling brief to attend meetings without portfolio  
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Terms of reference for the BSG Executive Committee 
Key role 
The BSG Executive Committee shall coordinate all aspects of Society activity, develop strategy, 
recommend budgets to the Annual General Meeting for approval and be responsible for the 
implementation of decisions made at the Annual General Meeting in pursuance of the Society aims and 
objectives.  
 
Reporting 
The BSG Executive Committee will report to the Annual General Meeting of the Society. 
 
Terms of reference 
The Committee shall: 

 advance the interests of the Society, maintaining its efficiency and encouraging the prosecution 
of research; 

 manage the Societyôs strategy and steer Society business; 

 monitor and report on activities within the Society to the membership and ensure action as 
required against decisions made at the Annual General Meeting;  

 make recommendations to the Annual General Meeting on policy initiatives and other matters; 

 monitor budgets and agree the collection and disbursement of funds as agreed by the Annual 
General Meeting. 

 
Membership 

 Chair. 

 Deputy Chair. 

 Honorary Secretary. 

 Honorary Treasurer. 

 Vice Chair with responsibility for Chairing Research Committee. 

 Vice-Chair with responsibility for Chairing Publications Committee. 

 Vice-Chair with responsibility for Chairing Outreach Committee. 

 Three ordinary members, each with responsibility for acting as secretary to one of the Society 
Committees: Research, Education and Outreach. 

 Representative of the postgraduate team (?) 

 

All posts will be filled following election at the Annual General Meeting, following an agreed rotation with 
regard to the term of office of a vacancy as and when it arises. 
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Terms of reference for the BSG Research Committee 
 
Key role 
The BSG Research Committee shall promote and develop a strong research culture and ethos across 
the Society, encouraging activity that is consistent with an internationally outstanding organisation and a 
profile that matches the best activity at home and abroad. 
 
Reporting 
The BSG Research Committee will report to the Executive Committee. Reports will also be sent to the 
Publications Committee and the Outreach Committee when appropriate. 
 
Terms of reference 
The Committee shall promote research within the Society by: 

 developing the Society as a research-intensive centre of critical thinking, learning and discovery; 

 undertaking strategic planning to further the research agenda of the Society (e.g. through grants, 
awards, programme of meetings etc.);  

 working with others to develop and hold a programme of meetings to debate and disseminate 
research; 

 administer funds for research as may be allocated by the Executive Committee; 

 seek nominations for and make decisions on awards and prizes that the Society may from time to 
time have to present; 

 forward regular reports to the Executive Committee and Annual General Meeting; 

 consider proposals for new initiatives as may be referred to it by the Society Executive 
Committee. 

 
Membership 

 Vice-Chair, acting as Chair of the Research Committee and also being a member of the Society 
Executive Committee (elected by members at the AGM). 

 Ordinary Member, acting as Secretary of the Committee and also being a member of the Society 
Executive Committee (elected by members at the AGM). 

 Committee member responsible for scientific links (co-opted by the Society Executive Committee 
upon the recommendation of the Committee Chair and Secretary). 

 Committee member responsible for grants (co-opted by the Society Executive Committee upon 
the recommendation of the Research Committee Chair and Secretary). 

 Committee member responsible for awards (co-opted by the Society Executive Committee upon 
the recommendation of the Research Committee Chair and Secretary). 

 One postgraduate member (elected by the postgraduate members of the Society). 
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Terms of reference for the BSG Publications Committee 
 
Key role 
The BSG Publications Committee shall be responsible for the dissemination of information about the 
Society and its activities, both to the membership and external stakeholders with whom productive 
engagement is beneficial to geomorphology and geomorphologists. 
 
Reporting 
The BSG Publications Committee will report to the Executive Committee. Reports will also be sent to the 
Research Committee and the Outreach Committee when appropriate. 
 
Terms of reference 
The Committee shall: 

 be responsible for all Society publications and outputs; 

 co-ordinate Society marketing and publicity;  

 take the primary role on behalf of the Society for the shared responsibility with regard to the 
journal Earth Surface Processes and Landforms; 

 maintain a Society web presence and promote other forms of electronic communication; 

 forward regular reports to the Executive Committee and Annual General Meeting; 

 publish and disseminate the Society newsletter Geophemera. 
 
Membership 

 Vice-Chair, acting as Chair of the Research Committee and also being a member of the Society 
Executive Committee (elected by members at the AGM). 

 Ordinary Member, acting as Secretary of the Committee and also being a member of the Society 
Executive Committee (elected by members at the AGM). 

 The BSG Editor for the Society journal Earth Surface Processes and Landforms. 

 The Editor of the Society newsletter Geophemera (co-opted by the Society Executive Committee 
upon the recommendation of the Research Committee Chair and Secretary). 

 Committee member responsible for the Society web site (co-opted by the Society Executive 
Committee upon the recommendation of the Research Committee Chair and Secretary). 

 One postgraduate member (elected by the postgraduate members of the Society). 

 
The Honorary Secretary and Honorary Treasurer will be ex officio members of the Publications 

Committee, attending meetings as and when required
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Terms of reference for the BSG Outreach (with Education) Committee 

Key role 
The BSG Outreach Committee shall promote and develop aspects of Society business that link it to the 
wider world, in particular through education and activities that encompass business, industry and society. 
 
Reporting 
The BSG Outreach Committee will report to the Executive Committee. Reports will also be sent to the 
Publications Committee and the Research Committee when appropriate. 
 
Terms of reference 
The Committee shall: 

 act as the link to external professional bodies such as the Royal Geographical Society (with the 
Institute of British Geographers) and The Geological Society of London; 

 work with other bodies in support of pathways that can lead to chartered status for 
geomorphologists;  

 foster links with business and the community; 

 support education in geomorphology, working, where appropriate, with partner agencies and 
organisations; 

 maintain a database of active Society members; 

 decide on the recipient of the Marjorie Sweeting Award for the best undergraduate dissertation in 
geomorphology; 

 be responsible for recruiting new members; 

 forward regular reports to the Executive Committee and Annual General Meeting; 

 consider matters that, from time to time, may be referred by the Executive Committee. 
 
Membership 

 Vice-Chair, acting as Chair of the Outreach Committee and also being a member of the Society 
Executive Committee (elected by members at the AGM). 

 Ordinary Member, acting as Secretary of the Committee and also being a member of the Society 
Executive Committee (elected by members at the AGM). 

 Committee member responsible for links with schools and colleges, preferably a school teacher 
(co-opted by the Society Executive Committee upon the recommendation of the Research 
Committee Chair and Secretary).. 

 Committee member responsible for links with business and industry, preferably a practicing / 
professional geomorphologist (co-opted by the Society Executive Committee upon the 
recommendation of the Research Committee Chair and Secretary). 

 One postgraduate member (elected by the postgraduate members of the Society). 

The Honorary Secretary and Honorary Treasurer will be ex officio members of the Publications 
Committee, attending meetings as and when required. 


