DFES CONSULTATION ON THE REFORM OF HIGHER EDUCATION RESEARCH ASSESSMENT AND FUNDING: SUMMARY OF RESPONSES
Introduction

1. The consultation document Reform of Higher Education Research Assessment and Funding was published electronically by the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) on 13 June 2006. It was developed by a working group jointly chaired by Professor Sir Alan Wilson and Professor David Eastwood and comprising representatives of the DfES; HM Treasury (HMT); the Office of Science and Innovation (OSI); the Department of Employment and Learning Northern Ireland; the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE); the Higher Education Funding Council for Wales; and the Scottish Funding Council. 

2. The document sought the views of respondents on eight broad questions designed to determine the extent to which it will be possible to move, after the 2008 Research Assessment Exercise (RAE), from the mainly peer review-based assessment system that has been in place since 1986 to a system based wholly or mainly on metrics. 

3. The consultation closed on 13 October 2006. By that time, 280 responses had been received. A further 7 responses were received after the closure date and are also taken into account in the summary that follows, bringing the total number of responses to 287. A list of respondents is at Annex A to this summary.
4. Of those responses, 113 were made on behalf of UK higher education institutions. 87 of these institutions (including the Open University) are located in England, 16 in Scotland, 8 in Wales and 2 in Northern Ireland. One institutional response, from the Scottish Agricultural College, was a “nil return”.
5. A further 59 responses came from individual departments and research units within universities, or from individuals, a large majority of whom are current or former university staff.  
6. 74 responses came from subject associations or bodies with a remit for a particular discipline or group of disciplines. 17 Responses came from national representative bodies for higher education, two of which are Scottish and one Welsh. Finally, 24 responses came from other bodies, ranging from research funders to bodies, like the Equality Challenge Unit, with an interest in the subject of the consultation.
7. Respondents were invited to make use of an online response form designed for the purpose of consultation. Two thirds of respondents either used this online form, or addressed the eight consultation questions.  However, several respondents did not answer all questions directly, particularly where they felt the question went beyond their area of interest.  Several respondents also replied to the consultation questions with a more general statement or letter.  Wherever possible, key principles outlined in such statements have been incorporated in the question summaries below, and more general concerns are described in the “other issues” section below.  
Summary of responses to questions

Question 1: Which, if any, of the RAE 2008 panels might adopt a greater or wholly metrics-based approach?
8. 193 respondents answered this question directly. Of those, 158 took the view that none of the 2008 panels should alter their published criteria and working methods in order to make greater use of metrics. Many of these noted that considerable time, effort and money had gone into preparation for RAE 2008, and changing the assessment criteria at such a late stage could cause considerable disruption to the exercise. A few responses commented specifically that they opposed any changes to the published criteria in their subject areas (arts and humanities; physics; dentistry; law; and medicine). 
9. This view was echoed in a letter sent on 3 August to the Minister of State for Higher Education and Lifelong Learning on behalf of all 15 chairs of the RAE 2008 main panels. This concluded that “it would neither be sensible nor practical to alter the criteria at this late stage”.
10. 29 respondents thought that more use might be made of metrics in the 2008 RAE. Of these, 24 believed that panels in some or all STEM subjects could make more use of metrics; one thought that the social science panels could do so; and 4 thought that the use of metrics could be increased in all subject areas.
 
11. A number of responses to this question voluntarily raised the life-span of the RAE 2008 results.  A majority of these felt that the RAE outcomes should continue to inform funding decisions for a significant period beyond 2008.  For example, the Russell Group stated that:  “…in order to sustain the commitment and confidence of all those involved in the current exercise, the Russell Group would recommend that RAE 2008 should be the primary determinant of the allocation of QR for a period of at least three and more probably five years”. Universities UK (UUK) adopted a similar position:  “UUK believes that the outcomes of RAE 2008 should be the primary quality mechanism informing funding for at least a 3-4 year period.  This will ensure that there is relative stability in the system, and that confidence in the coming exercise is maintained”.
Question 2: Have we identified all the important metrics?  Bearing in mind the need to avoid increasing the overall burden of data collection on institutions, are there other indicators that we should consider?
12. 180 respondents addressed the first part of this question directly, and the majority answered that all the important metrics had not been identified. Many registered reservations about any model which used input metrics to the exclusion of all others, or noted the need for them to be supplemented with further metrics to measure outputs and, most importantly, their quality. 
13. The second part of question two was addressed by 236 respondents. The majority of these called for the inclusion of an indicator to reflect the quality of research outputs, and a large majority of these felt that some kind of peer evaluation was the only form of assessment that could deliver this effectively.   Peer involvement in the development and application of a basket of metrics (and particularly in allocating weightings to the metrics) was also seen as highly desirable.   
14. UUK spoke for a large majority of respondents in arguing that: “Most of the metrics suggested to date are proxy indicators of quality, rather than measures of quality. Therefore, expert assessment must also continue within the process, for example overseeing the validity and selection of the metrics, interpreting and, where necessary, moderating their outcomes”. 
15. There was some support for the use of income from research councils and larger charities as a metric, where it is allocated through the use of an expert review process.  However, several of those respondents who were in favour of income-based metrics (and many of those who were not) argued that, as an input indicator, income could not fully reflect the quality of research outputs. In particular, it was argued that the income awarded by research councils and charities is based on assessments of the quality of research proposals, rather than their eventual outcomes and impacts. The University of Bath also pointed out that: “Although the peer review process used by research councils et al does provide a quality element to these metrics, the University feels that this process is itself informed by RAE ratings and could become less robust with time as the exercise, in its current form, is phased out”.
16. A number of respondents suggested alternative or additional indicators that might be considered. Indicators mentioned in the proposals but also suggested by respondents were: citations and journal impact factors, numbers of publications, patents and designs, grant application success rates, and postgraduate student numbers.  Differing views were expressed on whether this last indicator should include degree enrolments, completion rates, or a combination of these, and whether it should focus on PhD student numbers, or all postgraduate students (including those on taught MSc courses). The latter was favoured especially by members of the Campaign for Mainstream Universities (CMU).   
17. Respondents also suggested a number of new possible indicators: many of these reflected concerns also expressed elsewhere in responses about recognising different types of research and researchers, and the use of research in teaching.  One possibility in particular, also raised by the CMU and in a number of institutional responses, was to use the ratio of external research income to Quality-Related funding council income to provide an added value metric.  
18. Among the other indicators suggested were: use of publications in teaching; esteem metrics such as membership of major research organisations or editorial boards; numbers of publications at department level; repeat funding from business; Knowledge Transfer Partnerships; percentage of new researchers in institution’s research community; percentage of researchers meeting Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) supervisor standards; arrangements for developing young researchers and building the pool of academics; dissemination of research and impact on practitioners and policy-makers; international income; income in kind and equipment loans; venture capital and profits; QAA audit outcomes; the ratio of undergraduate to postgraduate student numbers; and long term collaborations, and diversity of collaboration partners. 

19. A number of respondents acknowledged the potential for bibliometrics to provide an indicator of output quality, although there was broad agreement that existing indices would not necessarily be appropriate for these purposes, and that bibliometrics in general would be more relevant to some disciplines than to others.  For example, the 1994 Group stated that: “We think that bibliometric measures have a role to play in the assessment of disciplines or sub-disciplines where they are accepted by the subject community as sufficiently robust.  It is unlikely, however, that it will ever be possible, or cost effective, to develop suitably robust bibliometrics for all disciplines”.  Several respondents argued that bibliometrics would require careful tailoring to the different publication patterns in different subject areas, and that bibliometric indicators should be moderated by subject experts.  There was also some concern that bibliometric indicators would not be appropriate for the assessment of early-career researchers.    

20. In its response, Research Councils UK addressed the potential for bibliometric analysis to be used as an alternative to peer review in supplying a quality indicator: “The advantages and disadvantages of bibliometric data and analyses are well documented; in particular it is widely acknowledged that there is significant variation in the usefulness of bibliometrics even within the STEM subjects.  Nevertheless, the Office of Science and Innovation and the research councils have made some progress in the use of such analyses for these subjects at broad (“super UoA”) levels as reported annually in PSA target metrics for the UK research base.  Generation of equivalent data for STEM subjects in institutions is clearly possible, but such analyses should not be used in isolation”.

21. A number of respondents entirely rejected the use of bibliometric indicators, typically arguing that these cannot be used to replace the peer review process wholly.  These respondents raised concerns that journal impact factors and citations can be misleading as indicators of research quality; that review articles are cited frequently but often do not contain primary research; that time-lags between publication and citation can cause problems for bibliometrics; and that the present databases are inaccurate.  It was implicit in those responses that mentioned types of research activity other than publications (for example, performance, the giving of research papers or journal editorships) that it was hard to see how these could be captured by a purely bibliometric approach to quality assessment.  
22. Some respondents suggested an alternative form of bibliometrics in order to overcome the difficulties inherent in using existing citation indices.  For example, the University of Warwick suggested that: “An alternative proposal is that expert panels (RAE sub-panels could be suitable bodies) could review journals and assign impact weightings to those known to have robust peer review processes.   The expert panels would not rely on citation levels, but on their collective view of the quality of the journal, this would therefore cover some of the more obscure journals which publish work in narrow, specific fields of research, but that are nevertheless recognised as being of high quality by the research community. All articles produced by research active staff during the assessment period could be submitted for evaluation, each would be assigned a score based on the journal’s impact weighting.  Clearly, this would give only a broad-based indication of quality which could be tested by random peer review of individual research outputs”.
23. There was general support for minimising new data collection burdens on institutions, but relatively few suggestions about how the information needed to operate some of the proposed indicators could be obtained in a less burdensome manner. One respondent noted that research active staff numbers (currently collected through the RAE and used by the funding bodies as a volume measure) could be collected via the HEFCE Research Activity survey.  Another respondent suggested that a ‘use of publications in teaching’ metric might be collected via libraries.

Question 3: Which of the alternative models described in this chapter do you consider to be the most suitable for STEM subjects? Are there alternative models or refinements of these models that you would want to propose? 
24. Chapter 5 of the consultation document detailed five alternative models (labelled A-E), which suggested how metrics might be used to assess STEM disciplines.  These models were intended for illustrative purposes, and were primarily income based.  
25. 108 responses did not address question three directly. Many were subject-bodies or individuals working in specific fields, who noted that they did not feel qualified to comment on the models’ suitability for STEM subjects.
26. Of the 183 who did respond, 134 thought none of the models suitable. Many of those who did select a model made it clear that they had decided effectively to vote for the model they deemed the “least bad” in case the Government was already committed to choosing one or other of them.  The University of Chester ("We do not believe that metrics provide an adequate basis for the assessment of research quality”), the University of Derby ("We have indicated serious reservations above and do not feel inclined to label any of the models as suitable") and the Association of Heads of University Administration (“all the models used are flawed"), are representative of these. Aside from general objections to metrics-based assessment, the main complaint aired about each of the models was their over-reliance on income-based metrics. 
27. Among the respondents expressing a preference between the models, B was the most popular (with 31 respondents citing it as the most appropriate).  A handful of respondents selected models A, C, D and E respectively, and a very small number selected two or more of the models.
28. Three kinds of refinements to the models were widely suggested: increasing the range of metrics, varying the weightings, and using the models in conjunction with advice from experts (either on the weighting of metrics, on any perversity in results, or, more conventionally, on their review of the quality of research outputs). There was, however, significant consensus that further work would be needed before any wholly metrics-based model could be made to work. 
29. Of those who commented that they preferred another approach to any of the models (whether or not they also identified a preferred model), some suggested using alternative metrics. Most supported a form of peer assessment, however: again, the principal reason given was that income metrics alone do not provide a robust measure of quality.  For example, The University of Surrey stated that: “we do not support any of the models proposed and reiterate our belief that a metrics based model has to be based on both input and output metrics and that the challenge is to establish a robust and agreed proxy for output quality. Until the latter is achieved, output quality has to be based on peer review”.  The Council of University Classical Departments thought that: "The results of these models should only be used to inform a peer review process with the results having been validated using professional judgment”. At the other end of the subject-spectrum, Imperial College commented that "If introduced, metrics should be complemented by peer review".
30. Many of those who argued in favour of continued peer assessment added that this could be in a “slimmed down” or “lighter touch” form than the current RAE, and could make greater use of metrics. The 1994 Group “strongly support the Government’s desire to reform the RAE in order to lighten the burden on Higher Education Institutions”.  Likewise, the Confederation of British Industry (CBI) thought that: “Effort should be made to ensure that any new system is demonstrably less burdensome and more efficient than the current RAE process and is better aligned with overarching policy objectives.”  King’s College London commented that: “If the aim is to reduce the administrative burdens and specific pressures of the RAE then this would largely be achieved by removing the elements of the processes involving the submission and reading of individual publications”. Heythrop College noted that "A useful addition might be a list of all research output from each person submitted, but informed judgement of quality would still be a requirement."
31. Relatively few respondents proposed a comprehensive alternative to the models, aside from combining metrics with peer assessment, and streamlining the present RAE.   One individual academic did, however, propose an alternative citation-based system in considerable detail.  This response suggested that the assessment of university departments should be based on the number of top-cited professors within the department (obtained through a comparison of citations to the work of all professors in the field), the number of early-career researchers who have been in the department for less than 5 years, and various indices of cooperation with entrepreneurial companies.
32. All respondents who expressed an opinion on the issue, here and elsewhere, noted that they did not support separate assessment methods for STEM subjects and other subjects. The University of Exeter’s comment that “It would be a retrograde and divisive step to have different systems for STEM and non-STEM subjects” is representative of the consensus of opinion on this point. 

33. Interestingly, the same view was held by respondents with both STEM and non-STEM specialisms. For example, the National Association for Music in Higher Education was "concerned that any attempt to distinguish between STEM and non-STEM subjects will harden existing disciplinary boundaries and reduce incentives and opportunities for interdisciplinary and cross-disciplinary research”. The Royal Society took a similar view: “we are unconvinced about the benefits of having two completely separate assessment mechanisms, as many subjects bridge the boundary between ‘STEM’ and ‘non-STEM’ (e.g., cognitive science, computational linguistics). Cross disciplinary work is a significant, important and increasing part of UK research effort, and any new system needs to support the development of new fields and not discriminate against those that bridge current subject areas”.  
34. Bournemouth University summarised the views of many respondents in wishing "to see a metrics system that was overseen by peer review and crucially, capable of identifying pockets of research excellence regardless of their institutional location.  Such a system must be able to standardise for the effect of staff numbers and discipline, be dynamic (does not perpetuate ‘pot’ sizes) and have a consistent but not identical approach across subjects."
Question 4: What, in your view, would be an appropriate and workable basis for assessing and funding research in non-STEM subjects?
35. As with the previous question, 59 respondents did not answer, with most commenting that they did not feel qualified, in view of their own subject specialisms, to comment on non-STEM subjects. Many also restated their support for a single assessment method for STEM and non-STEM subjects. Respondents also questioned the STEM/non-STEM distinction, noting that research practices in some subjects within STEM (like mathematics) had more in common with arts subjects for assessment purposes, whilst some social science subjects could be assessed in a similar way to STEM.
36. Those who did answer the question directly were virtually unanimous in advocating some form of peer evaluation as the main basis for assessing non-STEM subjects. There was a split, however, between respondents who favoured this on principle and those who felt it was the only workable option at present. Most suggested the current RAE peer review process could be slimmed down, and that reviewers should continue to use metrics in reaching their decisions, as they will in RAE 2008.
37. As already noted, there was widespread, though not universal, scepticism about the potential applicability of bibliometrics. Those respondents who thought bibliometrics impractical for non-STEM included the Russell Group; the Oxford, Durham and Liverpool John Moores Universities; the British Association of American Studies; the Institute of Physics; and the Academy of Social Sciences. Some responses noted the prevalence of lone scholar work in non-STEM subjects and of outputs not captured by citation indices. A number also queried the impact of using bibliometrics to assess early-career researchers. Some, like the University of Aberdeen and the Conference of the Heads of University Departments of Economics/Royal Economic Society, advocated the use of bibliometrics alongside peer review. 
38. Several respondents noted that the proposals in Annex 2 of the consultation document outlining a “basket of metrics” approach for non-STEM provided a good starting point. Many respondents also looked to the work of the AHRC/HEFCE group chaired by Professor Michael Worton to produce proposals for non-STEM subjects.  
39. A small minority of respondents, including Cranfield University and a number of individuals and businesses, wanted to move to fully metrics-based assessment for non-STEM. 
Question 5: What are the possible undesirable behavioural consequences of the different models and how might the effects be mitigated?
40. 251 respondents answered this question directly.

41. The issue of possible consequences attracted the most comment from respondents (both in their answers to Question 5, and in their more general statements). There was widespread acknowledgement that any system linked to funding would have behavioural consequences, and that many of the perverse behaviours that might apply to a metrics based system were already apparent in universities’ and researchers’ responses to the RAE. But respondents generally felt that the metrics models proposed in the consultation document were likely to exacerbate rather than discourage such behaviours.
42. The view of most respondents was summed up succinctly by the Committee of Heads of Accounting, which noted that “A metrics-based approach will encourage all institutions seeking research funding to follow the path dictated by the metrics”.  
43. Among the undesirable consequences of a system based on income metrics in particular, there were some strongly emerging themes. Respondents believed it would encourage the pursuit of funding grants at the expense of time spent on research, and expensive research at the expense of that which was value for money. They suggested that “fashionable” research areas would flourish at the expense of less popular but potentially more valuable ones, and researchers and teams with a recognised “track record” at the expense of early-career and lone researchers. Increased competition for funding might also damage collaboration between universities. Another widely mentioned factor was the likelihood of an increasing divide between research and teaching as a result of researchers needing to spend their time on activities likely to bring in research income.
44. Respondents warned that the likely longer-term consequences of behavioural responses to an income based system were a diminution in the quality and potential for innovation of UK research, and a corresponding decline in the UK’s international competitiveness. There might also be consequences for students’ experience if research became isolated from teaching.
45. There was particular concern about focusing a metrics system on research council income. Respondents felt that such a system would significantly increase applications for research council funding, increasing the councils’ review and processing costs and, because of the increased competition, decreasing the return on universities’ investment of time and effort.  Some participants also noted that, although research council funding is awarded on the basis of peer review, many high-quality applications fail to obtain grants due to the limited funds available. In their response to the consultation document, Research Councils UK itself noted that: “Research Council funding success is, of course, a function of funding availability and there are many internationally excellent proposals which cannot be funded”. 

46. Several respondents also saw a risk of income-based metrics undermining the Dual Support system and the distinct purposes of QR funding within it.  For example, the University of Wales, Swansea noted that: “Some good output does not depend on grants but is in effect QR funded; making QR dependent on research grant capture undermines the dual support system”.
47. A further concern voiced by several respondents was that an emphasis on winning grants and contracts could lead to price-cutting and thus unsustainable research proposals.  For example, London School of Economics and Political Science stated that:  “In order to win more research grants, researchers are likely to reduce the price they charge for their research, knowing that the additional QR will make up the difference.  This is completely at odds with the Government’s aim to make higher education institution’s research sustainable, and undoing the work on Full Economic Costing”.  Sheffield Hallam University equally suggested that the proposed models would lead to: “the creation of a subsidy model for industrial research that would encourage non-sustainable industrial collaboration”.  
48. A few respondents felt that there might be positive consequences from moving to metrics, citing greater transparency and increased capability for international comparison.  The introduction of a new assessment system was seen by some as an opportunity to address some of the undesirable behavioural consequences of the present RAE.  For example, the University of Sussex suggested that: “With careful thought, changes to assessment will have positive behavioural consequences. One example is developing metrics that reduce employment market volatility at key times through the RAE cycle.”
49. UUK saw both benefits and drawbacks to increasing the use of metrics for assessment: “The advantages of an increased focus on metrics within any reformed system are that they would introduce simplicity, transparency and reduce bureaucratic burden for universities. Concerns are that metrics may not cover all disciplines adequately, for example arts and humanities and the social sciences, and could lead to unforeseen behavioural changes and distortions. As suggested above, this would indicate that the type of metrics used and the way in which they are applied will need to be tailored to different discipline areas (even within STEM)”.
50. One respondent also dissented from the general view that a metrics-based system would inflate research costs, commenting that other constraints (such as personnel and available funding) would limit universities’ ability to inflate their costs.
51. Most respondents focused on the potential consequences of income-based metrics, but, once again, another area of concern for many was the use of different assessment processes for STEM and non-STEM subjects. The main risk identified here was that inter-disciplinary and multi-disciplinary research would be discouraged.

52. A few respondents also mentioned the risk that a metrics based system, or the transition to one, might cause significant variations in funding that would destabilise universities and affect their strategic planning ability.  
53. Annual reviews of behaviour, and peer involvement more generally, were seen as methods through which any new system could be monitored.  For example, The School of Oriental and African Studies responded that: “All systems will produce behavioural effects, and we do not consider that this should be a major factor in deciding which system to adopt. We believe that the maintenance of dual support and peer review, and regular review of actual behaviour, offer the best ways to reduce undesirable consequences”.  

54. Regular reviews of university management and governance were also suggested as mechanisms through which perverse behaviours could be mitigated.  For example, in order to avoid penalising early-career researchers, the University of Birmingham suggested that: “the review of the research management, governance and (in particular) sustainability  aspects of higher education institutions, if undertaken properly, could help to ensure that higher education institutions maintain an appropriate balance between new and emerging researchers and established staff”. In order to support newly emergent, controversial and interdisciplinary research, the same respondent stated that: “changes would have to be made at research council level to ensure that research of the kinds listed above had a fair chance of attracting funding.  Such changes would of course need to be cultural as well as procedural and would take some time to bed in”.
Question 6: In principle, do you believe that a metrics-based approach for assessment or funding can be used across all institutions?
55. 179 respondents answered this question directly, although many treated it as a question about the overall viability of adopting a metrics based system after RAE2008, rather than the specific issue of whether some types/sizes of institution might have particular difficulties. 
56. Among those respondents who did address the applicability of metrics to different types or sizes of institution, it was generally agreed that those most at risk from a metrics approach were small, specialist institutions, particularly those with research concentrated in arts and humanities subjects and those with a strong teaching focus (including teacher training institutions).
57. 85 respondents answered that a metric-based approach could in principle apply to all institutions. Among these were a majority whose support for metrics was conditional (usually on the use of a broader range of metrics with some form of expert involvement). For example, the Alliance of Non-Aligned Universities stated that: “A metrics-based approach using a suitable basket of metrics and overlain with peer review can be used for all institutions. However, the ‘granularity’ of the metrics and peer review must be fine enough to identify areas of research excellence within an institution”. 

58. Some other respondents felt that any new system should be implemented for all institutions, and therefore, if a metrics-based system were to be used, this principle should apply.  For example, Lancaster University stated that: “In general, we are not in favour of using different approaches to assess research in different institutions so if metrics are introduced they should be universal”.  

59. A number of respondents also made it clear that they did not support a metrics-based system, but accepted that such a system would, in principle be applicable across all institutions.  One, York St. John University, said that: “Where a metrics-based approach can contribute to credible research assessment there is no reason, in principle, why it should not be used across all institutions.   We do not, however, believe that an exclusively metrics-based approach is appropriate for any HE institution”.   
60. Some respondents felt that a metrics-based system might be used across all institutions, but not across all subjects or research areas. Arts and humanities subjects and small research units were cited as being at greatest risk.   However, several respondents also argued that any system should apply across all subjects ensure equality of treatment.  Canterbury Christ Church University stated that: “there is a risk of a twin track approach to assessment that divides STEM from non-STEM. The risk of a ‘two system’ approach to research funding is that one system may be more generous than the other. This may disadvantage universities with a limited science base”.  
61. Respondents often couched their answers in terms of either assessment or funding, but none directly suggested that metrics might apply to one of these but not the other.
Question 7: Should the funding bodies receive and consider institutions' research plans as part of the assessment process?
62. The views of the 222 respondents who addressed this question differed widely, often according to what sort of documentation they thought it aimed at collecting. Indeed, although a clear majority of respondents were prepared at least to consider whether it might be appropriate for research plans to be submitted, most felt unable to give a simple “yes” or “no” answer without more information.
63. Of the respondents who did favour the submission of plans, many qualified their support with conditions including: plans should form only part of the assessment or should not carry greater weight than in the current RAE; there should be feedback on plans; plans should be made or considered at departmental level; and panels should comment on plans to put them in context. Some, like St Martin’s College, thought it important that such plans give an impression of institutions’ past performance as well as future aspirations. The Society for Research into Higher Education felt that plans should provide an "institutional context and an explanation of the research objectives at institutional level.  We reiterate the importance of a prospective as well as a retrospective viewpoint".
64. A frequent comment was that assessment should be about achievement rather than aspiration. Many respondents noted that if plans were assessed, they would be written with assessment in mind. Unless achievement was also monitored (and some respondents suggested it should be) this would not be a robust assessment measure and could promote games-playing. It would also make plans less effective as planning or management documents, and add to the bureaucratic burden on researchers, universities and panels.

65. A few respondents noted that universities might have concerns about competition or intellectual property issues in revealing their research plans to peer panels, while some thought that plans should continue to be submitted to the funding bodies, but outside the research assessment process, as now. 
Question 8: How important do you feel it is for there to continue to be an independent assessment of UK higher education research quality for benchmarking purposes? Are there other ways in which this could be accomplished?
66. Of the 196 respondents who addressed this question, all but half a dozen affirmed their belief in the continuing value of independent benchmarking of research quality. Those who gave reasons for their assessment noted the value of benchmarking to assure the UK’s reputation for high-quality research, market UK research to funders, and provide due accountability for public funds. One respondent also suggested that benchmarking could provide an “early warning system” identifying research subjects or areas at risk of a decline in quality.
67. Respondents had concerns about the use of assessment for benchmarking, with some noting that the RAE did not necessarily provide international benchmarking. Respondents noted the importance of benchmarking within the UK, however, with respondents from Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland in particular aware of the value of assessment for this purpose. The University of Glasgow and Scottish Universities both thought that benchmarking against English institutions was an essential element of the reputation of the Scottish research base.
68. A significant minority of respondents did not believe that assessment was important for benchmarking.  A variety of reasons were given including: doubts about the reliability of assessment for benchmarking purposes; belief that the RAE identified high-quality work only on its own terms; belief that assessment had no useful purpose outside informing funding, and a feeling that incentives were a better driver of good quality research.

69. 91 respondents suggested alternative ways in which benchmarking might be accomplished. Many took the question as asking for alternatives to metrics-based benchmarking, and about a third suggested using some form of peer assessment process. A significant number also referred to the need to benchmark internationally, referring to comparison against international standards, review by international panels, further internationalisation of panel membership, and share of international funds and prizes. The Faculty of Public Health, for example, suggested that "The use of non-UK experts (perhaps nominated by OECD or UNESCO) should be considered, or from the USA, which is so far ahead of the UK and other countries in most subjects that its experts can be considered independent as regards research quality although possibly biased as regards its subject matter”.
70. Other suggestions for alternative benchmarking measures included: output metrics combined with peer assessment; citation indexes; research council peer review outcomes; self-assessment; and combined assessment of research and teaching.
Other issues raised in consultation responses
71. Respondents raised a wide range of issues not directly connected to the consultation questions. As has already been mentioned in this summary, the possible negative impact of metrics on early-career researchers was a theme of many responses, including that of the National Postgraduate Committee. Respondents were concerned that an emphasis on income-generation or on a publications and citations record would automatically be prejudiced against less well-established academic staff.

72. Several respondents were concerned about gender equality. For example, the UK Resource Centre for Women in SET thought that reformed assessment and funding arrangements offered a chance to embed equal opportunities more firmly than the RAE had allowed, noting that "We would like to see “the promotion of equality and diversity in the research base” included as one of the specific objectives of the new model". However, the same respondents were also concerned about the possible impact on equal opportunities of an income metrics-based system: "Basing QR funding on the allocation of research council funding may become a closed shop, serving to concentrate resources in the most prestigious and successful research-focussed institutions, where women are known to be in lower numbers in senior and tenured positions."

73. Similar concerns were echoed by UCU Scotland, which noted: "We had major concerns about the discriminatory nature of the RAE, which was recognised in the development of the next RAE in 2008. However, a metrics system based on volume and funding will affect those who take career breaks and in particular women who take maternity leave.  They will often be left with no research grants during their leave and on returning will have to start applying for grants to obtain funds.  This process could leave female researchers without research funding from either grants or research funding streams for years. "

74. Likewise the Equality Challenge Unit, which said "We believe that moving to a model of assessment which relies on decisions being made by third parties will not only make it more difficult for higher education institutions and funding councils to fulfil their duties under equalities legislation, but it will also militate against the more open culture in which diversity can thrive”.

75. Another theme of the consultation responses was the implications of the Government’s proposals for the future of the dual support system. A very large majority of respondents reaffirmed their wish to see the current dual support arrangements continue. For example, UUK noted that “UUK fully supports the need for a fundamental reform of the RAE process. [It] strongly supports the dual support system, and welcomes the government’s commitment that this principle should continue within a reformed system”. Likewise, the 1994 Group made clear that “We strongly endorse the Government’s continued support for the Dual Support system”, while the Russell Group “welcomes the continuing commitment to the dual support system set out in the Consultation Document”. 
76. Although a majority opinion by a substantial margin, endorsement for dual support was not the position of all respondents. For example, the University of Northampton suggested abolishing Quality Related funding entirely and handing over responsibility for all research funding to the research councils. Conversely, the Conference of the Heads of University Departments of Economics/Royal Economic Society noted simply that "If abolishing the RAE and saving £45m is an argument for research efficiency, the same case could be made for abolishing research councils and reallocating all funding via QR. The “saving” on that route would dwarf the £45m saved by the demise of the RAE; and there could be gains in terms of stabilising funding and enabling better long-term planning”. 

77. The middle ground between these two extremes was occupied by the Operational Research Society, which argued for a two-track system in which "a) Universities are allocated BASIC research funding along with the funding for teaching. The amount would be based on numbers of academics and the subjects in which they work (recognising, for instance, that biochemical research is more expensive than mathematical research). This basic funding should be sufficient for all employed academics to carry out some research. [and] b) The research councils are allocated a greater proportion of funding than at present to disburse in a responsive mode. This would ensure that funding is efficiently allocated, by expert committees, to the most promising research projects”.
78. Some respondents also argued that dedicated funding should be made available for infrastructure and capacity building, in order to sustain the long-term health of the UK research base.  For example, the CMU stated that: “There is a need for metric-driven base-line funding as a proportion of funding within QR to support infrastructure, research capacity, contribute towards quality and a more dynamic funding system”.   Some respondents (such as the University of Brighton and the Academy of Medical Sciences) also suggested that the basket of metrics should place more value on universities’ spending on infrastructure.
The Government’s response
79. We are grateful to respondents for their comments, from which some clear messages have emerged:
· There is a desire for a reform that will reduce the bureaucratic burden of the current arrangements on universities, increase transparency, and recognise all kinds of research. 

· Assessment on income metrics alone cannot fully recognise research quality, and there is a desire for the continuation of some form of expert involvement;

· Whilst metrics are more readily applicable to some disciplines than to others, separate assessment arrangements for different subjects were undesirable; and

· The move to new arrangements should not be sudden, and should not destabilise institutions. Respondents sought a reasonable lifespan for the assessment and funding outcomes of the 2008 RAE.  

Research quality indicator 

80. We agree that income metrics cannot stand alone as robust indicators of quality. We therefore now propose to use a basket of indicators containing income and postgraduate student metrics, but also a quality indicator. We recognise that robustness of the quality indicator is pivotal to creating confidence in the new process. Many consultation responses recognised the potential of bibliometrics as a quality indicator, and we believe that they are the most promising source of such an indicator for assessment purposes. 

81. We agree that the development and use of bibliometrics varies greatly between disciplines. Consultation responses have helped to build a clearer picture of the applicability of bibliometrics in the sciences, social sciences, humanities and arts, and the differences within disciplines as well as between them. 
82. Further work is necessary to identify and test a robust indicator for research assessment purposes even in the areas where bibliometrics are well established, and HEFCE is confident this can be completed by 2009. For these disciplines, we shall therefore introduce a metrics-based assessment exercise in 2009. The disciplines concerned fall under the broad headings of Science (including Medicine), Engineering and Technology, collectively referred to as SET, and the assessment process will use income and postgraduate student metrics and a bibliometric quality indicator.  
83. For other disciplines (including Mathematics), the quality indicator will continue, for the time being, to involve expert review of research outputs. This will remain the case until bibliometrics in these disciplines are sufficiently well established to produce an acceptable quality indicator. We believe that implementation of a metrics-based assessment process in SET subjects will act as a catalyst for the development of bibliometrics fit for purpose in other disciplines. 

Common framework

84. Inevitably, this pragmatic approach means differences in the assessment process for different disciplines for the time being. But we believe that it is preferable to delaying progress until bibliometrics are fully applicable to all disciplines, and still maintains the goal of a common framework based on a basket of indicators. We have asked HEFCE to ensure that it operates in such a way that a rigorous and fair assessment process applies to all disciplines and to multi-, cross- and inter-disciplinary research.  

Expert involvement
85. A further common element of the assessment process across all disciplines will be the involvement of expert advisers. This was another factor identified in the consultation as key to creating confidence in the new process. Whilst expert involvement will not exist at the level of complexity of the current RAE panel structure, there will be a continuing role for expert advisers:

· In advising on the appropriate weighting of the indicators for all disciplines, and

· In reviewing selected research outputs to provide a quality indicator for disciplines where a bibliometric indicator is not available. 

Expert advice in this context includes advice from disciplinary experts but also greater involvement of expert users of research.

Summary of new arrangements  

86. We are committed to replacing the RAE with a research assessment process that:

i) 
uses metrics as its basis where they are sufficiently robust and fit for purpose, and

ii) 
helps to stimulate development of metrics fit for the purpose of assessment in areas where they are currently less well developed

87. The process will be:
SET subjects

Assessment will be based on a rating derived from income, postgraduate student and bibliometric indicators, with expert advice on the weighting of these elements.  We envisage that no more than seven expert advisory groups will be required on the SET side.  
Other subjects

Assessment will be based on a rating derived from a basket of metrics containing research income and postgraduate student metrics, together with expert review of selected research outputs, and with expert advice on the weighting of all these elements. The review of outputs will be significantly less burdensome for higher education institutions and their researchers than the current RAE process.

88. The Secretary of State for Education and Skills has written to the Chairman of HEFCE, inviting the Council to take forward in collaboration with the other UK higher education funding bodies the detailed work necessary to put these new arrangements in place.

Timetable for implementation of new process
89. The timetable for implementation will be as follows:

i) For SET subjects, HEFCE will develop a bibliometric indicator by 2008/09 and will test it early in 2009 alongside the results of RAE 2008.
ii) The first assessment exercise for SET subjects under the new metrics-based system will take place in 2009. 
iii) The results of the new SET assessment exercise will be phased in progressively. The results of the metrics-based exercise will begin to inform funding (in England) from 2010/11 and will completely inform funding for SET subjects by 2014/15.
iv) The first assessment exercise for other subjects under the new process, incorporating the lighter touch output review, will take place in academic year 2013/14. The results will inform funding from 2014/15.
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