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29 November 2002

Professor Sir Gareth Roberts FRS

Chairman

Research Assessment Review Steering Group

HEFCE

Northavon House

Bristol  BS16 1QD

Dear Sir Gareth

Review of Research Assessment

As the Chair of the Scottish Science Advisory Committee (SSAC) I would wish to provide some inputs into your review of research assessment, on behalf of the Committee.  I do so having had the benefit of attending your open meeting in Edinburgh on Monday, November 25, 2002.

The key comments that I would wish to convey on behalf of the SSAC are as follows:

1. A principal factor in an assessment of research must surely involve the question, “what are we trying to achieve?”  We need to take stock of where we have reached with previous Research Assessment Exercises (RAEs), while recognising that these have evolved considerably already.  It is agreed that previous Exercises have improved the research ratings of many Units of Assessment – but what are the factors that have led to these improvements?  We need to determine whether the reduction or entire elimination of the weaker tails in staff complements have led directly to an improved grade, without in some cases, any real improvements in quality being secured by the research-active staff members!  Thus, we have a RAE process that represents a baseline against which future assessments should be monitored.  Moreover, given the quite limited resources available for research we must spend wisely in areas of present or expected strength and avoid the nonsense of suggesting that funding can be spread ever more thinly and widely.

2. Any new system of assessment should continue to have research excellence at its core.  This excellence must be calibrated at the international level where possible but the national level may also have some significance and relevance in areas of strategic importance.  The peers involved in the review process must be respected and, where possible, external international figures should be included in the assessment panels.

3. Any assessment process can be expected to have some aspect of looking back but judgements of the present and projected intellectual strengths of a research group or department should be seen as having greater importance.  The concept of risk in research has been largely demolished by the nature of the present RAE process.  The structure of any new assessment process must encourage and enable high risk research, with research of high potential-return to be rewarded ahead of actual results if necessary.  This is very challenging but failure to address this will simply lead to safe and, in most cases, incremental research.  This latter behaviour could have a serious and direct impact on research quality in this country and we should therefore not be surprised to find a decline in our international competitiveness and IP generation.

4.
New and emerging areas of research, with high potential must be recognised by any new assessment process and credit given.  To do this effectively a strong consensus is required on what is actually important, and on who is doing important work which has not yet become established in these areas.  In these and other established areas of scientific research there is often clear evidence of creativity and imagination that are combined with specialist skills and we therefore do not readily accept the exclusive use of the term “Creative Arts” which implies an ownership of creativity in the arts!  Due recognition of creative steps in research is thus of fundamental importance in the assessment of science/engineering/technology as well as in the arts and humanities.

5. The concept of using metrics to provide quantitative evaluation is not well suited to the arts and humanities and it is not clear that it would necessarily add much in the assessments of the sciences and engineering.  On the other hand, if it is felt that larger units of assessment are to be preferred, the use of metrics could make this more practicable and in this instance the additionality could be useful.  However, given the difficulties experienced by previous review panels in judging work at and across research interfaces it is not clear to us how larger units of assessments could be judged as consistently and rigorously as in 2001.

6. We believe that self-assessment and even a weak reliance on historical ratings from previous RAEs represents a poor approach to evaluation.  Individuals, groups and departments can improve or indeed deteriorate markedly over a period of perhaps 5 years.  History can therefore count for little!  Background descriptions and scene-setting in the existing format provide an opportunity for some aspects of a self-assessment process and this should be retained in any new system.  External peer judgement is much to be preferred and a robust appraisal serves to challenge the strong and to give opportunity for the weaker parts to demonstrate whether strength and profile have been gained in research.  Evidence of recent research funding is rather more relevant and convincing than expenditure records relating to past projects unless these apply to longer-term programmes.

7. There should be more emphasis on critical mass and percentage of staff returned in any new process.  One option is that there should be a statutory requirement for a minimum of 75% of staff to be returned as research active in a Department/School and credit should be given to staff returns of 80% and above.  100% is not realistic because innovative teaching and related administrative and management duties that enhance a comprehensive preparation of undergraduates for research or train graduate researchers should be recognised as an important component of the research outputs of an individual, group or department.  It follows from this that another option for assessment becomes available.  This is that all staff members can be assessed but for some individuals due credit must be given for teaching and administration duties that contribute to overall research outputs.

8. You suggested an alternative model during your presentation in Edinburgh.  One aspect of this is that there could be some rewards for “research-led” universities getting together for joint work and collaboration with a research-active group in a “new university.”  This sounds like admirable political correctness but it does not match up with reality in most instances.  A highly-graded research activity will seek collaboration with another group with a track record of equal or even higher quality research.  Unless these suggested collaborations offer such opportunities for “added value” and reward they will simply not occur.  This is not RAE-type games playing, rather it is sensible planning based on the stimulation and retention of key staff and the establishment of international profiles and competitiveness in cutting-edge research.  We also believe that your core-plus assessment model may be flawed fundamentally because of the impracticality of assessment panels making judgements on the research that should be undertaken.  This is the domain of the researchers and the Research Councils etc. and cannot be seen seriously as part of an assessment procedure.

9. As we understand it, the previous RAE gave little or no recognition to the administrative loads being carried by the Heads of Department (HoDs).  Special treatment was given to researchers who were Vice-Principals etc. and we believe that this is unfair on the HoDs.

10. A lot is said about the time-consuming nature of the present RAE process in its present form.  For researchers who are not directly involved in putting the RAE case together for a department, I believe that the procedures of evidence gathering are relatively light touch already.  In listening to the discussion in Edinburgh, it would seem that some suggestions for the so-called “new lighter-touch approach” could be even more arduous and time-consuming than the scheme already in place!

11. From the present steady-state we would say that a periodicity of around 5 years is about right for future assessments of research.  As mentioned above staffing and research profiles can change relatively quickly and this period would take account of such changes.

12. Recognition of younger high-flying researchers is vitally important.  At early stages in their careers, these potential stars of the future are undoubtedly better known in their home institutions than to the world outside.  Therefore, more opportunity needs to be given to these individuals so that each can develop most effectively his/her potential as research contributors for the future.  Given the numbers involved, not all of these can be recipients of prestigious research fellowships, funded for example by The Royal Society, the Research Councils or the Wellcome Trust.

13. We believe that interdisciplinarity has suffered under the RAE processes to date.  Modern successful research reaches across many interfaces and involves simultaneously many disciplines that have hitherto been regarded as separate.  More effective ways of assessing an existing strength or an evolving strength in interdisciplinary research are required.  Moreover, the potential of added-value has to be seen as a process that often takes some considerable time to deliver.  Work at these interfaces frequently involves a range of bridge/confidence building aspects and related risk factors must be recognised and suitably judged by appropriate peer reviewers.

14. Judging the relative importance and success of turning research outputs into spin-off products and processes is always going to be difficult.  For example, will the spin-off survive, will it lead to employment, will it break even or, even better, can it become profitable?  Similar problems arise concerning the take up of patents and the revenue from licensing etc.  In some instances, services could emerge as a result of some research and some rational judgement of this has to be attempted.  These components of output undoubtedly represent an important part of the overall achievement of the unit of assessment and more robust metrics must be developed to measure these knowledge transfer achievements with the same accuracy as more conventional research measures.
15.
While we believe that the 2001 RAE was fair and representative of an increase in the quality of research, this has not been matched by adequate funding to meet the requirements of the sector in order to maintain and further increase the level of performance.  In any future assessments, provision should be made within the funding structures to give due rewards to the best performing units of assessment.
16. The key descriptors of any new assessment process should be Incentivisation, Rigour and Consistency.  

I would be happy to discuss any of these comments with you further if you feel this would be useful.

Yours sincerely

Professor Wilson Sibbett

Chairman
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