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Main findings and recommendations

» Research assessment is an essential element in delivering the policy of selectivity. It
informs the allocation of funds on the basis of quality. It has also been an instrument in
improving quality and it provides a degree of accountability for the research funds allocated
by the HEFCE.

e There is evidence of significant improvement in the research carried out in the UK over
the period of the operation of the Research Assessment Exercises (RAEs). Although direct

causation cannot be proved, the timing of the change is compelling evidence of a direct link.

» If research funds are to continue to be allocated selectively, then some basis will
continue to be required for distinguishing between the quality of outputs. The RAE is widely
accepted within the academic community and beyond as a reasonable basis for making

judgements of quality, and the results are regarded as being broadly credible.

» As far as the costs and the benefits of the RAE are concerned, it is, relatively speaking,
not an expensive exercise. Returns from all institutions throughout the UK after the last
exercise suggested that it cost slightly under £30 million. Extrapolation across the sector of
a more in-depth analysis in one institution, including opportunity costs, suggests an upper
limit for the cost of the RAE of £37.5 million. However, this still represents only 0.8 per cent

of the total funds whose allocation it will directly determine.

» The group also believe that the evidence demonstrates that, far from being a leaden
process, the RAE supports the dynamism of the sector as it is associated with substantial

shifts of funding at the institutional and departmental level.

* A number of concerns have been expressed during the period of operation of the RAE
about its possible distorting effects. In terms of the management of research and of

research training, the main concerns are:

1) The RAE is thought by some to have caused the poaching of staff and the creation of a
“transfer market”. We looked extensively at relevant statistics, and concluded that there
is little evidence of any widespread movement of staff connected with the RAE.
Compared with movement in research-intensive industries (such as pharmaceuticals),
the movement of academic staff is low. We believe that staff movement is a positive
consequence of institutions actively seeking to support the development of their
research strategies in an increasingly competitive global research effort, and that the
level of movement in the UK system may in fact be lower than is compatible with

sustaining its dynamism.

2) Concern has been expressed that the desire of higher education institutions (HEISs) to
demonstrate high levels of achievement, and in particular for staff to present an

impressive publication record, has dissuaded them from recruiting young staff. We



considered an analysis of staff submitted for the last RAE along with other information,

and have found no evidence for this.

« However, we do recognise the concern that researchers in the early stages of their
career may not be well served by the current assessment process, which encourages a
focus on research output rather than career development. We have three

recommendations in this respect:

i) The introduction of a facility for researchers to submit a personal statement
where it will better enable them to illustrate their contribution. We believe that
this will demonstrate fairness towards individuals whose achievement or
potential is not adequately captured by an assessment of published outputs.
Beneficiaries of such an approach would include those new to a research
career, researchers taking career breaks, and those engaged on very long-term

or risky research projects.

i) That the current assessment of research culture should become a much more

explicit and focused assessment of research training and career development

iii) That mechanisms to enhance career development should include contract
researchers, and that the recommendations of the Research Careers Initiative

should be embraced.

e There is a fairly widespread view that academic staff are inclined to concentrate
excessively on research, to the exclusion of teaching in particular, but also of other more
discretionary activities such as editorships of journals and activities for the public good.
There is also concern that the RAE causes concentration on academic research to the
exclusion of collaboration with industry and industrially relevant research, though we believe
that the changes to the 2001 RAE will go a long way towards addressing this concern. We
believe the RAE should take a broad and inclusive view of research, recognising the
different dimensions of excellence and changes in the nature of research, but not extend to
activities beyond its remit — it should remain focused on research. We therefore recommend

that research assessment criteria should appropriately reflect the diversity of activities

indicative of quality, including applicable research and 'secondary’ research activities such

as editorship and systematic reviews. However, we strongly support the evolution of the

Higher Education Reach-out to Business and the Community Fund (HEROBC), to provide
rewards for knowledge transfer activities, as we believe that alternative rewards should be
created for different activities rather than seeking to address all HE issues through the

mechanism of the RAE.

» There is a widespread view that the RAE encourages research orthodoxy and
discourages interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary research. It is essential that panels should
not give the impression that some types of research are valued over others. We noted
evidence that interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary research fares no better or worse than

other research in the RAE. However, the amount of interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary



research being carried out is increasing substantially, and we welcome the steps taken to

improve their assessment in the 2001 RAE. In addition, we recommend that the Funding

Councils should continue to keep under review the number and structure of units of

assessment (UoAs) and introduce new panels when this is justified by the changing

research landscape.

* The UK research base is highly, and increasingly, collaborative, so collaboration cannot
be discouraged by the RAE. However, there is a perception in some quarters that
collaborative research is not dealt with well. Although we do not recommend directly
assessing and funding research networks, we do recommend that the HEFCE should
consider how it can assure researchers that collaborative activities will be properly

assessed.

* In addition, we_recommend that consideration should be given to recognising broadly-

based areas of activity (that is, including more than one UoA) assessed as evidencing

quality in both depth and breadth as 'Centres of Excellence’. Such recognition should be a

necessary, but not sufficient, condition for the provision of additional funding to these centres

to support collaboration with others outside the UK HE system.

» Finally, we considered alternative approaches to the assessment of research, but do not
believe that any of these can entirely replace a research assessment exercise based upon

peer review. We therefore recommend that the RAE, with a number of significant

modifications, should continue to be the mechanism to support the policy of selectivity.




Background

1. The 1980s saw an explicit acknowledgement of the role of science in a national
strategy for economic competitiveness, against a background of declining resources for HE.
In response, the University Grants Committee (UGC) developed an explicit and formalised
assessment process — the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) — to replace the less
transparent policy of selectivity it exercised through its subject-based committees. The

mechanism was developed with two objectives in mind:

« toidentify what research was being funded
» to identify what outputs were being generated by this funding, that is, what research

was being published.

2. In this sense the RAE is a classic quality assurance process, with a hierarchy of

enhancement, standards, assessment and audit.

3. The value and evaluation debate has become of increasing concern to all developed

countries as they seek to compete in an increasingly global research environment.

4, This report assesses the continuing need for, and fitness for purpose of, the RAE, and
discusses possible alternatives. In undertaking this work, we have sought particularly to find

evidence to test, and then support or reject, views on the stated effects of the RAE.

5. Membership of the sub-group is shown at Annex A and the terms of reference are

shown at Annex B.



What is research assessment for and to what purposes has it been put ?

6. The principal role of the RAE is to provide an explicit basis for the Funding Councils to
allocate funding selectively to support existing or developing excellence, but it also provides
accountability for research funding. Research undertaken as part of this review has also

confirmed that it has increased the quality of research being undertaken.

7. RAE ratings are sometimes used by research students seeking to identify the best
research training opportunities, but this practice is not encouraged as the ratings may be a
poor proxy for the quality of research training provided. Most higher education institutions
(HEIs) make use of RAE ratings for public relations purposes and to promote themselves to
the outside world. The study we commissioned from PREST to support our work has found
that post-1992 institutions find RAE ratings a valuable way to highlight departments that

have achieved research excellence.

8. In discussion with the Research Councils, PREST heard that departmental RAE
ratings ares not considered when discussing the merits of an individual proposal. However,
it was acknowledged that it was used as a proxy for general resourcing and infrastructure
provision and as such was taken into account in assessing the deliverability of projects.
Some Research Councils also acknowledged that RAE ratings were taken into account
when assessing the research training environment. In particular, the Economic and Social
Research Council (ESRC) noted that RAE ratings were considered when assessing its long-

term support for ESRC Research Centres.

9. A number of R&D led industrial companies also acknowledged using RAE ratings as a
guide to the selection of academic research collaborators and recruits. However, typically,
the RAE is used as one indicator among several. As might be expected, it was a factor in
identifying potential collaborators, but it did not carry the same weight when the company

had existing links with a researcher or research group.

Has research assessment encouraged an improvement in research quality?

Research activity

Average RAE ratings have increased progressively with each exercise, for instance,
between the 1992 and 1996 exercises the number of 5 rated departments increased from
348 to 573, the proportion of staff in 5 rated departments increased from 22 to 31 per cent,
and the average rating increased from 3.4 to 3.7. However, as this comparison is self-
referential, it cannot be said to demonstrate definitively an increase in quality, nor the role of

the RAE in promoting such an increase.

11. However, analysis undertaken by the Higher Education Policy Unit (HEPU) at the

University of Leeds as part of the research review indicates that the RAE has brought about



a significant improvement in general research quality. Evidence from HEPU interviews with
senior management on the balance of activity and volume of outputs, supported by
guantitative data, indicates less wastage, more purpose, and increased support for the most
promising ideas. The effect of these changes, at least in part driven by the RAE, is most
evident in the performance of the top sixth of institutions (a proxy for UK peak performance):
their research has significantly increased in impact (the peak is higher) and they make up a

greater proportion of UK publications (the peak is broader).

12. Analysis has also revealed a shift in grant funding, numbers of students and
postdoctoral research associates, and relative outputs compared to funding indicating that
quality and productivity have increased in what were formerly the most productive areas of
the sector (though of course the production of papers is not the only, or a definitive, measure
of productivity or quality). The UK average has shifted less, probably because of the
increasing competitiveness of the global research effort and the increasing tendency for

researchers from all countries to seek to publish in anglophone journals.

13. Itis of course impossible to attribute this change directly to the RAE. However, the
timing of the effect is compelling evidence. Changes in research will have two phases,
relating to inputs and outputs. As one would expect if the RAE was driving change, there is

a change in the input measures in 1986 but change in the outputs some time later.

14. It may also be argued that the effects of the RAE are simply reinforcing a ’big is beautiful
view of science. It appears from work undertaken by HEPU for the group exploring the role
of selectivity and the characteristics of excellence that critical mass is significantly correlated
with quality in most science-based subjects, particularly in the experimental sciences.
However, we have noted the conclusions of the selectivity sub-group that there are many
institutions with small departments functioning at an international level. In mathematics, for

instance, it is clear that there is no scale effect.

15. In addition, HEPU have provided evidence of increased relative output, greater growth in
national and international collaboration in the UK than in other countries, increasing
interaction within industry, and greater correlation of industrial and public funding. This
suggests that UK researchers are much more likely to communicate the outputs of their

research.

16. This is not to suggest that there is any room for complacency in efforts to improve the
performance of the research base, and there are areas where further significant
improvement is required. However, it does indicate that there has been a marked change in
research activity and quality since the mid-1980s as a result of the quality assurance
mechanisms that were introduced. In particular, peak performance has improved and

broadened relative to the world average.



Research training

17. Research Council reports, United Kingdom Council on Graduate Education studies, and
interviews undertaken as part of the HEPU study indicate that the RAE has also acted as an
incentive for HEIs to improve research training, as institutions have sought to develop their

future research potential.

18. Research training has improved as a result of institutions investing more financial and
management resource, and adopting a more systematic approach to identifying researchers’
training needs and the ways in which these can be met. This has produced much better
PhD completion rates, and improved the quality and quantity of papers published by

research students.

19. We recognise there is no way of defining the relative influence of RAE and Research
Council driven changes on research training. It seems likely that the Research Councils had
more specific influence where their funding was a significant component, whereas the RAE

supported a generic system change.

Has research assessment encouraged an improvement in research management?

20. Previous evidence suggesting that institutions had become more strategic in response to
the RAE was mostly anecdotal. The HEPU study has produced evidence to demonstrate

that there has been a real change, in particular:

* major changes in attitude and strategy, underpinning significant moves towards more

conscious and active management of the research environment

« improved management of the research environment (though research itself is still

comparatively ‘unmanaged’) in both the social sciences and the natural sciences

» development of structures that ensure better accountability and can support a more
strategic approach to the development of research policy (for example establishing research

committees at both institutional and departmental or school level)

» large institutions have increased their share of research students and dedicated
research workers more than they have increased their share of funds, suggesting that

research management has promoted improved efficiency

e institutions with a generally high quality research base are focusing management
attention on, and making financial investments in, 4-rated departments in an attempt to raise

them to 5/5* status

» institutions with a number of poorly-rated departments often seek to increase quality by
merging less successful departments with those that were highly-rated, in the expectation

that exposure to the new culture and management will raise the overall level of the merged



entity — thereby creating viable and dynamic units capable of securing appropriate on-going
levels of research funding. This has had the added benefit of creating broadly-based

interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary units.

What approaches are other countries adopting to research assessment?

A study by SPRU (Science and Technology Policy Research, University of Sussex)
commissioned as part of the review, found that countries generally adopt one of three
approaches to determining university funding (the country-by-country analysis is
summarised in Annex C). They vary considerably in the extent to which research funding is

informed by performance.

a. Research funds allocated, at least in part, on the basis of some sort of research
evaluation.

In addition to the UK, countries such as Australia, Poland — and China in respect of the Hong
Kong-based universities — are determining research allocations based on research
performance. In the UK and Hong Kong, the approach is based on informed peer review
undertaken for the purposes of determining the allocations, while in Australia and Poland

existing performance indicators are used.

b. Formulaic allocation using research performance indicators, but also including
parameters related to the size of the teaching and learning activity.

Research funds are allocated with funding for teaching and learning as part of the general
institutional funding. Countries such as Germany, Italy, Sweden and Norway follow this kind
of approach. Finland and Denmark allocate the largest share of general research funds on
the basis of the amount of teaching and learning activity, but a small portion of core research

funding is allocated on the basis of the teaching and research performance of the university.

C. Negotiation between institutions and the Government department responsible for
university funding.

In Austria this model is applied without undertaking any form of research evaluation, while in
France information gleaned from an evaluation of university teaching, research and

management activities is taken into account during the negotiation.

21. There is also a fourth category in which research assessment is carried out but it does
not inform funding decisions. In The Netherlands, evaluation of research performance is
used to improve the research quality of the university. Funds are allocated using a formula

based on student numbers.

22. The report from SPRU notes that, although only a small number of the countries studied
are currently using performance-based approaches to university research funding, most are

either in the process of implementing some form of performance-based allocation, or are



considering doing so. The benefits and problems associated with the different approaches

to research assessment in comparator countries are shown in Annex C.

What can be learnt from the history of research assessment and successive RAE
cycles?

23. PREST have found that one of the reasons that the RAE has brought about positive
changes in behaviour is that it is generally held to be sound. The ratings produced are
widely accepted by the research community as benchmarks of quality against a universally
understood 'gold standard’, while its processes are seen as robust, credible, and

transparent.

24. That said, we note that for some time commentators have expressed considerable
concern about the distorting effect the RAE has on academic activity (many of these

concerns were raised after the very first exercise). It is alleged to:

e encourage short-termism

» discourage interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary research

» discourage applied research

« reinforce research orthodoxy

« devalue teaching and other learned activities, such as editorship

e encourage premature publication.

25. We also note that some researchers, particularly in the arts and humanities but also in
some practice-based subjects, consider the RAE to reflect a notion of research that is

irrelevant to their subject.

26. Itis also held to have undesirable management effects such as encouraging an
academic transfer market, discouraging the employment of young researchers, and creating
stress.

27. In addition, there have been, and continue to be, concerns about the assessment
process — that the criteria for assessment are not clear or consistent or necessarily
appropriate across disciplines, and that the exercise places too much emphasis on

retrospective quantitative performance indicators.

28. We noted the concern, expressed by several professional organisations to PREST,
that the lack of feedback available from RAE panels may act as a barrier to self-
improvement. It was acknowledged that there would be considerably more feedback
following the 2001 RAE. However, we recognise that the Funding Councils are mindful of

the danger of reinforcing research orthodoxy if research assessment becomes too formative.

29. ltis also clear from the PREST study that a belief continues to persist that the panels will

use simple impact factor analysis in the 2001 RAE. We welcome the efforts of the Funding



Councils to ensure that the assessment of published output reflects the inherent quality of

the work, and is not simply inferred from the reputation of the journal.

30. In general we were concerned that respondents’ perceptions of the RAE did not seem to

reflect the extent to which the RAE 2001 would be different from previous exercises.

The effect of the RAE on the behaviour of organisations and individuals

31. Responses to the “Call for Evidence” issued as part of this review indicated that, in
general, the RAE is well tolerated by the sector. It is seen as having increased the quality of
research within institutions, the results are seen as largely credible, the ability to benchmark
performance is seen as a clear benefit, and the cost and effort involved are compared
favourably with the Teaching Quality Assessment (TQA) and the preparation of bids for
special funding initiatives. However, it is clear that in some cases stated support for the

RAE is actually support for the continuance of the dual support system.

32. Pre-1992 institutions stressed the need for a mechanism to support selectivity based
upon excellence, in order to maintain world class research capability in the UK. Post-1992
institutions are somewhat less content with the operation of the policy of selectivity and the
mechanism used to support it, but nonetheless appreciated the access it has given them to

research funds.

Staff movement and retirement
33. The PREST study found a widespread belief that there is an active staff transfer market,

and that the RAE is at least partially responsible for it. Given that the promotion of a transfer
market is one of the most often cited negatives of the RAE, we have devoted considerable

attention to exploring the effect of the RAE on staff movement.

34. We reviewed a detailed analysis of RAE-related staff movement undertaken by the
HEFCE in February 1998, using information from the 1996 RAE database. It is obviously
extremely difficult to disaggregate any promotion of staff movement due to the RAE from
that which one would expect in a growing and dynamic HE sector. However, one can look
relatively easily at the level of staff movement over time and see if there is any correlation
with the timing of the RAE. It seems clear to us that while there is an increase in the staff
moving in the year immediately before the RAE, this was less than 500 staff out of the total
recorded research active staff population at the time of 50,430. On this basis, the RAE could
be said to be associated with, at most, the movement of 1 per cent of the research active

staff population during a period when the sector grew by 25 per cent.

35. We also reviewed an analysis undertaken by the HEFCE which looked at the movement
of staff returned to the RAE compared with other staff, using HESA data. It may have been
the case, for instance, that although the overall level of staff movement was not high, the

overall figures disguised significant patterns such as the movement of different types of staff,

or movement between particular types of institution. In fact, it is clear to us from this



analysis that the percentage of staff moving to another HEI is significantly higher for non-
RAE returned staff than for RAE returned staff for the years 1994-95, 1995-96 and 1996-97.
Also, the percentage of research active staff moving to another HEI in the year after the RAE
was significantly higher than in the two years before the 1996 RAE. This appears to
confound the argument that the RAE is the main driver of staff movement in the system. It
was also clear that there was no significant pattern in the movement of staff between

different types or sizes of institution.

36. We also re-examined a Royal Society analysis of the movement of its research fellows,
which it was suggested demonstrated an increasing level of movement. However, the
sample size is too small, and the overall level of movement too low, to draw any firm

conclusions from it.

37. As part of our commitment to developing a thorough understanding of the effect of
research policy on institutional behaviour and how individuals respond to this, we
commissioned a further analysis of staff movement. In particular we wished to explore the
suggestion that in the run up to an RAE institutions suffer disproportionate loss of research
leaders who are key to the delivery of the institutions research strategy. This analysis
demonstrated that for the three years 1995-96, 1996-97 and 1997-98 research-intensive
departments had a lower or equivalent ratio of people recruited from outside the institution
moving into senior posts (professors and senior lecturers) than the sector average. Again,
this seems to us to confound the notion that the RAE drives undesirable levels of staff

movement.

38. The analysis did show that in 1998-99 there was a small increase in the level of
recruitment from outside institutions: however this amounted to only 304 staff. This may be
attributable to the imminence of the 2001 RAE. However, it is just as likely that it is the
result of investment funded by additional monies following success in the 1996 RAE. The
changes in funding would have occurred in the academic year 1997-98, taking account of
time for funds to filter down to academic departments, and the time lag inherent in the
recruitment process, it would be 1998-99 by the time institutions were actually in a position
to recruit staff. It would be expected that high performing research areas would use part of

their additional funding to invest strategically in increased volume and research leadership.

39. These analyses do suggest that the RAE may have some limited effect on the timing of
recruitment, although it is likely that this recruitment would have happened anyway. This
may explain the persistence of anecdote about a 'transfer market', particularly since these
individuals will have a high profile within and outside institutions and be a key concern of

senior managers.

40. However, we believe that the main driver of staff movement is the increasing emphasis
on the development of effective research strategies in an increasingly competitive arena,

which is a global phenomenon, though the RAE may bring this more sharply into focus.



41. This view is confirmed by the USA experience where there are a number of studies

showing that, particularly in some areas, there is substantial staff movement.

42. In addition, interviewees have suggested that staff mobility was higher in the 1970s than
it became in the 1980s.

43. Analysis undertaken by PREST also suggests that the scale of any movement produced

by the RAE is not large. Their key findings are as follows:

» the proportion of staff moving is generally low, ranging from 1.6 per cent to 2.6 per
cent per annum, although there is an increase of 0.9 per cent in the year

immediately preceding the 1996 RAE

» the proportion of movement accounted for by professors increased very slightly
immediately prior to the 1996 RAE (from 5.6 per cent to 5.96 per cent) and fell
immediately after to 5.73 per cent in 1996-97. It has subsequently risen again in
1998-99, but at 1.4 per cent of the professorial population the level of movement is

low in absolute terms and lower than it was in 1996

» the number of staff moving out of the HEI sector is small and shows no clear pattern

» the percentage of staff retiring or moving out of active employment rose in the year
following the 1996 RAE from 1.84 per cent to 3.30 per cent.

44. There were concerns expressed following the 1996 RAE that the academic population
was ageing. Subsequent analysis by the HEFCE showed that this concern was generally
misplaced, as the proportion of academic staff aged between 25 to 34 was only just below
the percentage for the working population as a whole (30 per cent compared to 31 per cent).
However, the proportion of older staff was marginally higher than that in the population as a
whole, which may explain why there was a small increase in retirements after the 1996
exercise. We note that the UK situation is dramatically different from that in France where
PREST analysis indicates 50 per cent of current academic staff members are due to retire
between 1998 and 2005.

45. T