RESEARCH ASSESSMENT CONSULTATION

Response from ARCISS

ARCISS’s perspective on research assessment

1.  ARCISS is the Association of Research Centres in the Social Sciences.  Our membership includes both university research centres and independent research centres outside the universities.  ARCISS’ objectives are

to promote and advance rigorous social science research conducted according to stringent ethical standards for the benefit of society, the effective management of such research, appropriate infrastructural provision in which social science research and its practitioners may thrive, and the wide dissemination of the results of such research.

Our concern with research assessment is therefore with its impact on the overall capacity and health of social science in the UK , rather than its significance for particular disciplines or institutions.

2.  From this perspective, ARCISS has concentrated its attention on the broader issues in the consultation paper - principally those of the purpose, scope, criteria and methods of research assessment raised by questions 1-12, rather than the many detailed issues raised by the other 30 questions in the paper.  We welcome the consultation as an opportunity to review the impact of Research Assessment on social science.  But we regret the narrowness of the consultation paper’s analysis.  In particular, ARCISS believes that there is much relevant in the practice and experiences of research assessment overseas and of quality assessment in the UK in other fields, including teaching assessment.  In its response it has drawn on its members’ knowledge ithese fields. [Ben - can you suggest any other references to overseas and other practices beyond those in the text below?]
Summary of ARCISS’s views

3.  In summary ARCISS’s response to the Research Assessment consultation paper is as follows -

· we believe that it is desirable, and also inescapable, that research assessment will influence the development of research capacity;

· but, in doing so, the present RAE approach imposes a single, homogenising model of the purposes and nature of academic social science that inhibits its intellectual development and value to society;

· to avoid this, research assessment must not just embrace an inclusive definition of research but adopt multi-dimensional criteria and draw on a broader range of specialist expertise;

· it should also assess interdisciplinary research separately from research within disciplines;

· and it should only be undertaken every 5 years.

These views are argued more fully below under the headings of the purpose, criteria, scope and methods for research assessment, cross referenced to the relevant primary questions in the consultation paper.  We believe that changes such as these will only be acceptable if they impose no extra costs on both the researchers and the funding bodies: in the final section we show how we believe this cost neutrality can be achieved.

Purposes of research assessment

Q1 in the consultation paper asks: Should the FCs use a form of research assessment exercise similar to previous exercises to make judgements of research quality for allocating research funding?  What other approach might we take which would be as robust, effective and acceptable to HEIs as a form of RAE?

Q9 asks: Should the ratings of research quality continue to be the only output of a future assessment exercise, or should we consider adding a greater formative element?  If so, how much developmental feedback should the exercise provide at the subject level and on submissions?

Q10 asks: What additional financial cost would be acceptable to include a greater developmental aspect in the RAE?

4.  ARCISS supports selectivity as a principle of research funding by the Funding Councils and believes that research assessment provides an appropriate basis for allocations.  But we also believe that it is inescapable that the published results of research assessment will influence the development of research capacity and performance in other ways.  Paras 11 and 12 of the paper recognise some of the positive and negative effects of research assessment on academic research (many of which have been documented in the research by Segal Quince Wicksteed and Anglia Polytechnic University commissioned and published by HEFC - [references to be added - also DENI research??]).  Given the scale an significance of these wider impacts of research assessment, we do not think it defensible to argue (as para 21 of the paper does) that ‘problems [arising from research assessment] relating to non-research activities should be addressed not through the RAE, but by parallel action on the part of funding bodies and HEIs.’

5.  In our view the paper fails to recognise one of the major impacts of the current form of research assessment on social science (and possibly other fields of research).  This is the way in which the chosen method of assessing research quality by peer review panels favours what is the current mainstream of thought within disciplines and disfavours minority or alternative approaches and interdisiciplinary work.  So that overall it has a homogenising effect.  This has been documented for one social science discipline - economics [can Ben please provide the reference??] - but we believe that it occurs in other fields.  Such pressure to reduce diversity is bad for social science.

6. We believe that it is desirable that academic social science in the UK should be subjected to quality assessment as a means of driving up standards - in this respect we see research assessment as analogous to teaching assessment by the QAA in universities and school assessment by Ofsted (neither of which relate directly to funding decisions).  Its methodology should be designed for this purpose  as well as that of providing measures of research performance which are relevant and reliable as a basis for funding decisions.  This requires a broader set of assessment criteria - we discuss this in the next section.  

Criteria of research quality

Q2 asks: Should research assessment be concerned only with the question of research quality as opposed to, for example, its value for money or its relevance to wealth creation and the quality of life?

Q8 asks: Should the exercise continue to be a prospective one, based on past performance?

Q11 asks: Are there activities essential to research which the present definition excludes but where there is a strong case for taking these into account in assessing the full range of a department’s or unit’s research?

7.  The paper states that research assessment judges research quality.  But we are troubled by the distinction it makes (in question 2) between ‘research quality as opposed to, for example, its value for money or its relevance to wealth creation and the quality of life.’  This distinction has no meaning in social science, concerned as it is with the human and social world.  Rather, we argue that the appropriate concept of research quality must be multi-dimensional and will require multiple criteria, rather than the single criterion of excellence.  In our view the criteria for research assessment (which to be workable should probably number no more than[5?]) should embrace such factors as

· advancement of knowledge (both scientific and practical)

· development of skills and/or methods

· pervasiveness (across disciplines)

· productivity (ie the ratio of resource input to significance of output)

· research environment

· dynamic of the research enterprise (eg on a rising course, coasting, or declining)

Intentionally this list includes aspects of not just research output, but also inputs and the organisational setting in which research is conducted, and includes both past performance and future potential.

8.  The chosen criteria must be measurable on a scale.  We have doubts about the usefulness for social science of the ascending scale of national-international significance which has been used in the RAE.  This would be hard to apply to some of the factors above.  But, equally importantly, its universal use in the RAE fails to recognise that some fields of research are less internationalised than others, either because their substantive focus is embedded in particular cultures or because historically an international community of like-minded researchers has not emerged.  It would be better to add ‘international standing’ to the list of factors above.

9.  In ARCISS’s view, the value of multi-dimensional criteria of research assessment is that diversity can be recognised (and homogenisation avoided), that weighting of the criteria can be varied as appropriate to different groups of disciplines and a more rounded view of research quality can apply. This approach could also ease feedback, through a set of marks for the multiple criteria plus commentary - much as in teaching quality assessment.

The scope of research assessment

Q3 asks: Should research assessment cover all academic research, and adopt a broad and inclusive definition of research?

Q4 asks: Should there be a single, UK wide exercise rather than separate exercises conducted by each of the funding bodies?

Q6 asks: Should the exercise continue to be based only on single-discipline UOAs?

Q11 asks: Are there activities essential to research which the present definition excludes but where there is a strong case for taking these into account in assessing the full range of a department’s or unit’s research?

Q12 asks: What should be the interval between the 1996 RAE and the next and subsequent exercises?

10.  ARCISS believes that research assessment should remain UK wide.  It also supports the inclusive definition of research adopted in past RAEs (reproduced in Annex A of the consultation paper).  But we worry about its application in practice by those making research assessments.  The danger is that too much regard is paid to the basic definition of ‘original investigation undertaken to gain knowledge and understanding’ and too little to the following list of interpretations, not least because the latter are still expressed in fairly generic terms, though often using language derived from particular fields - for example, how is ‘experimental development to produce new or substantially improved materials, devices, products or processes’ to be understood in social science?.  It would be better for the interpretation of the basic definition to be tailored to the particular circumstances and vocabulary of social science (and the other major disciplinary groups).

11.  We think that the 1996 pattern of UOAs worked well for social science.  But we are especially concerned about the handling of interdisciplinarity in research assessment, since most of its members are committed to interdisciplinary research.  Locating such centres within the single discipline UOAs has been difficult and risky and we believe that new arrangements for interdisciplinary research are essential.  We are not convinced that the proposal (in para 50 of the paper) to continue assessment by disciplinary panels but with the use of some additional criteria and oversight by a single, interdisciplinary monitoring group would remove the hazard involved in the choice of UOA.  We propose an alternative arrangement whereby 5 or 6 additional panels would be established to which interdisciplinary research could be submitted - one panel for social science and others for other groups of disciplines - and these panels would seek specialist advice (probably by mail) from individual specialist experts in relevant disciplinary colleges - which we discuss further in para 13 below.

12.  On the question of the interval between RAEs, we believe that - given an explicit developmental purpose for research assessment - the frequency of assessment must relate to the realistic pace of organisational development.  In ARCISS’s experience, 5 years is a reasonable period for a research organisation to respond to an assessment - through self-analysis, taking strategic decisions on its future, recruiting new and developing existing staff, securing funding for research, undertaking and completing new work; re-assessment in anything less than 5 years would be to rush to premature judgement.  If this seems a long period over which to freeze financial allocations based on research assessment, we would argue that the criteria we propose above include a dynamic dimension - not just be based on past performance but having regard to future potential.

Methods of assessment

Q5 asks: Should the method of assessment continue to be based primarily on peer review?

Q7 asks: Should all submissions for assessment conform to a common framework and common data definitions?

13.  ARCISS believes that peer review remains appropriate.  But we consider that the broad, inclusive definition of research and our proposed adoption of multiple criteria for assessment require the contribution of a broader range of expertise to the assessment process, including users of research.  This could be done by constituting a small college (usually between 10-20 in number) of experts for each of the UOAs which would include leading UK researchers in the discipline (including, for social science. some from independent research centres outside universities), but also overseas researchers, users from appropriate fields and experienced research managers - that is, a range of expertise to match the range of criteria for assessment.  A panel, drawn from the college, would consider all the submissions, but other college members would contribute (perhaps by mail) to the assessment of just those submissions to which their expertise was relevant.  The Dutch use specialist experts in this way. [Ben - is this right?] 

14.  There should be a common framework and common data definitions for all submissions but with two qualifications.  First, interpretations of the framework and definitions should be given for groups of disciplines, including social science.  And. secondly, the format for submissions should encourage research organisations to state what they consider their strengths - for example, international research or applied research or research in a sub-area outside the disciplinary mainstream.- so that the panel can obtain relevant specialist advice from within its college.

Costs

15.  The consultation paper is rightly concerned that research assessment should not become yet more costly and burdensome.  ARCISS endorses that view.  Even if future research assessment were to have an explicit developmental purpose, and therefore be of extra value to the management of research organisations. we do not believe that could justify extra effort.  So we have sought to devise our proposals within this constraint.  Among our proposals we are asking for extra resources for

· additional interdisciplinary panels

· disciplinary colleges larger than most past panels

But we would be reducing resource costs by

· more selective involvement (perhaps by mail) of specialists in the work of panels

· a 5 year frequency for assessment.

These cost changes could be designed to balance each other.  The other major change we propose - multiple assessment criteria - need not cost more.
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