What the experts say: the opinions of the subpanel chairs

Here are the complete personal perspectives of 12 senior research figures

David Otley, University of Lancaster

Chair of main panel I: economics and econometrics/accounting and finance/business and management studies/library and information management

I strongly support the continuation of the dual-support system and a funding stream that is based on a judgment of past research quality. In the disciplines covered by my main panel, I believe that research quality can be reliably assessed only by using expert peer review, although this would benefit from being informed by suitable metrics. Bibliographic evidence would clearly be helpful, although it needs to be recognised that citation databases in these fields are currently inadequate and that good citation evidence lags publication by several years. Citation patterns differ markedly by subdiscipline and need careful interpretation by experts in the fields. The use of such metrics without expert review would lead to poor decisions, and [their use] also carries the danger that new researchers would orient their work towards areas that tend to collect high citations – this would reduce the diversity and originality of UK research. It should be recognised that reliance on a few simple metrics would likely produce significant “gaming” behaviour that would adversely affect research quality.

Quality-related (QR) research funding provides a valuable (and predictable) income stream to support the baseload research activity of the many active researchers who conduct high-quality work in the UK. It is important for this to continue, although the complexity of the arrangements for the 2008 research assessment exercise need to be much simplified. However, the evaluation of a few key publications over a five-year (or longer) period, together with some contextual information, has proved to be a reliable (and cheap) mechanism for making quality judgments that are accepted as valid by those in the field.

Keith Richards, University of Cambridge 

Chair of subpanel 32: geography and environmental studies

Most disciplines have significant internal diversity, with subfields with different sizes, traditions and publishing characteristics. Geography is typical of this diversity, and its practitioners – whose interests range from landform development and physical hydrology to demography and cultural history – can publish in anything from [journals such as] Nature and Science to a scholarly monograph. This means that there are significant overlaps with disciplines in main panels well beyond the one in which the subject has been arbitrarily located (notably environmental sciences, history, sociology, anthropology, development studies). For these reasons, it is difficult to see how bibliometric methods will work for the discipline, but there is no reason why other quantitative indicators cannot be used to some degree. Data on research income and higher degrees awarded are available to the current RAE subpanel and are used in ways consistent with the published criteria. 

I would not presume to speak for my discipline on the question of bibliometrics, but I would make three points based on my own assessment of evidence of their value. The first is that the University of Leiden report commissioned by the Higher Education Funding Council for England (Hefce) to underpin its development of bibliometry in the research excellence framework (REF) is, for those who wish to read it critically, surprisingly cautious about many aspects of these methods (particularly when one considers that its authors have a vested interest in supporting them). 

The second is that the method of bibliometric analysis that the report espouses is not a simple one. It involves normalising the citation count for a single paper against the average for a “universe” of outputs. This universe is based on citations for all papers in a set of relevant journals. But how is that “relevant” set to be chosen for the REF, especially given that the intention is to have larger groupings of disciplines than the present RAE main panel groups? This will be a highly contentious, politicised and damaging issue that will undermine confidence in the REF. Furthermore, it will put enormous power in the hands of certain journal publishers. I know that the approximately 4,000 journal publications submitted to my subpanel for the current RAE were published in several hundred different journals. The journal with the highest number of papers contained 150, that ranked 30th had 30, and many had only a few. The definition of a “universe” for the purposes of normalising will therefore be problematic for the discipline and many of its subfields; and problematic for the future of many journals. 

And this is because of my third point, that the REF, if using bibliometric methods to a significant degree, will radically change academics’ publishing behaviour. Academics will feel they need to publish in the journals selected as the universe, and other equally worthy publications will suffer. There is no justification for impacting on academic publishing in this way, for there is no reason to suppose that Nature, Science or the American Geophysical Union journals are automatically where the best work is published. Frankly, they aren’t always. Furthermore, because bibliometric methods assess all outputs and not the few selected as the best, there will be less incentive to publish, and the nature of the best publications will change. The best outputs in a bibliometric assessment (by definition, those with the largest normalised citation counts) will be reviews of previous work. This will make the assessment more backward-looking; will undermine the normal practice whereby research is enhanced through a peer-review process until the highest-quality outputs are available; and will seriously inhibit the active involvement of early-career researchers whose contributions have evidently been highly valued in the current RAE. 

My conclusion, then, is this: there may be a case on grounds of convenience, but there is no rational intellectual case for an REF including significant elements of bibliometry. I hope that all academics will require an intellectual case.

Hugh McKenna, University of Ulster

Chair of subpanel 11: nursing and midwifery

From the perspective of nursing and midwifery, peer review informed by bibliometrics and quantitative and qualitative research environment data would be the preferred option. This would take account of our emphasis on user and applied research and enable it to be handled more sensitively than could be achieved with a purely citation-based approach. The current RAE does take account of quantitative metrics on research staff, research students, number and types of studentships and amount and types of income. These should continue to be assessed in the REF because they provide a good indicator of the profile and sustainability of the department, as do qualitative indicators relating to the ethos and strategic focus. Bibliometric indicators measure the extent to which the research is noticed by the academic community – that is different from the value of the research and is not a proxy for impact on policy and practice. 

Peter Taylor-Gooby, University of Kent

Chair of subpanel 40: social work and social policy and administration

Social policy and social work analyse policy and practice and develop relevant theory in an area of rapidly changing government policy, private and third-sector activity and global economic, demographic and social shifts. The subject draws on a range of disciplines to analyse social welfare, social need and social practice. Peer review should predominate in research assessment because it is best fitted to command the range of sources, methods, activities and demands in the field and identify significance and originality in a rapidly changing context. The most useful supportive metrics concern research student completions and research income, taking into account the wide range of relevant sources of funding. Bibliometric approaches are difficult to apply because it is hard to define a unitary established research community against which to normalise citation counts. Attempts to do so may weaken the capacity to recognise innovation and responsiveness to new developments in policy and social needs across the field of study. This may damage the UK’s leading international status in work in this area.

Celia Wells, Durham University

Chair of subpanel 38: law

As in previous RAEs, the law subpanel for 2008 emphasises in its criteria the value of detailed peer review of outputs above all other indicators of quality. We do not regard secondary indices of quality such as type of publication (journal ranking, for example) as helpful proxies for quality. We assess all the outputs submitted to us. We warmly welcome the fact that the funding councils recognise that bibliometrics are not a reliable measure in this subject even for journal publications; in any case, many high-quality legal outputs are published in monographs and in edited collections for which citation databases do not exist, and are unlikely to exist for the foreseeable future. We firmly believe that our approach is essential if we are to ensure that the legal academic community continues to have confidence in the RAE process. 

As is clear from our criteria, we do not give the same weighting to research environment and esteem indicators as we do to publications. Research income and research student completions are relevant to understanding the operation and aspirations of a law school, but they do not in themselves provide evidence of the quality of research activity in law. And we do not think that the information given on research structure and strategy is particularly helpful. We suspect that institutions spend a disproportionate amount of time preparing this part of their RAE submissions. However we do regard staffing policies, support for early-career researchers and research-student training to be important elements in any research-active law school. 

Bernard Silverman, University of Oxford

Chair of subpanel 22: statistics and operational research

The appropriate question is not just a choice between metrics and peer review of publications, but the way in which all the data, however obtained, are collated, combined and interpreted. Whatever system or combination of metrics or peer review is required, there is a need for an overarching process in which the different aspects are combined, not merely by a mathematical process of addition or weighted averaging, but by a more holistic assessment of the total contribution, quality and potential of the research. The whole cannot simply be assessed as the sum of the parts.

Catherine Davies, University of Nottingham
Chair of subpanel 55: Iberian and Latin American languages
I believe there must be a strong element of peer review, possibly light-touch. Metrics are helpful to an extent, but if used solely they will give a distorted picture of research excellence in UK universities, and therefore invalidate the REF.

Some quantitative indicators may be used in conjunction with qualitative indicators to identify research excellence, as at present – overall research income, external research income, numbers of postgraduate students, completion rates for postgraduate students, postgraduate scholarships (internal and external), numbers of research-active staff, overall number of research outputs and so on – but most of these figures need quality to be considered to be meaningful (you may publish many worthless articles, you may organise many useless conferences, you may internally fund lots of not-so-clever PhD students, who might rapidly complete not-very-good theses). Citations are not useful indicators of research excellence in the arts and humanities (you may be cited often because your opinion is controversial or just plain stupid, or you have lots of friends). Publishing in refereed journals is usually but not always an indication of quality: it depends how articles are refereed, even in the anglophone world practices differ widely, and many excellent research articles submitted to our subpanel were published in journals in, for example, Spain, Portugal, Brazil, Mexico, Argentina. Respected publishers (including academic publishers) publish books not always on account of their quality, but according to topical subjects and likely sales. A large percentage of the books submitted to our subpanel were not written in English or published in the UK or the anglophone world. It is probably fair to say that articles published in some recognised refereed journals (such as Bulletin of Hispanic Studies, Bulletin of Latin American Research, Modern Language Review) are likely to be of international quality, though there is no hard-and-fast guarantee that this is always the case or will be in a few years’ time.

Certainly as far as monographs and edited volumes are concerned, in my view the only way accurately to identify and reward quality is expert reading or close study (in the case of databases and the like). The process is laborious, but there is no way around it. A 500-page book might be vacuous; a 25-page article earth-shattering. The assessments can be made only by experts in the subject. Our subpanel has had work submitted in Spanish, Portuguese, German, Catalan on subjects ranging across the histories, literatures, languages, visual arts, politics, religions, societies, cultures of Spain, Portugal, Latin America, the Caribbean, the USA, lusophone Africa and the Philippines, from the Middle Ages until today. Only experts can assess the quality of this research. 

The RAE is costly and cumbersome; it depends entirely on the goodwill, probity, professionalism and expertise of academics employed in UK higher education institutions. In its present form, it is more complex than ever. But in my view, we have come up with a fine-tuned instrument for forming a fair and considered opinion on the quality of the research produced in the UK. Having to divide all research activity into five classes (4-U) is crude and, most importantly, we mere experts have no information and no say about how these quality profiles translate into research funding. We are playing a game without knowing how the goals are scored. This is of course deliberate; it is claimed that it is none of our business to know how the money will be distributed. We can only rely on the honesty, transparency and probity of the Government. 

My view is that peer review is necessary to assess quality and that a light-touch [system] is feasible. For example, departments might ask to have their research profile reassessed after a certain period in order to improve it, and there might be periodic spot checks on departments with high or average quality profiles. 

If Hefce is not prepared to properly consider quality, then it should be upfront about funding large amounts of possibly quasi or pseudo-research. It cannot claim to fund quality research, because it won’t know where this is being produced or what it consists of. 

Sandy Heslop, University of East Anglia

Chair of subpanel 64: history of art, architecture and design

RAE 2008 has provided a good model for the future: peer review of outputs examined in detail, with metrics playing some part in the assessment of environment and esteem but not in judging the quality of research per se. I do not believe there is a viable alternative to this model for the history of art, architecture and design, or for cognate arts and humanities subjects. None of the other ways of monitoring excellence so far proposed is any substitute for detailed expert review. 

The best way to lighten the touch is to disaggregate environment and esteem from research quality. They are all significant, but there is no clear and direct link between them. Metrics such as the number and regularity of research-degree completions and research-grant income are useful indicators of efficient management, a positive environment and good research reputation, and should be treated accordingly. They are not surrogates for the quality of research outputs. A way forward might therefore be to develop a rolling programme (biennial?) for assessing outputs alongside a periodic (every six years?) review of environment and esteem. 

Bibliometrics are an unreliable guide to quality. In densely populated areas of academic endeavour they may be indicative of “impact”, but that is not the case in areas with few researchers. The impact of research is best measured long term, it is rarely apparent within two or three years of publication, so there would have to be a time lag, which could hardly be used to inform current funding. It is also not clear how protracted contribution as opposed to a short-term and perhaps superficial one could be accounted for. Recent RAEs have shown that other potential indicators, such as place of publication, are not good guides to the highest quality, but set a benchmark at a relatively low level. 

Alan Silman, University of Manchester

Chair of subpanel 6: epidemiology and public health

Based on the RAE in 2001, grades could be well reflected by metrics such as citations, student numbers and grant income. There is a substantial subjective element in the current process, which is inevitable given the nature of the peer-review process (which our subpanel has done its best to eliminate by blind double marking). I believe that for a biomedically based area such as ours, a bibliometric approach is likely to be more successful than one in, say, the humanities. I think all qualitative indicators are very difficult to assess. We in our subpanel are heavily weighting our scores, as has been shown in our working methods, to those components for which there are real data. I am happy to have some element of peer review, but I struggle to think how it would work and whether it justifies the enormous time and effort that goes into it. Bibliometrics also need to be discipline specific, which is a challenge.

John Feather, Loughborough University

Chair of subpanel 37: library and information management

The credibility of the REF will ultimately depend on the extent to which subject communities accept that the process is robust and objective. It may be that in some disciplines this can be achieved by metrics alone (although never solely by bibliometrics), but this is certainly not the case in library and information management and cognate disciplines. Indeed, as an information scientist, I have serious reservations across the whole spectrum of the humanities and social sciences, and some science disciplines as well.

A peer-review element will be essential if the REF is to serve a useful purpose. At the barest minimum, this must include full and well-informed discussions of the validity, significance and interpretation of the data sets that are being used. This debate (and there will indeed be a debate!) has to take place during the first phase of the REF as the criteria are being developed. At a later stage, the peer-review panel will need to ensure that the criteria are being appropriately applied and to engage in qualitative assessment of submissions on that basis.

Assuming that there are significantly fewer panels, there is a need for a sector-wide consultation and debate on how disciplines will be grouped; the present main panels are not necessarily the optimal combinations. Given that individual research outputs are less likely to be considered in detail, the panels can be kept to a reasonable size by having a smaller number of experts from each discipline or subdiscipline, but it seems almost certain that panels may well be of the order of 20 rather than 15.

Michael Pidd, University of Lancaster 

Chair of subpanel 36: business and management studies

I have mixed views on the REF as it seems to be evolving. Business and management studies is the largest of the 2008 RAE subpanels and, based on the work we’ve done so far, the 2008 RAE is much too detailed and, despite the funding council’s best intentions, still provides plenty of scope for gaming. Hence I’d welcome a more simplified system and I’d be very happy to see metrics used alongside lighter peer assessment. However, I would not wish to see too heavy a reliance on citations for several reasons. Firstly, ISI/Thomson, the proposed source of citation data, has very poor coverage of journals relevant to business and management. Secondly, we can hardly ignore the rather arbitrary nature of many citations and the new opportunities for gaming that will occur to smart academics. It’s hard to see what other metrics could be used mechanistically. Research income is one possible indicator, but it’s really an input, not an output, and depends on the type of research being done – which can be very varied in business and management studies. So, I’d like to see the REF based on a slimmed-down version of the 2008 RAE with citation data available to a business and management panel. 

Steve Sparks, University of Bristol

Chair of subpanel 17: earth systems and environmental sciences

My view is quite simple. It is very dangerous and unreliable to use a wholly metrics-based and formulaic system that does not include a significant component of expert judgment and peer review. Metrics, such as financial income and citations for example, can certainly provide very valuable and insightful information, but this needs to be analysed and assessed intelligently by people who know the particular field of research. I also think that Hefce should find a way of using the data from the RAE 2008 to help assess how the application of a proposed REF system would work. 
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