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RESEARCH ASSESSMENT 
– A GLOBAL PHENOMENON



Governments fund University Research Globally

This mainly comes from taxpayers

A duty to ensure the money is well spent

Therefore, the money must be targeted at research quality 

The research must have scientific/societal/economic impact

Introduction and Background

Research Assessment Exercises



• The first UK national exercise was in 1986 -
every   5-7 years since.

• In 2001 and 2008 = the Research 
Assessment Exercise (RAE).

• Assessed Outputs (Publications), Research 
Environment (grants, PhD completions) and 
Research Esteem.

• In 2014, 2021 and 2029, renamed the 
Research Excellence Framework (REF).

• In REF2014 it included data on Research 
Impact, outputs and environment.

• These are assessed and scored by panels of 
experts.

• Results determine the allocation of 
government research funding to universities. 

History of UK Research Assessment 



• To inform the selective allocation of non-hypothecated public 
funding for research.
• UK Gov Funds  - £2 Billion per year until next REF

• Research Councils - £4 Billion per year until next REF

• To provide accountability for public investment in research and 
produce evidence of the benefits of this investment (Impact).

• To provide benchmarking information and reputational yardsticks, 
for the HE sector and for public information.

• To provide a rich evidence base to inform strategic decisions 
about national and international research priorities.

• To create strong performance incentive for HEIs/researchers.

RATIONALE FOR UK RESEARCH ASSESSMENT



REF 2014 What Was Assessed

Panels assessed the Overall Quality of each 
submission

Outputs Impact Environment

65% 20% 15%

Predstavitelj
Opombe o predstavitvi
For each submission made by an HEI into a UOA, an overall quality profile is produced, showing the proportion of activity judged at each of the four starred quality levels (and unclassified). This is the primary outcome of the assessment.Each overall profile is made up from the three sub-profiles (weighted as shown).Panels assessed outputs according to the criteria of ‘originality, significance and rigour’.



REF 2021 What Was Assessed

Panels assessed the Overall Quality of each 
submission

Outputs Impact Environment

60% 25% 15%

Predstavitelj
Opombe o predstavitvi
For each submission made by an HEI into a UOA, an overall quality profile is produced, showing the proportion of activity judged at each of the four starred quality levels (and unclassified). This is the primary outcome of the assessment.Each overall profile is made up from the three sub-profiles (weighted as shown).Panels assessed outputs according to the criteria of ‘originality, significance and rigour’.



RAE 2029 What Will Be Assessed

Panels assessed the Overall Quality of each 
submission

Contribution to 
knowledge and 
understanding

Engagement and 
Impact

People, Culture 
and Environment

50% 25% 25%

Gluckman’s International panel wanted it 33%, 33%, 33%



Research 
Assessment  
OUTPUTS



REF Outputs Criteria

• Originality
•      innovative research methods, techniques
•      new or complex problems
•      new empirical material
•      advance theory or analysis, policy, practice

• Significance
•      development of intellectual agenda
•      theoretical, methodological, substantive
•      potential significance (recent output)

• Rigour
•      intellectual precision
•      robustness/appropriateness of concepts,    

analyses
•      integrity, coherence, consistency

    



Outputs: Scoring Criteria 
and Definitions

The criteria for assessing the quality of outputs are 
originality, significance and rigour

Four star Quality that is world-leading in terms of originality, 
significance and rigour

Three star
Quality that is internationally excellent in terms of originality, 
significance and rigour but which falls short of the highest 
standards of excellence

Two star Quality that is recognised internationally in terms of 
originality, significance and rigour

One star Quality that is recognised nationally in terms of originality, 
significance and rigour

Unclassified
Quality that falls below the standard of nationally recognised 
work. Or work which does not meet the published definition 
of research for the purposes of this assessment

Predstavitelj
Opombe o predstavitvi
I am seeing examples of people who write up work as a 2* or 3* paper that has the potential to get a better score. Ask  an experienced  colleague to review your manuscript before  submission. They may be able to make recommendations about how you might improve the paper in light of the REF criteria. Sometimes a little bit of extra work on the framing of your research in relation to wider contexts and issues can help articulate the significance of your work, and with additional reading and thinking, you may be able to position your work more effectively in relation to previous work to demonstrate its originality more clearly. Adding a few extra details to your methods and results may re-assure readers and reviewers that your approach is indeed rigorous.  (Mark Reed)



Research 
Assessment 

IMPACT



Ensuring that your research is impactful

Phipps, D.J., Cummings, J. Pepler, D., Craig, W. and Cardinal, S. (2016) The Co-Produced Pathway to 

Impact describes Knowledge Mobilization Processes. J. Community Engagement and Scholarship, 9(1): 31-40.

Predstavitelj
Opombe o predstavitvi
Most of the “impacts” described by Greenhalgh and Fahy are implementation (of research into guidelines, policy, practice) not the impacts those guidelines, policies and public health practices have for end beneficiaries. If research informs a new educational practice (in the CPPI, the “implementation” phase) but that practice fails to enhance educational achievement for students, there has not been any positive impact for end beneficiaries.



Environmental

International

Quality of life

Cultural

Health

Public policy &
services

Social

Economic

Benefits of 
research 

Research Impact
An Effect on, Change or Benefit on…

McKenna, H.P. (2015) Research assessment: The Impact of impact International 
Journal of Nursing Studies. 52 (1) pp. 1-3.



Criteria for how Impact Case Studies 
are assessed and scored

Reach: the extent and/or breadth of the 
beneficiaries of the impact, as relevant to the 
nature of the impact. (It will not be assessed in 
geographic terms, nor in terms of absolute 
numbers of beneficiaries).

Significance: is the degree to which the impact 
has enabled, enriched, influenced, informed or 
changed the products, services, performance, 
practices, policies or understanding of 
commerce, industry or other organisations, 
governments, communities or individuals.

Predstavitelj
Opombe o predstavitvi
Research Impact is assessed on Reach and Significance.  If you take this presentation and an example of public engagement. The reach could be all the people attending the RCN Research Conference in Sheffield while the significance would be the degree to which the impact has enriched, influenced, informed or changed understanding and awareness.When we assess Research Impact do not judge Reach and Significance separately -0 rather we do so in the round. 



The criteria for assessing impacts are reach and significance

Four star Outstanding impacts in terms of their reach and 
significance.

Three star Considerable impacts in terms of their reach and 
significance.

Two star Some impacts in terms of their reach and significance.

One star Limited impacts in terms of their reach and 
significance.

Unclassified
The impact is of either no reach or no significance; or 
the impact was not eligible; or the impact was not 
underpinned by research produced by the submitting 
unit; or nil submission. 

ASSESSING RESEARCH IMPACT?

0 0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0 2.5 3.0 3.5 4.0

Predstavitelj
Opombe o predstavitvi
This is different from the criteria for outputs and environment – Could a case study be 10 star?It assesses Reach and SignificanceThe other elements use the terms world leading internationally excellent etc – here is it Outstanding, Considerable etc. 



Research 
Assessment 

ENVIRONMENT



Vitality 

• The extent to which a unit 
provides an encouraging and 
facilitating environment for 
research and supports a 
research culture 
characterised by intellectual 
vigour, innovation and 
positive contribution within 
respective discipline(s) and 
profession(s).

Sustainability 

• The extent to which the 
research environment is 
capable of continuing to 
support and develop the 
research activities of the 
submitting unit and 
discipline(s). Panels will 
consider the environment 
data within the context of 
the information provided in 
the environment 
overview statement, and 
within the context of the 
disciplines concerned.

Research Environment: 
Assessment criteria



Assessment Criteria
The criteria for assessing the environment are 

vitality and sustainability*
Four star An environment that is conducive to producing research of world-leading quality, 

in terms of its vitality and sustainability 

Three star An environment that is conducive to producing research of internationally 
excellent quality, in terms of its vitality and sustainability

Two star An environment that is conducive to producing research of internationally 
recognised quality, in terms of its vitality and sustainability

One star An environment that is conducive to producing research of limited 
quality, in terms of its vitality and sustainability 

Unclassified An environment that is not conducive to producing research of 1 star 
quality; or nil submission.



Research Assessment Is Changing

International collaboration, the training of early career 
scientists and engagement with the public are essential 
aspects of scientific quality, but are rarely captured by 
traditional metrics such as publication and citation rates.



Research Culture

Research culture encompasses the behaviours, values, 
expectations, attitudes, and norms of our research 
communities. It influences researchers' career paths and 
determines the way that research is conducted and 
communicated   (Royal Society, 2022). 

A positive research culture.is reflected in autonomy and 
freedom; care and collegiality; collaboration; equality, 
diversity and inclusion; integrity and ethics; and openness 
and transparency,  zero tolerances of inappropriate 
behaviour, a safe and supportive research environment, 
fair opportunities for career advancement, and common 
courtesy and kindness.  (Science Europe, 2022)



RESEARCH CULTURE FRAMEWORK 



Research Culture
A toxic research culture is reflected in bullying and harassment, 
poor employment terms and conditions, inadequate equality, 
diversity and integration practices, breeches of research 
integrity, and an almost pathological pursuit of higher league 
table positions, H-indices and impact factors. (McKenna, 2023)

McKenna, H.P. (2023) Toxic Research Cultures: The What, Why and How. 
International Journal of Nursing Studies. Vol 138

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/00207489/118/supp/C


Stop Publish or Perish Culture and the 
Dictatorship of the Algorithm

Recognise 
diversity of 

research 
roles

Assess 
mainly on 
qualitative 
evaluation

No improper 
use of 

publication 
metrics

Avoid 
university 
rankings in 

judging 
research

Research assessments is a highly competitive, long-
hours research culture, bullying goes unnoticed and no 
attention to researcher wellbeing (LERU, 2022) 
Stop using bogus proxies for quality such as number of 
publications, citations, and where papers are published.

Predstavitelj
Opombe o predstavitvi
This letter is a call to the Spanish scientific authorities to abandon current research evaluation policies, which are based on an excessive and indiscriminate use of bibliometric indicators for nearly all areas of scientific activity. This narrow evaluation focus is especially applied to assess the individual performance of researchers. To this end, we first describe the contexts in which the journal impact factor (JIF) and other bibliometric indicators are being used. We then consider the toxic effects of this abuse of indicators. Finally, we outline some significant transformations and initiatives being introduced in various academic fields and regions of the world. These international initiatives offer alternatives to bibliometrics that can improve evaluation processes, and we urge political leaders in Spain to adopt and develop them.DOI: https://doi.org/10.3145/epi.2021.may.09



● CoARA was set up in December 2022 to 
make research assessment fairer, 
respect diversity of research roles,  
making more use of qualitative methods 
and cease the inappropriate use of 
quantitative metrics

● In 2023, CoARA doubled its membership to 
600 organisations in 40 countries, set up a 
governance structure, 12 Thematic Working 
Groups and 15 national chapters.

● The 15 Chapters form country hubs for 
coordinating actions and for mutual learning.

● The 12 thematic Working Groups focus on 
reforming areas of research assessment.

Coalition for Advancing 
Research Assessment 



Agreement on Reforming Research 
Assessment 2021
Principles and Commitments:

• ethics and integrity; 
• scientific freedom;
• organisational autonomy; 
• independence and transparency; 
• focus on quality; 
• recognition of impacts; 
• recognition of the diversity of research activities, practices 

and outputs; 
• promotion of criteria and processes that respect the variety 

of disciplines, research types and career stages; 
• valorising diversity in research roles and careers; 
• gender equality, equal opportunities and inclusiveness. 



There has been much work done on open science, ethics and gender 
equality in recent years but other contributions are missing. There is a 
lack of concrete activities focusing on qualitative assessment. This can 
reveal valuable insights  into the types of challenges  research 
stakeholders are facing in informing their assessment and should be 
further explored. More systematic, collaborative, and transnational 
addressing of this in more depth would bring particular value 
  (European Commission Apr 16th 2024 page 12)

European Commissions Reports 
April 16th 2024



AUSTRALIA

Australian Research Quality Framework 
(RQF) developed to demonstrate and justify 
public expenditure on research. 

The RQF pioneered the impact case study 
assessment but new government in 2007 
stopped its implementation

ERA focused on outputs, grants, PhDs etc, 
but in 2018 it introduced an Engagement 
and Impact Assessment approach. Not 
linked to funding

2023 – ERA was halted while the 
Government reconsidered – watching 
CoARA with great interest. – Now a 
signatory.

Member of CoARA

Predstavitelj
Opombe o predstavitvi
the Australian Government considered adopting the UK model of research assessment. Professor Margaret Sheil, the CEO of the Australian Research Council that led the country’s first research assessment scheme, called it ‘Excellence in Research for Australia’ (ERA). As it developed, it became different, and in some ways, better than the UK exercise. For one, it ranked refereed academic journals, something the UK has always been reluctant to do, probably because of possible legal challenges from publishing houses or that quality articles can be found in all journals. ERA also included an assessment of the impact of research – something that, at that time, was missing from the UK exercise. However, the Australian Minister for Innovation, Industry and Research, The Hon Kim Carr dispensed with the impact assessment as it was seen as too problematic to develop a metric that would be accepted as valid and acceptable across a number of academic disciplines.The ARC has defined engagement as: the interaction between researchers and research end-users outside of academia, for the mutually beneficial transfer of knowledge, technologies, methods or resources (ARC, 2020). This metric allows universities to demonstrate and be rewarded for engaging industry, government and others in research, even if it does not directly or immediately lead to impact..1. Foundational facilitators: familiarity and prior engagement with research context and users. They found that an understanding of the research context and of the relationships and networks between researchers and key end users or influencers was foundational to impact. This included an understanding of the local political, policy and socio–cultural context. Knowledge of local context prior to planning the research, and mechanisms to stay abreast of changes, were key facilitators of impact. In particular, three mechanisms were found to contribute: (i) inclusion of external in-country partners in research teams; (ii) appointment of an advisory committee of key stakeholders; and (iii) previous or formative work in the setting. Long-established relationships of trust were key, particularly when the relationships were between end users and senior researchers, built up over a period. Continuity in the people who held research team positions, and continuity in the positions held by key end users, were also important in ensuring that interpersonal linkages helped drive impact.  2. Planning for impact: intentional focus on impact and integrated methods for its achievementPlanning for impact or ‘starting with the end in mind’ was found to be key. Research that addressed a clear question or debate was more likely to be taken up and used in policy and practice than exploratory research that was designed to fill a gap in knowledge. Furthermore, projects with clearly targeted end users were twice as likely to influence policy and practice outcomes as projects with more broadly-defined end users.  In addition, teams that bridged sector silos and that had substantive roles for external partners and greater inclusion of target end users, were more likely to influence policy and practice impacts.  3. Engaging end users: proactive engagement and co-production of knowledgeFailure is associated with end user engagement occurring only at the beginning and end of the research process. Impactful research is synonymous with ongoing exchanges with end users in ways that aligned with their incentives, motivations and processes. Research findings were more likely to be used if they were co-produced, and if the timing of the results aligned with decision-making deadlines. The ability of external stakeholders to provide linkages with key individuals who could assist with getting the research used and who  supported take-up into their own policy or processes.  4. Influential outputs: tailored, fit-for-purpose design of outputs Because policy makers or members of national or regional bodies were unlikely to read long, dense reports, short outputs on aspects of the research most relevant to particular end user needs were found to facilitate research uptake. Easily digestible summaries were more likely to get stakeholders attention that bulky tomes. This was further facilitated by short targeted guidelines or tools that contained clear practical recommendations and implementable actions.   5. Lasting engagement: ongoing engagement and continuity of relationshipsLong-term engagement between researchers and end users beyond the time-frames of the grant itself, was particularly important in promoting the contribution to impact. Monitoring and evaluation of uptake and implementation of the research strongly improved outcomes and up-take. Moreover, it was important to be aware of the constraints to long-term engagement. These include, time, funding, and capacity restrictions for all partners (human resources, skills, priorities, etc.), as well as a lack of continuity in key positions in end user groups.



NEW ZEALAND
• Four previous assessments in 2003, 2006, 2012 and 

2018. The  2026 has been postponed recently.
• Academics  > 0.2 FTE must complete a research 

portfolio submitted to Tertiary Education Commission. 
• Focus on individuals rather than teams or 

departments.
• Peer Review panels score  A, B, C or R. 
• A  = Research outputs are leading-edge in rigour, 

originality and significance; and in the reach and 
significance of their impact.

• Unpopular with academics  -time-consuming and 
funding did not go to staff who earned it, but  
‘swallowed’ by universities.



Hong Kong 

Hong Kong follows the UK’s approach to 
research assessment- but one exercise behind.

The University Grants Committee had five such 
RAEs in 1993, 1996, 1999, 2006 and 2014. 

2020, Hong Kong RAE has included research 
impact-reflecting UK REF2014. RAE 2026 =2021 

Hong Kong RAE uses UK assessors and UK 
consultants . Would the opposite be acceptable?

Will the increasingly Beijing influence on Hong 
Kong bring an end to the current RAE model?.?



• In 2014, the Swedish Research Council  
evaluated the quality of health research in 7 
County Councils across Sweden –(ALF Regions)

• From 2019, 20 percent of the ALF funding was to 
be linked to quality assessment. using three peer 
reviewed panels:: 

• the scientific quality (ALF Panel 1);
• the clinical significance and societal impact 

(ALF Panel 2); 
• the prerequisites of the clinical research 

(ALF Panel 3).
• Three quality ratings were used:

• Very High Quality, Good–High Quality 
and Inferior Quality -

SWEDEN

(CoARA 
Chapter)

Predstavitelj
Opombe o predstavitvi
It can be seen above that the ALF Panel 2 clearly assesses research impact. However, one of the roles of the Alf Panel 1 was to assess the clinical relevance of publications. All the assessors in ALF Panel 1 were from outside Sweden, mainly from the other Scandinavian countries and from other European countries.  The assessors had to consider the importance of each publication in relation to the potential impacts of research in that area. Three questions were posed: how significant is the contribution of this publication to the knowledge base in the area into which it may be classified? which are the potential impacts from research in this area? and, what is the reach and significance of these potential impacts? 



• 3-Year RAE (VTR), first launched in 2004, to assess 
performance of university research and public 
research agencies across scientific fields. 

• 20  panels comprise 151 peer reviewers of outputs, 
most from Italian universities, but many from abroad. 

• Three bodies:
• National Committee of Guarantors for Research
• National Agency for the Evaluation of the 

University and Research Systems  (ANVUR)
• REPRISE, Register of Expert Peer-Reviewers for 

Italian Scientific Evaluation
• ANVUR evaluates the quality of research activities 

and the results of determine the funding allocation. 
• Move from assessment of bibliometrics  to society 

impact. 

ITALY

(CoARA Chapter)

Predstavitelj
Opombe o predstavitvi
“Italy is among the top 10 producers of science in terms of global production and total citations, and it has been considered the main European competitor of the United Kingdom for citation impactBut only 45 per cent of university staff are researchers, compared with an EU average of 63 per cent.They say that Italy’s self-citations are anomalous compared with other G10 nations, and that this “may signal perturbations in the scientific development possibly induced by science policies”.Anvur released the finalised results of its third evaluation of the country’s research on 20 July, presenting its assessment of work submitted by about 65,000 researchers from 98 universities and 14 other institutions.The VQR assessment is used to assign up to 30 per cent of universities’ “ordinary fund”—their basic budgets. It is also used to identify 350 ‘departments of excellence’ out of a total of 700 university departments in Italy, and these become the only ones allowed to submit a proposal for a major five-year research project. Funding is available for only 180 such projects, which will receive between €1.08 million and €1.62 million per year for five years.The exercise involves around 630 evaluators in 18 disciplines assigning each of the 182,000 items submitted a score ranging from 0 (low quality) to 1 (top quality and relevance).



• Poland has had national assessments 
every 4 years since 1991, 

• New element is impact assessment as in 
UK REF, with case studies.

• In last exercise, universities were 
focusing on outputs and did not realise 
that impact was worth more.

• Impact accounts for 20%, Outputs 70% 
cent, and Research Funding 10%.

POLAND

(CoARA Chapter)

Predstavitelj
Opombe o predstavitvi
Even towards the evaluation deadline, it seemed like many faculty committees and deans were busy preparing for the traditional outputs component, only realising at the last moment that an impact case study would have a bigger effect on a unit’s score than any individual publication. 



• Science Foundation Ireland (SFI) is Ireland’s 
largest scientific funding agency. 

• Its strategy “Agenda 2020” is to be the best 
in the world at creating impact from excellent 
research, showing value for money invested. 

• While publications continue to be at the core 
of all funding decisions, in recent years 
impact has gained equal focus 

• Encouraged by the SFI’s focus on research 
impact, many Irish universities have 
developed Impact Frameworks, 

• Nov 2022 report - More than publications: 
maximising societal benefit from health 
research.

IRELAND

(CoARA Chapter)



• From 1989, research assessment 
introduced because Spanish research 
funding is dependent on the public sector. 

• The Government created the CNEAI, the 
National Commission for the Evaluation of 
Research Performance. 

• Like REF, the CNEAI has research 
performance reviews every six years. 

• From 2019, it rewarded researchers who 
show “evidence of impact and influence” 
of their research “on social and economic 
matters”. 

SPAIN

(CoARA Chapter) 



• The Standard Evaluation Protocol (S.E.P.). assessed 
research in Dutch universities every six years, 
focusing on JIFs, and citations 

• Researchers were dissatisfied with quantitative 
assessment, seeing it as “one-sided” and not 
reflecting the true nature of research activity.

• In December they complained that publication-based 
metrics of quality were wrong and undermines the 
“meaning that science has for society”..  

• Going forward, universities and research funders 
have committed to judge scientists on educational 
and social impact.

HOLLAND

Predstavitelj
Opombe o predstavitvi
over the past two decades, Dutch scientists had become increasingly dissatisfied with the strong focus on quantitative assessment of scientific quality. This had created a “one-sided” approach to quality measurement, which did not reflect the true nature of academic scienceTraditionally, as in most other countries, the S.E.P. approach has focused upon journal impact factors and citation indices.  From 2021, this will change fundamentally. As in other countries, open science and an urgent need to tackle complex social and economic issues through collaboration are changing the perception and value of research metrics. The plan is that a review of social impact is to take precedence over the assessment of outputs and citations. Therefore, going forward, universities and research funders in the Netherlands have committed to judge scientists on educational and social impact. This broader focus on societal impact is being enhanced and Dutch research policy makers are seeking to learn from the next UK REF. This is more in line with the contemporary objectives of Dutch research and education institutions and what society requires of them. 



General Points to Note
UK model has been adopted by many countries 

(Poland, Sweden Hong Kong, New Zealand)
• Research assessment is very political 
• Competition between universities – poach from other university

from journal papers and citations to societal impact.
• The use of impact case studies to provide a qualitative and 

quantitative description of impact. 
• The move away from the starting point of economic impact to 

impact on culture, health, quality of life etc. 
• More research on how to conduct qualitative assessment 
• Move away from bibliometrics to research culture.
• Most  countries do not tie the performance in research 

assessment with funding allocation – but changing slowely. 
• Move to CoARA membership with Country Chapters & Thematic 

Groups. CoARA needs to become more global.
• Research unpopular with Academic staff – better than alternative. 



Research Assessment 
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