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Universities UK response to HEFCE consultation on the Research Excellence Framework (REF)

General comments

UUK supports the development of the Research Excellence Framework (REF). HEFCE should be congratulated on the significant progress made on earlier proposals and the substantial evidence and consultation that has underpinned the development of REF to date. 

Sustaining and promoting excellence 
We would firstly like to put this response in context by emphasising that the UK continues to punch well above its weight and that our research remains the most productive and efficient of all the G8 countries.  This provides us, as a country, with a success story and something to celebrate. It also provides us with some reassurance that the strength of research in our universities will help build future economic prosperity and help us meet future global and societal challenges.

The UK’s Higher Education Institutions (HEIs), from across the whole sector, have underpinned this success, which has been achieved with relatively lower investment than competitors. UK research is not only strong internationally, but also relevant to business and public sector research users at regional and national levels. Any new research assessment and funding mechanism should seek to sustain and build upon this outstanding success. 

The importance of QR within the dual support system 
The success of the UK’s HEI research has been underpinned by the dual support system. A key strength of the dual support system is that as well as supporting the research infrastructure the funding council grant is unhypothecated allowing university leaders the freedom to take strategic decisions about the research activities of their own institutions. 

Dual support also means that there are multiple sources of funding for research, with multiple decision points about what research should be supported and where research resources should be concentrated. This creates the kind of healthy and dynamic research base needed to allow UK research to thrive and underpin innovation. Universities UK strongly supports the dual support system, particularly the role of QR, and welcomes the government’s commitment that this should continue. 

The recent joint report, Securing world-class research in UK universities, by UUK and the UK HE funding bodies demonstrates the wide ranging impact of QR.
National system

Universities UK believes that the continuation of a UK wide assessment process, within which the different funding councils can pursue their own funding policies, is crucial to the reputation and recognition of the UK’s research. Universities Scotland and Higher Education Wales will be putting forward individual responses to their respective funding councils. It is worth stating, however, that points relating to the assessment process in those submissions are largely consistent with this response.
Consultation question 1: Do you agree with the proposed key features of the REF? If not, explain why.

UUK supports the development of the REF and is broadly content with the proposed key features and underpinning principles, including the continuation of expert review as the primary assessment mechanism. Key issues and concerns on specific elements of the proposals are outlined in response to each question.
Consultation question 2: What comments do you have on the proposed approach to assessing outputs? If you disagree with any of these proposals please explain why. 

Staff selection

UUK supports the proposal that institutions should select research staff and outputs to be assessed and welcome the proposal to clearly define eligible staff following the problems experienced in RAE2008. 

Definitions of research

UUK supports the proposal that all types of research that meet Frascati principles will be eligible for submission, particularly ‘grey literature’ and outputs that are not published in conventional form. This move this builds on previous RAEs. 

Categories of staff

UUK supports the proposals for simplifying categories of eligible staff for the REF. We would welcome a more focussed and unambiguous definition of staff eligibility.  

We would welcome further clarify on whether impact and environment profiles will include evidence not necessarily linked to Category A staff selected. 

Selection of outputs

UUK would favour retaining a requirement for the submission of four outputs, subject to caveats for staff with particular circumstances constraining capacity to undertake research during assessment period. We are not currently convinced by arguments that reducing outputs from 4 to 3 would substantially reduce the burden for institutions (although this would reduce the work for panels). 

Double weighting
In principle UUK supports the proposal for double weighting certain types of output. This may be appropriate in certain areas and discretion should be given to the panels in deciding how to approach this. However, clear criteria would need to be set out by panels at the earliest opportunity.
Criteria for assessing outputs

UUK broadly supports the criteria as defined in the consultation. A broad definition of significance (e.g. the extent to which research outputs make a difference through influence within and beyond the academic sphere) will help encourage the submission of high quality applied and translational research. However, the proposal for institutions to include a short statement in support of user significance has the potential to increase the burden placed on institutions. This may also duplicate or overlap with requirements for demonstrating impact.
Output ratings

UUK supports the continuation of a graded profile in the REF. We are not, however, clear on the rationale for changing the definitions (the key concern in RAE2008 was whether they had been consistently applied) and would urge greater continuity with the definitions used in RAE2008. Changes in definition between assessment process causes uncertainty; and although the REF in not an international benchmarking process, changes of definitions of quality between assessment exercises creates difficulties in explaining the quality of UK research within an international context.
Citation information

We accept the recognition that bibliometircs are not sufficiently mature to be used as a sole mechanism for assessment, or to replace expert review. We recognise, however, that citation information can still be useful in some areas. The revised role for this information will need to ensure that it adds real value to the process and does not substantially add to the costs of the process and the burden placed on institutions. For example, verification of data will be potentially burdensome. We would stress that the sole role of citation information should be to inform expert judgements. This will need to be made explicit in the documentation. 

Open access

UUK supports the move toward ‘open access’ of research outputs and, although not mentioned in the consultation, would encourage the REF guidance to require that all submitted outputs are available through some form of open access mechanism. This would build on good research and information management practice. Work currently being undertaken by JICS and other stakeholders can support this process.
Consultation question 3: What comments do you have on the proposed approach to assessing impact? If you disagree with any of these proposals please explain why. 

General comments

UUK fully supports the inclusion of impact within the REF assessment process. Given the substantial public investment in the research base, and the vital role of university based research to the economy, society and culture, it is important that we can foster a system which incentivises impact at every opportunity. 

Assessing impact is not straight forward. We therefore welcome HEFCE’s recognition of the key challenges and the piloting being undertaken to help develop a way forward. 

It will be important to ensure clear communication on the role and intention of the impact agenda. UUK is currently in discussion with the Research Councils and other key stakeholders on the development of a national impact strategy to help guide developments in this area. The aim of this work will be to ensure that the development of the impact agenda across dual support and other funders is joined up and that there is a clear unambiguous statement of intentions. We would welcome the support and inclusion of the funding councils in this process.
We recognise that the pilots are currently exploring a number of issues and challenges involved in assessing impact. We do not want to pre-empt that work, but would like to make a number of points at this stage. 
Impact weighting

UUK consider that in the REF outputs should be the main element of the assessment. We also believe that impact and environment should have the same weighting. We would therefore propose relative weightings of 60/20/20 for outputs, impact and environment, but ask that HEFCE gives serious consideration to relative weightings of 70/15/15 at this stage, thus giving outputs a clearer predominance.
Defining impact

We welcome the proposal that impact should be defined widely, including economic, social, public policy, cultural and quality of life.

Attribution and time lags

As recognised in the consultation document impact is usually a non-linear process, which can occur over long periods of time. We therefore welcome the proposal that some of these issues can be addressed by considering the impact of research undertaken over a sufficiently long time frame, and by taking a broad overview of the impact of the submitted unit as a whole, rather than attempting to identify the impact of each submitted research output.  Research undertaken by Wellcome Trust and Academy of Medical Sciences shows that impact of research in the medical field can be up to 17 years. The proposed timeframe of 10-15 years may therefore need revising. One solution would be for time lag to be determined by individual panels to be appropriate to individual disciplines with consultation with users. It is currently unclear how subsequent REFs will avoid double counting if impact of the same work is demonstrable across REF periods.
Attribution raises a number of additional issues. A range of factors can affect the impact of research, beyond the influence of the researchers or their institutions and HEFCE will need to produce clear guidance that recognises this. There is also the question of attributing impacts of a unit that are undertaking excellent research within an institution and submitting to the RAE, but their identifiable impacts relate to research undertaken in another institution or elsewhere. Clear guidance will be needed on this area
Linking excellence to impact

The proposals indicate that this is a research excellence framework, therefore impact should build upon research of the highest quality. This is a principle that UUK and others have broadly supported, but it does raise questions about how to define the quality threshold of the underlying research, particularly where it is outside of the scope of the current assessment period (e.g. research that was undertaken 15 years ago). One solution might be to develop a menu of proxies, such as performance in previous RAEs, or whether the research was from a peer reviewed funding source etc. We would, however, want to avoid an over complicated or burdensome approach that would result in a ‘shadow’ assessment process. 

Impact submissions

UUK would broadly endorse the approach outlined in the consultation document. It will be important that the assessment of the pilot phase gives due consideration to the burden placed on institutions and how this can be kept to an absolute minimum. Some of the indicators in the ‘common menu’ at Annex D of the consultation such as increased literacy and numeracy rates, reduced infection rates, lives saved, and reduced pollution are very broad. It will be difficult for institutions to report reliably on such measures.  Furthermore, measures relating to public attitudes require sophisticated collection, interpretation and analysis to be meaningful.  Audience or attendance figures are crude measures that do not measure the impact of the event on the attendees.
Associate panel members

We note that HEFCE plan to involve a majority of research users in the assessment of impact across the full range of panels. These will be known as ‘associate members’. The skills, qualities and background of these associate members will be important, particularly their ability to be able to take a broad perspective on the impacts being assessed. 

Impact ratings

The proposed definitions need further development and should be reviewed in light of this consultation and the pilot exercise. 

Behavioural effect

The main objective of including impact within the REF is to create incentives for researchers to maximise the impact of their research wherever possible and thus be rewarded for this. It is uncertain, however, what the unintended consequences of these proposals might be. Some commentators have suggested that rather than maximising impacts, the REF may lead to institutions becoming more ‘precious’ and controlling of their impacts so as to manage them for the REF, which could be counter-productive. The reduction in the significance of the impact weighting, as it currently stands (25%), may help avoid this, but it will be important to explore the behavioural implications as part of the pilot. Furthermore, it will be important to ensure that the impact proposals do not work against early career researchers and emerging disciplines or departments.
Sustainable development

It is helpful that the impact of research on progress towards sustainable development is included as one of the potential impact indicators. This is likely to be an increasingly important area of activity over the next decade and Government is investing considerable resources in the ‘green economy’.

Additional impact indicator
Universities UK suggests that the current impact indicators might benefit from a consideration of the impact of research as it relates to international development work. UK universities undertake significant work to contribute to international development through direct research, knowledge exchange and also through the evaluation of development delivered by Governments and NGOs.

The current indicators do not explicitly include this important dimension as areas such as ‘improved patient care or health outcomes’ appear to be focused on these outcomes within the UK and not overseas.

If international development is considered to be an appropriate impact measure it must be recognised that this work may not always be at the forefront of innovation and technology but can often be the application of existing knowledge to new or limited environments but the outcomes can be highly significant for development.

Consultation question 4: Do you have any comments on the proposed approach to assessing research environment?

UUK broadly supports the continuation of research environment as an element within the assessment process. We would reiterate the need weight environment on an equal basis to impact.
It will be important that within the engagement part of environment there is no duplication of requirements for the assessment of impact. 

Consultation question 5: Do you agree with our proposals for combining and weighting the output, impact and environment sub-profiles? If not please propose an alternative and explain why this is preferable

Relative weightings

As noted above, UUK consider that in the REF outputs should be the main element of the assessment. We also believe that impact and environment should have the same weighting. We would therefore propose relative weightings of 60/20/20 for outputs, impact and environment, but ask that HEFCE gives serious consideration to relative weightings of 70/15/15 at this stage, thus giving outputs a clearer predominance. Ideally, weightings should be the same across all UoAs. 

Combining the sub-profiles

In principle UUK would support the combination of the three sub-profiles into an overall excellence profile. It is not clear from the consultation that any specific proposals on how the sub-profiles will be combined have been put forward, indeed paragraph 85 indicates that a final decision has yet to be made on this. We would welcome an early indication of how this will be approached. 

We welcome the statement in paragraph 83 (c) that the REF should avoid a ‘trade off’ between excellent research activity and impacts and that the basis will be the recognition of research excellence. We would, therefore, encourage a rewording of the draft definitions of levels for the overall excellence profile to better recognise this. 
Consultation question 6: What comments do you have on the panel configuration proposed at Annex E? Where suggesting alternative options for specific UOAs, please provide the reasons for this.

UUK supports the continuation of a two tiered panel structure. We also welcome the move towards fewer larger panels. This should provide more consistency in assessment and reduce the complexity and burden of HEIs responding to a large range of different criteria.  

UUK’s broad support for fewer larger panels notwithstanding, concerns have been raised over the proposed Engineering panel, given the potential size and diversity of this UoA. We would urge HEFCE to consult closely with the relevant communities to find a suitable way forward in this area. One solution may be the creation of informal sub-panels.

Given that there will be consolidation across a number of subject areas we propose that there should be the freedom to submit two submissions to one UoA.
Consultation question 7: Do you agree with the proposed approach to ensuring consistency between panels?

UUK supports the moves to secure greater consistency between panels, the lack of which in previous exercises has caused concern and increased burden for institutions (e.g. because of special data requests).

Consultation question 8: Do you have any suggested additions or amendments to the list of nominating bodies? (If suggesting additional bodies, please provide their names and addresses and indicate how they are qualified to make nominations.) 

We support the approach outlined in the consultation document and have no comments to make at this stage.

Consultation question 9: Do you agree that our proposed approach will ensure that interdisciplinary research is assessed on an equal footing with other types of research? Are there further measures we should consider to ensure that this is the case and that our approach is well understood?    

We support the approach outlined in the consultation document and have no comments to make at this stage.

Consultation question 10: Do you agree that our proposals for encouraging and supporting researcher mobility will have a positive effect; and are there other measures that should be taken within the REF to this end? 

Mobility, both geographical and inter-sectoral is extremely important and we welcome the recognition that the REF should support this. However, previous RAEs have led to a ‘transfer market’ for academic staff. In many cases this has been destabilising for institutions. It will be important that HEFCE take measures to addresses this problem in the REF. We strongly believe that greater account should be taken of where the work was undertaken. 

Consultation question 11: Are there any further ways in which we could improve the measures to promote equalities and diversity?

We are supportive of the measures outlined in the consultation document. It will be important to ensure consistency with, and build upon, previous measures. Evaluation of the measures put in place for RAE2008 was recently undertaken by ECU on behalf of the UK funding bodies. It will be important that the recommendations arising from this work are considered fully in the development of the REF.  
Consultation question 12: Do you have any comments about the proposed timetable?

The timetable set out by HEFCE is extremely tight. We would encourage significant effort to ensure that guidance and criteria are published a timely fashion. It will be important that the funding councils, in consultation with the sector, review the timetable if the key targets for publishing guidance and criteria are not met.
Consultation question 13: Are there any further areas in which we could reduce burden, without compromising the robustness of the process?
We support the approach outlined in the consultation document and have no comments to make at this stage.
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