Annex A

Consultation questions and response form

1. Responses to the consultation should be made by completing the form below, and returning it by e-mail by midday on Wednesday 16 December 2009.

2. All responses should be e-mailed to ref@hefce.ac.uk. In addition:

a. Responses from institutions in Scotland should be copied to Pauline Jones, Scottish Funding Council, e-mail pjones@sfc.ac.uk.

b. Responses from institutions in Wales should be copied to Linda Tiller, Higher Education Funding Council for Wales, e-mail linda.tiller@hefcw.ac.uk.

c. Responses from institutions in Northern Ireland should be copied to the Department for Employment and Learning, e-mail research.branch@delni.gov.uk.

3. We will publish an analysis of responses to the consultation. Additionally, all responses may be disclosed on request, under the terms of the Freedom of Information Act. The Act gives a public right of access to any information held by a public authority, in this case HEFCE. This includes information provided in response to a consultation. We have a responsibility to decide whether any responses, including information about your identity, should be made public or treated as confidential. We can refuse to disclose information only in exceptional circumstances. This means responses to this consultation are unlikely to be treated as confidential except in very particular circumstances. Further information about the Act is available at www.informationcommissioner.gov.uk. Equivalent legislation exists in Scotland.

Respondent’s details
	Are you responding:

(Delete one) 
	On behalf of an organisation 





	Name of responding organisation/individual
	Modern Universities Research Group

	Type of organisation (Delete those that are not applicable)
	Academic association with 47 modern universities as members [for a list please see http://www.murg.ac.uk/members.htm ] Please see annex 1 list of MURG members at the end of this document




	Contact name
	1. Professor S J Rees, Chair of MURG
2. Helen Rolph, MURG Administrator

	Position within organisation 
	Chair

Administrator

	Contact phone number
	023 8031 9431

0141 534 3123

	Contact e-mail address
	John.rees@solent.ac.uk
Murg.admin@ntlworld.com 


Consultation questions 
(Boxes for responses can be expanded to the desired length.)
Consultation question 1: Do you agree with the proposed key features of the REF? If not, explain why.

MURG members were consulted through an organised meeting held at the NTI Building, Birmingham City University, on 12th November, 2009, and in follow up discussion following distribution of the draft version of this response.  Twenty six institutions were represented at the meeting.

Broad support was expressed for the main features of REF as laid out in the consultation document.  Concerns were expressed about the inevitable question of the balance between the three elements of assessment, and the range of use of citations.  The identification of excellent research wherever it arises is regarded as a laudable aim, supportive of the ongoing drive for focused research excellence in the modern university sector.  The concept of a research profile is fundamental to the value of REF.

The overall process is not seen as significantly different from its predecessor Research Assessment Exercise 2008.  The process as described is unlikely to deliver a diminished effort quotient on submitting institutions.  The original goal of reduction of burden on the sector appears to have been lost in the revisions to process made (albeit changes that have been made at the behest of that sector).  

The institutions present indicated a likelihood of broad REF entry.  The concentration question (albeit a funding question, rather than a quality question – but the members do not accept that there is divisibility between the two when one so significantly informs the other) remains an issue.  We believe there is a risk of too much concentration, with damage to institutional infrastructure and regional competitiveness as a result.  Although concentration is inimical to the financial interests of the modern universities, the vast majority will continue to participate in the process as the concept of their research profile is important to maintain.

A minority view was expressed that the whole business of evaluation is of dubious benefit, given that any investment in assessment reduces the resources available for delivery of quality research.  A further concern was expressed over the equity of the dual support system if REF outcome is used as a gating factor or key indicator in the assessment process.  This should be avoided.  A complete revision of support for continued research infrastructure development might have merit, but is part of a separate process.

Key Messages

The concept of profile is seen as absolutely essential to both the equity of REF, and its potential utility for participants.

There is a need for early clarity as to the full set of rules to be applied, at the level of specific detail.  This was expressed strongly by members throughout the meeting. 
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. 
Comments are especially welcomed on the following proposals:

· that institutions should select research staff and outputs to be assessed

· for the categories of staff eligible for selection, and how they are defined 

· for encouraging institutions to submit – and for assessing – all types of high-quality research outputs including applied and translational research
· for the use of citation information to inform the review of outputs in appropriate UoAs (including the range of appropriate UoAs, the type of citation information that should be provided to panels as outlined in Annex C, and the flexibility panels should have in using the information)
and on the following options:

· whether there should be a maximum of three or four outputs submitted per researcher

· whether certain types of output should be ‘double weighted’ and if so, how these could be defined.

(i)  Selection of Staff

This proposition is fully supported by the members.  It is seen as part of defining excellence and the only viable mechanism in a university system which is essentially a mixed economy.

The question of how to best support early career researchers (ECRs) remains a concern.  The Scottish sector decision not to exclude “1*” was commented on as a possible approach, but this was not supported by the majority of members because of implications for overall profile.  The general feeling was that the proposal deals with ECRs at least as well as they were considered in RAE2008.

The possible use of the critical mass concept presents an issue.  Variations in disciplines as to appropriate approach or actual definition of “critical mass” are complexities which mitigate against the use of critical mass, other than as defined by the submitting institutions, who are best placed to determine appropriateness of submission according to their environment, understanding and aspirations.  Albeit as a QR funding issue rather than quality assessment, critical mass criteria are a serious concern for less research intensive institutions.

(ii)  Categories

Consideration of the return of fractional contract employee as category A staff is requested, as this mode of working and contribution is significant in particular areas.  Examples given included Conservatoire staff, Art and Design, and Architecture.  Output requirements could be made pro rata to fractional contribution.

The handling of prior category C staff requires careful consideration and clarification.  This was reported as an area of difficulty with RAE2008.

One institution commented at length on category B.  The adoption of in post at the census date as the allocation vehicle for outputs runs the risk of reinforcing the “transfer market” in researchers, and will lose the contribution of retirees during the period.  This is a significant concern, particularly given the demographics in the established research communities in many disciplines.  

The status of emeritus professors in REF needs clarification.

(iii)  Submission of all types of high quality research outputs

This is welcomed, and potentially helpful.  Some cynicism was expressed over the likely reception of the “other artefacts” in STEM subjects.  Early clarification at the UoA level is sought.

(iv)  Use of citation information

The present position seems acceptable.

(v)  Maximum numbers of submitted outputs per researcher

90% of the attendees in a show of hands voted for three outputs if the assessment cycle is to be five years.  The argument in favour of smaller, more robust assessment was strongly made.  In particular, the members expressed the view that the potentially greater coverage the panels were likely to be able to make of a smaller number of submitted works was likely to contribute strongly to the reliability and validity of the REF assessment process.

The timescale relationship is seen as critical.  The shorter the assessment period, the fewer the outputs required appears logical.  The potential benefits of extending the timescale for the introduction of REF, allowing the rules of engagement to be understood and embedded, found general favour with members.

(vi)  Double weighting is seen as appropriate, but absolute clarity as to what is so treated and guidelines as to how to declare these will be needed well before the event.   Definitions were seen as potentially problematic.

A minority comment was made that such an approach could not be supported because of the high potential unfairness and mishandling.  Without full explanation of how such works can be designated and how they will be assessed, double weighting is undesirable.
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. 

Comments are especially welcomed on the following:

· how we propose to address the key challenges of time lags and attribution
· the type of evidence to be submitted, in the form of case studies and an impact statement supported by indicators (including comments on the initial template for case studies and menu of indicators at Annex D)
· the criteria for assessing impact and the definition of levels for the impact sub-profile

· the role of research users in assessing impact.
The MURG members agreed in principle with the concept of impact, but had a number of serious reservations around its definition, measurement and ultimate weighting in the overall assessment exercise.  The practicalities are seen as highly significant and potentially difficult to reconcile in an appropriate timescale to the satisfaction of the sector.  

In general, the MURG members were unhappy with these practicalities, and would therefore prefer this only to be used in REF if such matters can be adequately resolved.  If used, this 

poorly defined and as yet untested variable should perhaps be down weighted to some extent.  No consensus was achieved as to suggested weighting.  A number of institutions indicated preference for a 70%:15%:15% division (outputs: impact: environment).  Any revised weighting should result in a higher weighting of outputs.  There was opposition to reallocation of any reduction in impact weighting towards the environment factor.
It was noted that the key challenges of time lags and attributions focussed on people, outputs and timescales. Concern was raised that as impact was poorly defined, assessing the impact of the outputs over time would also be difficult.

Measuring how impacts could feedback into outputs was also seen as a difficulty. Some members felt that the impact of outputs could only be measured from the present point forwards. The key issue is immediacy – REF is an assessment of current capability, not staff back catalogue.  Equally, institutes which have not previously been in the RAE should not be penalised if they submitted impact from outputs which have not previously been assessed.

The dogma that only excellent outputs will always and exclusively lead to excellent impact was questioned, particularly within an arbitrary timeframe. This excludes emerging research fields, which have been as yet unassessed, as well as outputs not deemed “excellent”, but which had nonetheless proved to be the basis of excellent impact. 

Impact, output and environment will necessarily feedback into each other within a “sphere of influence”.  The overall impact of excellent research is affected by this multiplier which is as yet undefined.  Interdependence between the variables will condition the achieved profile. 

 (i)   Time lags and attribution

Historical attribution of impact is seen as something that is very difficult to measure.

The issue of the different timescales required before impact can be assessed, as evidenced by the long time lag between medical research and positive clinical outcome, was seen as a further difficulty for the assessment process.

The questions raised revolved around the problem of how far back one should be able to cite.  This is seen as appropriate if a modest period (say 8 – 10 years) is used.  The problem of clinical trials was discussed.

The utility of research estimation was questioned, in terms of attribution to people, and outputs, if having been previously submitted in an RAE was a necessary criterion for inclusion.

The question of allocation of received grant money is a further complication, as to whether this will be treated as by institution or by individual grant holder.  Note that the grant holder may well have changed institutions between RAE and REF.  Furthermore, if multiple individuals were involved and are now at different institutions, the question as to how historical income is to be apportioned for environment considerations is further complicated, as it will be with an individual now submitting under a different UoA.

Downgrading the percentage weighting somewhat received broad support. However, an increase in weighting towards environment was not something MURG members wanted.
(ii) Types of evidence

The number of case studies in a given UoA submission should be set at an absolute total.  Figures of three in total, or one study per five researchers, were suggested, to reduce the burden on panel members and to allow effective assessment; although it was noted that this could be problematic for singleton researchers.

The relationship between assessment of impact and environment is clearly not independent.  The potential double hurdle (excellent output and excellent impact) was regarded as perhaps too strong a test.

Given the star ratings descriptors, measurement of “internationalness” of impact and the supporting evidence base were seen as difficult, particularly if corroboration is other than through user statements.

(iii)  Assessment of research impact sub-profile

Panel associate members are viewed with concern.  If individuals are chosen only to comment on impact from the user side, their scope of expertise is an issue.  The issue of credibility with larger panels was raised, and the problem of corroboration.

(iv) Role of research users in assessing impact

Concern was also raised over how to compare the role of research users in assessing impact when the international profiles of these users will vary. The question as to how the credibility of the associate members will be measured and how they will be able to judge impact across very broad panels is yet to be addressed.

Consultation question 4: Do you have any comments on the proposed approach to assessing research environment? 
The criteria for defining environment must be clear and published as early as possible (an obvious example is the treatment of professional doctorate candidates).  Given the increased focus on customer perspectives and the intention to assess elements of dissemination in REF, a question was raised of whether some measure of researcher excellence in the academic role (such as the research student satisfaction survey and teaching assessment of researchers) might be relevant factors.

Much of the criticism contained within the HEPI report was reiterated in the discussion.

The use of HESA data for PGR data and finance is seen as insufficiently granular.  The application of a hypothetical UoA for each PGR is not necessarily sensible, particularly if the director of studies is not going to be part of the REF submission.  The problem is further exacerbated for interdisciplinary work and in instances where changes to UoA structures will necessitate change.

The use of HESA data is seen as a useful attempt to simplify, but on balance the group was concerned about the way the pattern of data emerges.  Institutions will need to allocate students themselves according to the actuality of work area, taking into account interdisciplinary work and the research supervisory staff submitted for REF assessment.  It was also noted as crucial to ensure that if there is common training for postgraduate students across UoAs, which is normal in less research intensive institutions, this would be entered for each submitted UoA. 

The approach loses the snapshot of the institutional environment.  The environment is generally regarded as a lagging indicator of quality.  Environment is based on a legacy of funding and this will not count in favour of most modern universities.  The inclusion of elements of the former esteem indicator are particularly unwelcome in the consideration of environment.

There is an expectation of differing perceptions of critical mass between panels, which raises real concerns for the “islands of excellence”.  Questions were also raised as to how the concept of critical mass will be built – at the department level, RDA level or further across the wider community.  Communities of practice and networks of excellence are now commonplace in many research areas.
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.  

It was agreed that the profiling and sub-profiling concept is essential, and the use of outside peer review also a key strength.

There is a perception of disconnect between the 3* and 4* categories.  Adding a 5* category is seen as both pointless and divisive.  The redefinition of “world class” is unwelcome.

MURG members are highly supportive of the profiling approach.  A number of members indicated this approach is the main reason they are willing to take part in REF.

Continuous improvement is clearly an important consideration for international competitiveness, but this must not change the nature of the appreciation of excellence wherever it is found.

The membership appreciated the importance of clarity in separation of rating for funding as against rating for quality.

The balanced trade off between impact and environment needs to be at the right level.  The flat breakdown is seen to have a potentially adverse effect on social sciences and philosophy.

The majority of members agreed with the minimum 60% weighting on outputs, and the desirability of raising this to 70% for particular UoAs was put forward.  The perception that the variability in assessment of environment quantitative data might push the proportion allocated to outputs higher was broadly agreed.  The desirability of an even split on other measures received broad consensus.
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.

Interdisciplinary studies

The majority of concerns revolve around how cross-disciplinary and interdisciplinary research will be treated. In particular, there are concerns around the combination of “hard science” and more sociological disciplines under single panels and particular issues with the fragmentation of cognate disciplines, such as sports science, across multiple panels of disparate focus.

There is an open question as to whether a separate panel for Interdisciplinary Studies calling on expertise from specific disciplines at need, might provide the broader focus needed to deal with these areas. 

Comments on panels (Appendix E)

a. Pre-clinical, Human Biological and Sports Science

The proposed reconfiguration of the Sports-related UoA will result in research in a cognate area being submitted across several units of assessment, which is detrimental to the recognition of the importance of research across this cognate area, much of which is interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary and multi-method. The retention of sports-related studies as a separate panel would avoid this. 

The extent of fragmentation is likely to be considerable with submissions previously to Sport-Related going to combinations of: Business and Managements Studies (Tourism, Sport Business); Education (Physical Education, Coaching, Sport Pedagogy); Library, Information, Communication; Cultural Media Studies (Social Science of Sport); Sociology (Sociology of Sport); Psychology (Psychology of Sport, Exercise and Physical Activity); Allied Health Professions, Dentistry and Nursing or Public Health, Health Services and Primary Care (Physical Activity, Exercise and Health) as well as to Pre-clinical, Human Biological and Sports Science (Sports Science).  

Alternative implementations could be:

 - Sport-Related remains a separate UoA (this would be similar in size to that proposed for Area Studies).

 - Sport-Related forms one element of a new Interdisciplinary UoA.

 - Sport-Related remains as a cognate area, combined with Education to become Education and Sport-Related Studies.
b. Library, Information, Communications, Cultural and Media Studies

Particular concerns were expressed over the assimilation of Library and Information Management with Communications, Cultural and Media Studies into a new panel. There is a relatively weak linkage here. A suggested alternative was put forward, of consolidation of Library and Information Management into the Computing panel. Such an approach would recognise the growth of technology-related research submitted into this former unit of assessment.

c. Psychology, Psychiatry and Neuroscience

The inclusion of psychology within a panel with psychiatry and neuroscience raises concerns for non-clinical research. Whilst this is suitable for some areas of the previous psychology sub-panel, for example the harder-science end of the discipline, it is less so for those areas which have more in common with sociology and social work. 

d. Allied Health professions, Dentistry and Nursing

Opinions were expressed that this is overly broad in terms of the likely mix of methodological approaches (clinical / quantitative / qualitative). The risk is that the clinical science methodology dominates, which will pose difficulties for the social researchers. 
Consultation question 7: Do you agree with the proposed approach to ensuring consistency between panels?

The issue of the definition of critical mass is an unresolved problem.  Clearly, the application of highly disparate criteria from individual panels is undesirable, and likely to raise questions as to equity.  There is a dichotomy here between perceived consistency and the potential requirements for different discipline UoAs.  Provided guidance is given with suitable precision and sufficiently early to permit action to ameliorate misalignment if necessary, consistency within a UoA is more important than consistency between UoAs. 

The conclusion was that MURG members welcomed consistency, but not to the detriment of measuring the impact and quality of research. Equality of consideration, fairness and clarity are the important guiding principles, and these are unlikely to be to the detriment of academic processes.
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.) 
The modern universities have made significant increases in their contribution to research excellence, in the face of minimal funding when compared with pre-92 institutions in general and the Russell Group universities in particular.  Whilst in no way wishing to denigrate the probity of the assessment process, we expect to see a commensurate increase in the representation in the membership of UoA panels.  The diversity of the community producing excellent research must be mirrored in the processes of assessment. 
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?    
The main concern of members was that interdisciplinary research should be placed on an equal footing with other research. Concern was raised about whether specialists from other panels would definitely be brought in to properly assess interdisciplinary research. Subjects such as ICT thrive on interdisciplinarity and may not be assessed properly because the UoAs are defined along the lines of traditional subject areas.  The reduction in UoA panels for the REF compared to RAE 2008 risks further compounding an already difficult problem. 

A greater proportion of modern universities’ research tends to be conducted in themes rather than traditional disciplines, so ensuring that it is assessed correctly was seen as vital.  The idea of research silos along traditional boundaries is dated – even cursory inspection of the research promoted by the Technology Strategy Board will illustrate the heavy focus on interdisciplinary and cross-boundary work. Emerging research areas such as “Digital Britain” and “wellbeing centres” were seen as at risk of being improperly assessed under the REF. Such centres do not map onto traditional UoAs.  

Some members accordingly argued for re-structuring of the UoAs along more functional lines, as “fields of excellence” rather than subject disciplines, but this was not the consensus feeling of the membership.

However, it was felt that an explicit mechanism for properly judging interdisciplinary research was extremely important and that the means to assess this type of research must not be considered as an afterthought.  One proposal was for the creation of a separate Unit of Assessment for interdisciplinary research, drawing on other panel membership but centring consideration away from traditional boundaries in order to permit full and fair evaluation and avoid treatment as a footnote or appendix of a more traditional culture.  In particular, the issue of comparative impact factors for new fields of study was felt to be problematical in with conventional UoAs.  In this sense, bigger UoAs are by no means necessarily superior for interdisciplinary work.

A number of current groupings were highlighted as perhaps conflating widely differing research cultures and methods, such as the grouping of culture and media studies with library and information studies, given that the area includes elements of digital electronics, IT and ICT, computer science, acoustic engineering, conventional engineering, art and design.

Emergent areas of work are a real concern.  The question of whether association of individual researcher with single UoA serves this well is an open one, and the recognition of an interdisciplinary approach is an attempt to deal with this.  The members accepted that disaggregation raises particular issues for interdisciplinary studies.  

In conclusion, interdisciplinary work must receive proper standing. It needs explicit, clear mechanisms for assessment, will need differentiated judgements, must avoid the danger of incorrect assessors, should accept the idea of themes for impact as opposed to academic disciplines, and must include research users from pertinent sectors or disciplines.
 

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? 

Questions were raised about researchers on secondment at the time of assessment.  The mechanics of secondments, including contractual position (ownership) at a given census date is problematical.

Research excellence at discipline level is clearly established, but the distribution model is not working at present.  Facilities access is not made available by high infrastructure funded institutions, and support for distributed excellence has no structural support, depending solely on the personal networks and community spirit within a particular research domain.  

Although not directly pertinent to research excellence assessment, given the indication that REF is about the promulgation of research excellence, MURG members would support a funding premium for creation of regional and sub-regional access and shared research groups between research intensive institutions and those with more diverse missions.  The exercise currently fails to capture the level of collaboration opportunities.  Yet these are vital to the dissemination mission, particularly into the regional agenda and small businesses.  For a significant proportion of MURG institutions, their focus is on the development of human capital rather than generation of new intellectual property.  Structural support for better relationships with research intensive institutions offers real merit in the promotion of this agenda.

Consultation question 11: Are there any further ways in which we could improve the measures to promote equalities and diversity?
MURG members supported the ECU proposals to promote equality and diversity. It was noted that not being selected to be part of a submission could be a barrier to career development for individual researchers.  Whilst the ECU processes will help to prevent overt problems for full time staff, the implicit risk in this is of unintentional discrimination against fractional contract staff and those engaged in professional practice.

Consultation question 12: Do you have any comments about the proposed timetable?
The membership felt that more time was needed to properly define impact and to develop clear and transparent criteria for assessment within the REF and that once defined these should be published as soon as possible within the assessment period to give universities enough time to make their submissions. In the current exercise the time period was felt to be too short to develop and publish the criteria in time for assessment.  In order to allow sufficient time to ensure best alignment with published criteria, there is a groundswell of support for the timetable to be extended beyond 2012 (comment at the meeting suggested 2014 or 2015).

Consultation question 13: Are there any further areas in which we could reduce burden, without compromising the robustness of the process?
(i) All criteria need to be clearly defined and published as early as possible to allow universities time to understand them and to return an accurate submission for assessment.  Well prepared submissions will minimise follow up work, improve consistency, and enhance the apparent fairness of the REF process.

(ii) The online data collection system should be available as early as possible to give universities time to understand the processes.  Despite the excellent work done by HEFCE in advising the sector in advance of RAE2008, several institutions indicated a belief that they had disadvantaged themselves in a variety of ways by simply not fully understanding the nuances of the reporting process.  Given the limited resource deployed in some institutions (commensurate with expectations in terms of received funding), additional lead time for assimilation is the most realistic method of ensuring best performance.  Whilst this is a process to assess excellence and presentation should not be a significant factor, it is clearly desirable that all institutions are best aligned to the requirements of reporting.

(iii) Several institutions which have yet to develop a repository supported the idea that a central service should be provided by HEFCE in order to minimise institutional costs. Each university would then need to either enter (if manually populated) or flag (if highly automated) the outputs to be assessed on the “UK research repository”.  The ability to integrate the collection process directly into the institutional submission, and to achieve a common format for presentation, certainly offers benefits both to the UoA panels and to submitting institutions.

(iv) One member offered the comment that the number of submitting institutes could be reduced, and thus the workload of panels, if a basic infrastructure payment alternative was provided for low research intensity institutions.  Given the assessment of value for money is fundamental, this could be done either by submission in REF format to the process or via some means similar to the planned deliverables included in HEIF4.  Most members present regarded such an option as unattractive, given their successful funding outturns in RAE2008.

Consultation question 14: Do you have any other comments on the proposals?
The use of language requires careful attention to avoid the appearance of adverse intent towards particular sectors of the research community.  Following RAE 2008 “pockets of excellence” became “islands of excellence”, a deliberately pejorative phrase emphasising isolation quite inappropriately given the interconnectedness of most research communities and the commitment and willing participation given to communities of practice and networks of excellence by research groups in the post 92 sector. (Language such as “nodes of excellence”, for example, would have far better represented the collaborative and connected nature of the real world of current research). 
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