RSC response to FRAP consultation

Section one: purposes of research assessment
The current assessment exercise serves three primary purposes:

- inform the selective allocation of funding to HEIs for research;

- provide accountability for public investment in research; and

- provide benchmarking information. In addition, an independent review of REF 2014, carried out by
Lord Stern in 2016 identified three further purposes:

- provide an evidence base to inform strategic national priorities;

- provide an evidence base for HEIs and other bodies to inform decisions on resource allocation;

- create a performance incentive for HEls.

The funding bodies have set out their intention to retain the link between assessment outcomes and
funding, and to require any future exercise to provide accountability for public investment in
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know that the work required to prepare REF submissions, as well as the results, are used by some
chemistry departments to renew their strategies and that this is perceived as a positive. However,
we have not considered what the consequences would be of including this as an explicit purpose and
hence requiring all units of assessment to take this approach, and we are not in a position to
recommend it.

3. Could any of the purposes be fulfilled via an alternative route? If yes, please provide further
explanation.



6. Relating to research culture, to what extent should the funding bodies be guided by the following
considerations in developing the next assessment system? Please rank the considerations from 1
(most important) to 6 (least important)

a. Impact of the assessment system on research careers:

b. Impact of the assessment system on equality, diversity and inclusion:

c. Ability of the assessment system to promote collaboration (across institutions, sectors and/or
nations)

d. Impact of the system on inter- and transdisciplinary research

e. Impact of the system on open research

f. Impact of the system on research integrity

[No ranking]

7. What, if any, further considerations should influence the development of a future assessment
system? Please set out the considerations and indicate where they should be located in the list of
priorities.

We do not feel able to rank the considerations under questions 5 and 6. Question 5 in our view
mixes considerations that are qualitatively too different to compare them with one another, with
some related to very practical aspects of the process while others touch on deeper consequences of
any chosen approach. Many of the considerations under question 6 are covered by our work and
activities; they are all important to us and we feel unable to rank them. // Despite not being able to
rank the considerations, we provide below relevant evidence in relation to these considerations: I) In
previous REF consultation responses [in 2018 and to Stern], maintaining the quality of the REF (and
hence the robustness of the outcomes) has emerged as the primary consideration for our members,
with secondary considerations that the cost and bureaucratic burden of the exercise should be
proportionate, and that impact on the continuity and clarity of the exercise should be assessed when
considering any changes. Il) Collaboration and interdisciplinarity, alongside curiosity and leadership,
were identified as essential enablers for chemistry and science in our Science Horizons report.
Collaboration between sub-fields of the chemical sciences, across science and engineering, between
people in different countries and with industry were all highlighted as important. Ill) Despite
improvements in REF2014 and REF2021 to better support interdisciplinary research, some members
of our community continue to call for greater recognition of interdisciplinary research. In our Stern
review response, we noted that some of our members had commented that there remains a
perception within parts of the chemistry community that interdisciplinary research may not be
understood and therefore not properly assessed. 1V) Equality, diversity and inclusion is an area of
importance to the chemistry community, as is reflected in the RSC’s efforts to collect a large
evidence base in this area over the past years. Key findings that are relevant in the context of this
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up conversation to continue to feed in views from our community as our work on what a healthy
research system looks like for the chemical sciences develops.

8. How can a future UK research assessment system best support a positive research culture?

At the RSC, work is ongoing to better understand what a healthy research system looks like for the
chemical sciences; including developmen
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is included on the data that is required on usage of major facilities, for example by providing a list of
the facilities considered in-scope.

Section four: assessment processes
Frequency

Outcomes from the REF are used to inform the allocation of block grant funding to universities. This
funding method ensures a degree of research stability and independence not provided by other
funding sources, because the results of research assessment are used over a prolonged period and
the funding can be used as providers choose rather than being directed to particular research
programmes.

Participants at the roundtables were asked to consider the frequency and sequencing of assessment
exercises. Currently, the REF takes place every 5-7 years and assessment of all disciplines takes place
in parallel. It has been suggested that a more regular exercise could increase its formative element
and would ensure that funding based on REF outcomes more accurately reflects recent
performance. However, it was noted that this must be weighed up against the potentially
destabilising effect arising from the uncertainty of funding outcomes on a more regular basis.

The funding bodies recognise that views on the frequency of a future exercise will depend on the
overall design of the assessment system. For example, it would not be feasible to run the exercise as
it currently stands every three years without significantly increasing the burden on the sector.
However, the funding bodies are keen to understand in principle whether the sector considers the
availability of more current information to be more important than the stability offered by a less
frequent exercise.

Questions

17. When considering the frequency of a future exercise, should the funding bodies prioritise:
a. stability

b. currency of information

c. both a. and b.

d. neither a. nor b.

e. Don’t know.

18. Do you have any further comments to make regarding the prioritisation of stability vs. currency
of information?

Any change in frequency would need to be supported by evidence that there would be a substantial
benefit, as it would require a lot of effort and resource to implement. During an RSC focus group on
assessment processes, participants (several closely involved in REF submissions) said that they did
not see any benefit in changing the frequency of the exercise.

Sequencing

During discussions on the frequency of the exercise, some roundtable participants expressed some
appetite for moving to a rolling exercise, sequenced by main panel or by assessment element. It was
suggested that this would remove some of the perverse behaviours linked to the cyclical nature of
the REF, particularly around recruitment and publishing practices. It was suggested that this would
also reduce burden at an institutional level as effort would be spread across a number of years,
rather than focused on a single end point. As with the frequency of the exercise, any decision to
move to a rolling exercise must be weighed up the potentially destabilising effect of such a change.



Questions

19. Should a future exercise take place on a rolling basis?

f. Yes, split by main panel

g. Yes, split by assessment element (e.g. outputs, impact, environment)
h. No

i. Don’t know.

20. Do you have any further comments to make regarding conducting future research assessment



Questions

21. At what level of granularity should research be assessed in future exercises?
a. Individual

b. Unit of Assessment based on disciplinary areas

c. Unit of Assessment based on self-defined research themes

d. Institution

e. Combination of b. and d.

f. Combination of ¢. and d.

g. Other (please specify)

22. Do you have any further comments to make regarding the granularity of assessment in a future
research assessment exercise?

Any change in granularity would need to be supported by evidence that there would be a substantial
benefit, as it would require a lot of effort and resource to implement. During an RSC focus group on
assessment processes, participants (several closely involved in REF submissions) indicated that they
would favour continuation of the disciplinary unit of assessment for assessing outputs and
environment and could see benefits of assessing impact at institutional level such as facilitating
assessment of interdisciplinary research. // The proposal to potentially change to self-defined
research themes as units of assessment led to concerns on whether the results would be useful from
a comparative perspective or if research themes would be too numerous and disparate, and
whether this approach would risk prescription of priority themes by funders and/or government.
Regardless of how funders will break down the unit of assessment, no approach will be perfect, and
any approach will require active efforts to maximise connection and minimise siloes. // IMPACT:
During an RSC focus group on assessment processes, participants identified some potential benefits
of focusing societal and economic impact more institutionally, as some disciplines inherently
generate such impacts over shorter timescales. However, this mig76[(0)4(f)10( f)8(0)4(c)-8(us)7(i)] THTQq0.00000887



Questions

23. To what extent and for what purpose(s) should quantitative indicators be used in future



Question

25. How might a future UK research assessment exercise ensure that the bureaucratic burden on
individuals and institutions is proportionate?

During our engagement to inform this response, the perception came across from participants that
some of the REF-associated burden is imposed by institutions. Given the stakes for institutions in
terms of their funding and reputation, it is inevitable that they will put in significant resources.
However, there was agreement that the burden of the REF currently feels disproportionate, and
participants suggested that higher education funders have a bigger role to play in addressing this, for
example by providing suggestions on approaches that institutions could consider for increasing the
practicality and decreasing the burden of preparing submissions. // Our engagement also revealed
appetite for the opportunity to introduce more radical changes to the REF where these would be
able to positively influence research culture. There was recognition that there is tension between
reducing burden and implementing substantial changes, and the question was raised whether
further exploration of responsible uses of metrics could offer a way around this.



