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ESTABLISHING AN AUSTRALIAN RESEARCH QUALITY FRAMEWORK: SUMMARY OF DISCUSSIONS

Chapter 1
Australian Academy of Science Workshop

1.1 Workshop details

The Australian Academy of Science (AAS) workshopsvieeld on Friday 11
February, from 10am until 2.30pm, at lan Potter $&guGordon Street, Canberra.

AAS patrticipants at the workshop were:
Professor Bob Frater — Vice-President for InnovgtResMed
Professor Jenny Graves — Director, ARC Centre fmd&aroo Genomics

Professor Philip Kuchel — McCaughey Professor afcBemistry, University
of Sydney

Professor Bruce McKellar — Professor of Theoretiehysics, University of
Melbourne

Dr John Passioura — Honorary Research Fellow, OS?Rint Industry

Professor Sue Serjeantson — Executive Secretargtralian Academy of
Science

Professor John White — Professor of Physical andoidtical Chemistry,
Research School of Chemistry, ANU

Professor Bob Graham — Executive Director, Vi€tbang Cardiac Research
Institute

Ms Lyndal Groom and Mr Steve Kozel from DEST attethdn an observer
capacity.

Dr John Bell and Mr Duncan Buckeridge from The All€onsulting Group
facilitated the workshop.

1.2 Workshop agenda items

The workshop was structured into two sessions.

Following a brief introductory statement by Mr Steozel (DEST), the first
session, dealing with issues surrounding what ppeogriate high level attributes
for a Research Quality Framework (RQF), addredsedallowing questions:

What are the appropriate purposes for an RQF?

How should the quality of research be defined?

What is the appropriate unit of assessment withiR@F?

What types of activity should be assessed withiR@if?

What institutions should be included within an Rggsessment process?

How frequently should assessment occur?
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The second session explored the following impleiet#om issues for an RQF:

What are existing quantitative and qualitative mestfor quality and impact
for research in the technological sciences andneeging?

Are additional quality measures needed?

If a peer review panel system was to be introduled; many different panels
would be needed to cover the fields of researcbrapassed by AAS?

How can future/potential/emerging excellence ad aglpast excellence be
recognised?

Can the National Research Priorities be applietiwian RQF?

What sort of transition arrangements would be néedth introduction of a
RQF?

What are the outcomes from an RQF process thatldhoe definitely
avoided?

The workshop then concluded with some brief remankd a thankyou by Mr
Steve Kozel (DEST).

1.3 Proceedings of workshop
Session One

What are the appropriate purposes for an RQF?

At the outset of the discussion of appropriate pses for an RQF, it was made
clear that participants believed that the introgluctof an RQF would be

ineffective if it was not linked in some way to filing allocation. It was suggested
that the current mechanisms for allocation of bléakding to institutions were

seriously flawed and needed to be changed — thgultienal Grants Scheme in

particular was consistently criticised as not pranmpquality.

However, it was also noted that a focus on fundithgcation may limit the extent
to which an RQF can genuinely focus on improvingliy since once funding is
involved that is all anybody will really focus on.

In addition to serving a funding allocation purpogewas also generally agreed
that an RQF should also be designed so as to eagmetter performance within
the research system.

Another point raised was that in addition to exgiicidentifying where quality
research is being generated, a purpose for an Rgdiidvibe to explicitly identify
where quality research is not being generated.
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How should the quality of research be defined?

One challenge in defining quality was seen to ks fbr different purposes or
types of research quality may mean different thirisccessfully embracing the
full spectrum of research, on both a sectoral édéffit types of institutions with
varied missions) continuum and a research typeiqbims applied research)
continuum was seen to be an important feature ioR@F. However, there was
general agreement that the concept of excellentde vperhaps being judged
differently in different fields/types of researahas central to the definition of the
quality of research.

The proposition was put to stakeholders that perhape way to resolve this
challenge would be to assess research qualityrnmstef whether a particular piece
of research had achieved its particular statedsgéidwever, participants raised a
an important difficulty associated with the usesofch an approach. Research
outcomes were seen as often hard to anticipate, velnite stated research
objectives may not be achieved, other quite differe yet more ‘valuable’ (not
defined monetarily) — outcomes may have been aetid¥research quality was to
be defined in terms of success against pre-statats,git was agreed that much
excellent research would be discounted.

Inclusion of the concept of relevance (alongsideei&nce) in the definition of
guality was seen as challenging to deal with ircfica. It was suggested that while
excellence and impact of research may be linkedtithe scales on which they can
be observed and assessed will often be very diffefide final impact or relevance
of excellent research may not be apparent for panys after the research is done.
It was also pointed out that the citation half-lifepublications may differ greatly
across different fields of research — possiblydatng that in some areas it takes
longer for impact to become apparent than in others

Another approach to defining quality that was rdig&s the prospect of explicitly
assessing the quality of research leaders (metbgidal difficulties
notwithstanding). Accompanying this view was thggestion that the best way to
allocate funding is to ‘put money into the gooddews’. It was noted that a high
focus on identifying (and funding) high quality tesas would likely see an increase
in the mobility of such leaders between institusioifhis may or may not be
problematic.

What is the appropriate unit of assessment within an RQF?

Competitive grant schemes (such as those of the ARCNHMRC) were seen to
already focus on the evaluation of individuals. #ggestion raised was that an
RQF, if it is to be used to inform allocation obbk funding, should not focus on
individuals as the unit of assessment.

Using the department/faculty as the unit of asseasmithin an RQF appeared to
have the highest level of support amongst partitgpaAn alternative approach
with some support was that institutions could Heedsas a whole to put forward
the best examples of research output from with@ir timstitution within particular
research field groupings.
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What types of activity should be assessed within an RQF?

Most discussion on this question surrounded whetiesearch training should be
included alongside research outputs within an RQRe view that received
considerable support was that training should bkiited within an RQF to ensure
that the standard of research doctorates is peateThere was the suggestion that,
for example, the PhD standard is in danger of beingded — in part as a
consequence of current funding formulas giving higlentives for institutions to
generate high numbers of PhD completions.

There was then some discussion of how researctirtgaguality could be assessed.
Effectively doing this appeared to be a difficidsk. Process based approaches
were seen as likely to lead to quite bland resultsle outcomes measures such as
student destinations may not capture the valueehddng provided by institutions
— student destination may be driven as much byytiadity of students admitted to
an institution as by the quality of training thesceive at an institution. It was also
noted that some students, due to personal circagesaather than ability, may not
be able to play the global job market. Also, it Wbneed to be recognised that
there are a range of valued student destinati@tademia, government, business —
and the mix may differ by discipline area or tygeesearch focus (on the basic to
applied continuum) of an institution or faculty.

Another possibility raised was the potential tdulie commercialisation outcomes
as a category of output to be assessed within aa RiQwever, following a brief
discussion of this, a general consensus emergéadhamercialisation outcomes
are not the same as research quality and the watythley would need to be
assessed would also require more of a focus orepses than on assessing actual
outputs. A common view raised was that while, toategic priority reasons, there
may be a desire to give more funding to commeauitlities, this does not reflect
the quality of commercially focused research vidsa-the quality of non-
commercially focused research. It was therefore egly agreed that
commercialisation outcomes should not be considertdn an RQF.

What institutions should be included within an RQF assessment process?

There was general agreement that it is desirakilectode as many public research
institutions within an RQF as possible. Howeverjraportant proviso raised was
that this was true provided there was no attemptléav back’ funding from all
participating institutions across the researchesysto form a common funding
pool to be allocated via an RQF assessment.

It was also suggested that the inclusion of a dveange of institutions within an
RQF would have several important implications fbe toperation of an RQF,
namely:

that it would preclude linking outcomes to fundim@g a simple common
formula; and

that it would preclude pre-weighting of categoé®utcomes into a common
formula for calculating a final assessment score.

An approach that was generally endorsed was tadechll players within the
research system in an RQF but then use diverse @fgusiging performance and
keep funding pools separate for different categooieinstitutions (as is currently
the case).
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How frequently should assessment occur?

It was suggested that if an RQF was not to be dnteefunding in a formulaic
sense, there may be a need to only conduct it eraea test of how performance
now looks so that the appropriateness of currentdifig allocations can be
assessed, and, if necessary, re-thought.

If an RQF is to be linked to funding allocationsaiiormal way, it was agreed that
an RQF would need to be repeated at a given inteisile a number of factors,

in particular the scale of administrative burdesoagated with an RQF, will effect

what is the most appropriate frequency for the sssent rounds, the most
common figure floated was a frequency of once efigeyyears.

Session Two

What are existing quantitative and qualitative metrics for quality and impact for

research in the sciences?

A large number of quantitative and qualitative oadors were recommended so as
to accurately recognise, encourage and reward lercel within a diversified
research system. Particular existing available tiizdive bibliometric measures
raised as potentially useful measures, included:

publication counts;

impact factor adjusted publication counts;
citation counts; and

impact factor adjusted citation counts.

A number of well established methodological chajkesassociated with any such
measures were then raised — opportunity for ‘gahohghe system, self citation,
higher citation rates in some disciplines than &heiigh citation rates for
particularly bad papers, disputes over impact factand so on.

The methodology of using some type of survey of thgearch community to

establish leaders in particular disciplines was sugiported by participants as it
was seen as being vulnerable to gaming and foghsitikely to pick up emerging

excellence. The importance of leaders and the makiat funds should be directed
to such identified leaders was nonetheless agreed.

Given the difficulties associated with any partazumetric for quality, it was
generally agreed that it would be necessary tavdidw a bundle of measures to be
used and that peers/experts would then need tb tlwibugh the bunches of
evidence and pick out the gems’.

Are additional quality measures needed?
It was not felt that new quality measures wouldchbeded, rather, it would simply

be necessary to allow a wide range of existing mreasto be included in the
portfolios of evidence that would be put forward éxpert review.
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The prospect of such portfolios of evidence beungject to a ‘probity audit’ —i.e.

that claims made in portfolios would be subjecraadom verification checks —
was rejected. Such a system was seen as likelg ttainaging to morale, hard to
carry out in practice, and unnecessary — as thosgpg submitting portfolios of

evidence to expert or peer panels would know they tould not get away with

misrepresenting achievement levels.

If a peer review panel system was to be introduced, how many different panels
would be needed to cover the fields of research encompassed by AAS?

It was generally agreed that an RQF would needvolve some system of expert
review of research outputs — both to accuratelyesssquality and to have
credibility within the research community. It wastfthat exclusive reliance on
proxy measures for quality, such as bibliometnesuld, while perhaps acceptable
in some disciplines, be generally inadequate armd l® dubious assessment
outcomes.

A key question discussed would be whether it wduddnecessary for research
outputs to be assessed by a panel of peers witlifispexpertise in the field of
research that is being assessed or whether it woeldatisfactory for a more
general panel of experts — drawn from a numbepetific disciplines — to make
assessments of research quality. An analogy waendi@the way that fellows are
elected to learned societies, where experts, btinacessarily discipline peers,
make the final judgement. However, it was noted suah expert selection panels
would generally seek input on applications froncifisne peers of the candidate.

A problem raised by one participant in relationréiance purely on peer panels
was that sometimes disciplines become so focusdtwanthings are done in that
discipline that people in the discipline may lodke ability to ‘see the forest
through the trees’. The use of expert panels, whebeoader set of perspectives
may be brought to bear on the assessment of résearcomes, was seen as a way
to avoid a tendency to disciplinary insularity.

Conversely, there was the view expressed that wittiscipline specific expertise
it may be very difficult to assess the quality @éearch outputs.

An overall consensus appeared to emerge towarderttieof discussion on this
issue that some type of blended panel system wbeldneeded. Under this
approach, panels would need to have enough diseipbkpertise to assess research
outputs, but enough breadth of perspective to ensansistency in assessment
across specific discipline areas and to allow faitirdisciplinary research outputs
to be properly assessed. Getting the mix right see as the challenge. Also, the
more discipline specific expertise that was neddedake assessments, the greater
the number of panels would be needed.

It was also noted that on a practical level, theper of panels would be driven to
a fair degree by what is an acceptable workloagfyr panel to undertake. There
would need to be enough panels to ensure that ¢hidlaad for panel members is
not excessive. The potential was raised to conyemeels under three headline
clusters: the humanities (taken to include the adosciences); medical and
biological; and the technical sciences. Under edokter there would then be as
many panels as is necessary to handle the workload.

In terms of actual panel numbers, another view tvas there should be as many
panels as can be afforded.
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In terms of the composition of panels, the inclnsié some overseas members was
seen as desirable for two reasons: it would brimgnéernational perspective to
assessments and it would also serve an ambasdddodton as those exposed to
the high quality of Australian research would téhkat knowledge home with them
at the conclusion of the process and ‘spread thel'wd@he inclusion of some
people from outside the academic community on pangls also seen as being
potentially beneficial — particularly from the ppestive of increasing the
credibility of outcomes with Treasury.

Another practical issue raised was that, in orderbe useful as a quality
improvement tool, panel reports should ideally warts and all'. However, there
may be a risk of litigation by people who disagwi¢h panels’ conclusions, so
panels may not want to release full and frank resp&ome protection for panels to
ensure that reports are not self-censored may ededefor the system to work
effectively.

How can future/potential/emerging excellence as well as past excellence be
recognised?

The inclusion of ‘early career researcher perforteamamongst the menu of self-
assessment items to be considered, was seen ag @f wasuring that emerging
excellence is captured within an RQF process. BEmguhat the nurturing of the
next generation of researchers was identified amtbwaged was seen as an
important purpose for an RQF.

Can the National Research Priorities be applied within an RQF?

The common view was that whether research beagesrational research priority
is not relevant when assessing the quality of tesg¢arch. The common view was
that the National Research Priorities should ndhberporated within an RQF.

What sort of transition arrangements would be needed with introduction of an

RQF?

Participants agreed that transition arrangementsetims of stakeholder support)
would be difficult if an RQF was to be used to siyngallocate existing funding.
However, the transition could be expected to beamd additional funding was
provided for an RQF.

One option put forward was to conduct a test ruth wo funding attached, explore
what the results tell you, and then run (withineayor two) a second round with
funding attached.

A contrary view, that received a fair degree ofggup from participants, was that
for the exercise to be taken seriously it shoulgetgignificant funding attached to
the first round. However, funding changes would éhae be incrementally

introduced over several years to allow for theaysto adjust in an orderly way.
Accompanying the suggestion that significant fugdéhould be attached to the
first run was the proposition that this should iddd to a significant increase in
overall funding being made available. If funding emsdl was increased

significantly, putting half of all block grant attations up for reallocation via an
RQF would be appropriate. The suggestion was thisa such a significant of
funding was involved the exercise would not be Wwalbing.
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In relation to funding pools across different elemseof the research system, it was
felt that funding pools should not be combined, kather, kept separate as is
currently the case. Different parts of the reseaydiem were seen to have quite
different missions and it was felt that it wasratggic decision as to how money is
spread across different missions rather than sangethat should be determined
by a quality assessment system.

There was the suggestion that it would be sensiblenodel the funding
implications of a range of ‘mock assessment measprer to implementation of
any new funding system based on an RQF assessment.

What are the outcomes from an RQF process that should be definitely avoided?

While time constraints prevented any lengthy disimrs specifically focused on
what an RQF process should avoid, some pointsd-aisee:

that the system should not be designed in suchyas/& produce assessment
outcomes that at first glance present the resesystiem’s performance in an
artificially negative way. The experience in Newalnd, where as a result of
the scoring system adopted no institution scoreterttwan 4 out of 7 and the
average score was less than 2, was highlighteah &xample of the type of
basic outcomes reporting design error that can [adrery damaging
consequences. (It was noted that only a very smathber of institutions
globally would have scored above 5 or 6 using thewNZealand scoring
system);

the system should not lead to safe research atxbhense of risky research;
and

the system should not encourage a focus on shomt-teitcomes at the
expense of long-term outcomes.

At the conclusion of the session a more comprekiengiitten list, prepared by the
Academy, of outcomes that an RQF system shoulddavaas tabled. This list is
attached as Attachment 1 to this summary of worshiscussions.

1.4 Summary of overall themes from AAS workshop

Major themes to emerge from the AAS workshop wéra there was general
acceptance of the proposition that the introductiban RQF could play a useful
role in:

better allocating discretionary institutional fungiwithin the research system;
and

helping boost the quality of publicly funded resdmsin Australia.

The tone of the workshop was one of open and aaetste engagement with the
process, with a view to achieving the best possihiecomes in relation to the
structure and conduct on an Australian RQF.

There was a consensus of opinion that an RQF shoeldinked to funding
outcomes and that without such a link the exeneizald be a waste of time.
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There was a general view that an RQF should focumsapily on the quality of
research output rather than process issues rel@tirgsearch management. It was
felt that an RQF should be primarily focused onnttfecation of where quality
outputs were and were not being delivered withenrtsearch system.

A model of faculty/departmental-level assessmentoliing self-assessment
against a menu of performance areas (accompanigglidance on appropriate
metrics and review by blended expert/peer panets) hroad support as a
potentially effective and workable model for an RQF

Participants agreed that the more additional fupdoffered alongside the
introduction of an RQF, the less significant argngition issues would be, while,
conversely, if an RQF was to be used to simplyloeate existing funding,
transition issues would be significant.

It was also stressed that continued stakeholdeagemgent and input into the
design of an RQF would be crucial for its accepeamdthin the research
community.
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Attachment 1

List of things for an RQF to avoid provided by the
Australian Academy of Science

At the conclusion of the workshop, a list of thirtgat an RQF should avoid was
provided by the Academy. Separate lists of thiegavibid when assessing research
quality and research training were provided. THistg are presented below.

When assessing research quality, things suggestesh fRQF to avoid were:

encouraging ‘safe’ research. Early and mid-caresearchers especially were
seen to need to take risks to break new grouncedrelsers who contrive to
extend a technique or approach which guarantedgcatibn are not seen to
be extending knowledge;

introduction of rewards that foster short-term kiiig;

introduction of policies that reduce innovation ardynamism, and
independent and original thought;

international ‘cringe’. An effective assessmentjoélity would be expected to
show that Australian research is in many instarwedd-leading. Showing
this was seen as a way of giving Australians asseraf the quality and value
of Australian research;

introduction of assessment procedures that arensifge time-consuming,
unnecessary or opaque;

too many inputs and excessive focus on inputs;

multiple counting of the same indicator;

the treatment of every discipline, institution ecsr in the same way;
homogenising the Australian institutional mix iretimterests of simplicity;
a lack of focus on aims;

conflict with institutional governance arrangements

game playing and abuses of the system;

the creation of a pretext for major and abrupt geanto the funding of an
institution;

too much retrospectivity;

overlooking or discounting the value of niche ogiomal universities and
research institutions;

excluding small or unusual research activities; and
encouraging complacency in large and well fundetitirtions.

When assessing research training quality, thinggested for an RQF to avoid
were:
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introduction of policies that reduce innovation argtynamism, and
independent and original thought;

introduction of assessment procedures that arensifge time-consuming,
unnecessary or opaque;

too many inputs and excessive focus on inputs;

introduction of rewards that foster short-term kiiig;

the treatment of every discipline, institution ecsr in the same way;
a lack of focus on aims;

conflict with institutional governance arrangements

game playing; and

encouragement of training for training’s sake.
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