Response from ABS to the DfES Consultation on Metrics 12/10/06                       

Background

The Association of Business Schools (ABS) is a membership organisation that represents the interests of deans, directors and other academic staff in all leading UK business schools. The Association currently has 103 institutional members which employ around 8,500 FTE academic staff.  This response should be read in conjunction with that submitted by the British Academy of Management (BAM) which represents individual researchers in our field.

In 2001 the work of over 2,500 business and management researchers was submitted from ninety seven units of assessment to the Business and Management Studies (BMS) Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) panel. The volume of these submissions made Business and Management the single largest subject area assessed in RAE 2001. Between 1992 and 2001, the number of researchers in BMS grew by 25%. Higher Education Statistical Agency (HESA) returns for the years since 2001 suggest that the number of researchers submitted to the RAE in 2008 is likely to have grown further.  
Question 1: Which, if any, of the RAE 2008 panels might adopt a greater or wholly metrics-based approach?  
ABS believes that peer review of research is an essential component of the development and assessment of scholarly work in all subject areas. ABS would prefer to see the maintenance of peer review as the principal mechanism for assessing research in the RAE 2008 and beyond.
Peer review is a central feature of the assessment of grant applications to research councils, charitable bodies and many other funding agencies. It is also the most important element in the editorial processes associated with the publication of scholarly journals, monographs and an increasing proportion of conference papers. Peer review serves a developmental function in helping researchers and authors to improve their work and also a summative assessment function in determining the quality of particular projects and publications.

ABS recognises that there is a growing desire among Government ministers and the national higher education policymakers to adopt some form of metrics-based assessment as part of the RAE in 2008 and possibly thereafter. Evidence of this changing body of opinion is revealed through the formation of the AHRC/HEFCE group to advise on metrics in the arts and humanities and in the recent announcements of prominent members of Universities UK (UUK). ABS understands that these calls for metrics reflect concern about the following four pressures on arrangements for the RAE in 2008. Firstly, recognition that the assessment process is now too large and complex to ensure that all submissions are fully peer reviewed by panel members within the time available. Secondly, concern that a consistent and transparent approach needs to be used in all subject areas to prevent the decisions of individual panels being called into question. Thirdly, there are real concerns that the RAE is becoming too costly to administer and difficult to organise. Finally, there is a growing understanding that the RAE has helped to improve the quality and volume of research in the UK and that it may no longer be necessary to peer review work which has already been peer reviewed.
In view of the above, ABS believes that it is possible, although not preferable, to use a metrics-based system for assessing research in Science, Technology, Engineering and Medicine (STEM) subject areas and in some of the social sciences, arts and humanities. While members of the Association are not experts in other subject areas, we believe that it would be difficult to assess research in all subject areas by means of metrics, e.g. 65 (Drama, Dance and Performing Arts).

Question 2: Have we identified all the important metrics? Bearing in mind the need to avoid increasing the overall burden of data collection on institutions, are there other indicators that we should consider?
ABS opposes a research assessment system in BMS based solely on metrics or mainly on research income. Instead, the Association advocates that if a metrics based system were to be introduced, the best approach would be to combine measures of research inputs, volume and quality. Such a model would include some, but not all, of the elements of the model for Arts and the Humanities specified in Annex 2 of the consultation document. In our view, the model proposed in Annex 2 needs to be revised and amended in BMS because it would be difficult to devise and collect meaningful measures of the following three metrics:
(i) User impact: this is because of the wide variety of users who make use of research in business and management studies. These users include academic researchers and students as well as public, private and voluntary sector organisations in the UK and overseas. At present we are unaware of any publicly available measures which could be used reliably to measure all or any of these components of user impact.
(ii) Research council evaluations: a very small proportion of the research undertaken in business and management is funded by research council grants. A much greater proportion of the funding comes from other sources, including private companies, charitable trusts, UK government departments and EU agencies, as well as from teaching and consulting income. As such we feel it would be inappropriate to place a heavy weight on research council evaluations. The inclusion of research council income in the proposed model already provides a measure of the highest research council evaluations and to include another measure may be placing undue weight on this element of the model. We also believe that the prominence given to this measure might encourage a very large increase in applications for research council funding which might unnecessarily increase the costs of processing applications without increasing the funds available. In this context, we note that the current costs of maintaining research councils in the UK are some four to five times greater than the costs of the RAE. 
(iii) Peer esteem. The BMS subject area has a large and growing number of specialisms as well as areas of inter-disciplinary research. There are over fifty scholarly associations and a further fifty professional bodies operating in the subject area. These organisations are at different stages of maturity and have different membership levels. Knowledge of the relative standing of academics within these different groupings is limited between specialisms and difficult to compare in a systematic and transparent manner. For these reasons we would caution against the use of peer esteem within any metrics-based model for research assessment. There should be a combination of peer review and a separate and appropriate system of metrics.
Aside from the question of the choice of metrics, other important questions which need to be addressed include the operationalisation of these metrics through the choice and weighting of robust measures. In order to deal with these concerns, ABS believes that there needs to be a debate within subject communities about how the metrics chosen are operationalised and weighted. 
Question 3: Which of the alternative models described in this chapter do you consider to be the most suitable for STEM subjects? Are there alternative models or refinements of these models that you would want to propose? 
ABS is not in the position to comment on STEM subjects. If peer review cannot be maintained and metrics were to be introduced, then ABS would favour a substantially modified version of the Arts and Humanities model as specified in Annex 2 of the consultation document.
Question 4: What, in your view, would be an appropriate and workable basis for assessing and funding research in non-STEM subjects?
Several members of ABS with expertise in resource allocation modelling; Professor Huw Morris (Manchester Metropolitan University) and Professor Charles Harvey (Strathclyde University) have proposed a model based on measures of research volume and quality. With the help of Aidan Kelly (Goldsmiths College, University of London) — the model they have developed is a modified version of the model proposed in Annex 2 of the consultation document. This model draws on available datasets and includes measures of research council income, other research income, staff numbers, PhD completions, staff outputs in quality rated refereed journals and citation impact factors. These six measures are then combined into equally weighted metrics of volume and quality. A test application of this model using data derived from the RAE 2001 explains much of the variation in the assessments recorded and indicates that a similar model could be used as a basis for assessing research in this subject area in the future.
Question 5: What are the possible undesirable behavioural consequences of the different models and how might the effects be mitigated?
Any systematic method of measuring performance has the potential to encourage undesirable behavioural consequences. In practice almost all models for measuring performance when linked to the distribution of funds produce some undesirable behaviour. The most important issue to consider when choosing what to measure is what are the policy objectives driving these decisions. ABS considers this very important issue is overlooked in the consultation document. As a consequence of this omission, the call for metrics has been variously interpreted as an attack on the arts and humanities, a threat to lone scholars, a means of defending the funding of research intensive institutions and a means of opening up funding to less research intensive institutions.

In our view, business schools in all parts of the UK benefit from the presence of researchers undertaking projects and publishing the results of this work. Research in BMS in the UK includes a great deal of work which is of international standing. The volume of this research work is growing and it is increasingly funded by private and voluntary sector organisations as well as international agencies. The cost of this research work is significantly lower than the costs of research in STEM subject areas. In the view of ABS, the lower relative costs of research mean that it is not necessary or desirable to concentrate funding through the creation of large centres in a few institutions. Indeed, research in BMS over the last twenty years has consistently revealed the value of research being undertaken near to the places in which it will be applied and developed. A view we are pleased to see was recognised in the Government sponsored Lambert Review of Business-University Collaboration in 2003.
In light of the above, ABS believes that it is important that the metrics chosen and their relative weightings do not promote the inappropriate concentration of research funding in a few centres. We also believe that the metrics chosen should encourage the development of excellent research and research capability in institutions in all nations and regions of the UK. Finally, ABS recognises that any metrics-based system should recognise the growing importance of non-research council funding sources and the value that business and other organisations place on research and research training undertaken close to their day-to-day operations.
Question 6: In principle, do you believe that a metrics-based approach for assessment or funding can be used across all institutions?
ABS does not believe that a single unified metric is appropriate for all subjects. Furthermore, we believe that modelling of well defined and appropriate metrics for different subject areas should be carried out, disseminated and consulted upon prior to any implementation. The main issues to be addressed in BMS research across all institutions are quality, capacity and impact on practice. There is an urgent need for a comprehensive database to be funded for future bibliographic metrics. ABS believes any new approach that is agreed should be established before 2012 following robust modelling.
In principle, ABS supports a dual support system that combines peer review and appropriate metrics, as outlined above, for the future assessment of research in Business and Management Studies across all institutions.
Question 7: Should the funding bodies receive and consider institutions' research plans as part of the assessment process?
Yes
Question 8: How important do you feel it is for there to continue to be an independent assessment of UK higher education research quality for benchmarking purposes? Are there other ways in which this could be accomplished? 
ABS considers independent assessment vital. One possible alternative would be to convene an international panel of experts.


