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Oral evidence

Education and Skills Committes: Evidence Ev 1

Taken before the Education and Skills Committee

on Monday 10 July 2006

Members present

Mr Barry Sheerman, in the Chair

Mr Douglas Carswell
Mr David Chaytor
Jeff Ennis

Paul Holmes

Helen Jones

Mr Gordon Marsden
Stephen Williams
Mr Rob Wilson

Witnesses: Sir Alan Wilson, Director-General for Higher Education, DIES, and Professor David Eastwood,
Vice-Chancellor, University of East Anglia and Chief Executive designate of the Higher Education Funding

Council for England, gave evidence.

Q1 Chairman: [ think you are both aware of the
great interest there has been since the Chancellor of
the Exchequer made a reference to the winding up of
the RAE exercise and its replacement. There was
some surprise thai the Chancellor had made that
announcement rather than anybody else, but we will
come to that later. Looking at this Committes’s
work on the funding of higher education and who
should pay for it two years ago, it did play some part
in the resolution of our discussions over variable fees
and all that, which many people think was a very
imporiant milestone in the development of higher
education in our country. Equally, if we do not get
the research side and the funding of research right in
this country, again that has serious implications for
our university system. All this seems to be a bit of a
rush. Somebody said to me at a recent conference
that I chaired al the Royal Society—we seem Lo have
most of the Vice Chancellors of the country at it—
that this all stems from prior to the Chancellor’s
statement that three leading vice-chancellors went to
see either the Chancellor or other people in the
Treasury and seemed to persuade them that we
needed some changes fast. Sir Alan, 1 cannot believe
that that was the case, but you know how these
stories emerge. Sir Alan, why is there haste about all
this? It seems all to be in a bit of a hurry.

Sir Alan Wilson: In terms of stories about three vice-
chancellors, that is something 1 know nothing of, if
it ever took place, so [ start from that position.

Q2 Chairman: 5o the Vice-Chancellors of Imperial,
University College London, and Bristol did not go
and see the Chancellor!

Sir Alan Wilsen: Well, nothing is impossible,
Chairman, but I have no knowledge of it. That is all
1 am saying. In terms of haste, the notion that it was
all very last for that kind of reason we would say was
not the case, partly because the document that was
eventually produced is a follow-up to a document
that was published in 2004, the original 10-year
framework for investment in science. The policies
that were further developed in the budget science
paper were really a continuation of the policies that
weere announced in July 2004. From our peérspective

it has been continuing work. In terms of the Next
Steps paper that was published with the budgel—
and in a sense this almost answers the question,
“why the Chancellor?™ —it goes back to the 10-year
science framework. | think the Chancellor is
anxious, as part of the budget, as | understand it, to
have a comprehensive review of progress since the
2004 paper, and ressarch was part of that. From our
point of view it is an ongoing process, and we have
worked with HEFCE all the way through that
peried in terms of looking at possible metrics and
performance indicators. We have Llalked to Treasury
officials and DTI officials. Much of what was
presented in the press about the rush, and certainly
the story about when DIES officials told them are
simply not true.

Q3 Chairman: S0 it 15 not true that you were
surprised in the DIES! Professor Eastwood, would
yvou know whether this was greeted with surprise in
HEFCE?

Professor Eastwood: | think there is a parallel story
to the one that Sir Alan has just sketched. Afiter the
RAE 2001 the funding councils jointly set up a
review of the RAE methodology under Sir Gareth
Roberits, and on the basis of the Roberis
recommendations, the funding councils agreed
substantial changes to the methodology for 2008,
including a substantial reliance on metrics in the
2008 exercise. At nearly the same time the decision
was laken alongside the RAE in 2008 to run a
shadow metrics exercise; that is to say to test in real
time an alternative lighter touch methodology for
res¢arch assessment. Indeed, work was in hand
within the funding council, and between the funding
council and other bodies, to build that alternative
model. So there was a direction of travel here
towards a robust RAE in 2008, on the basis of what
we might broadly call the Roberts methodology; but
alongside that to test and chart a new future for
research assessment in the world beyond 2008. To
that extent, what was announced at the budget and
the announcements around the budgel were
consistent with that direction of travel.
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Q4 Chairman: Professor Eastwood, was it not the
case that at the ime of the Gareth Roberts report
something like 80% of institutions expressed
approval and satisfaction with the peer review and
the RAE exercise generally. Was that not the case al
the time?

Professor Easowood: 1t is certainly the case that in
response Lo the consultation around Roberts there
wis a strong preference within the sector to retain a
significant element of peer review, and that Roberts
did; but alongside that there was the move towards
a greater reliance on metrics, and a sense too that the
available metrics would continue to develop both in
terms of range and in terms of reliability as time
moved on. | do not think that the position we are
now in is anything more than an evolution—a
substantial evolution perhaps but nevertheless an
evolution of the position we were in around
2002-2003. That is reflected in the kinds of responses
that are beginning to emerge from the sector. OF
course, there was a flurry of excitement when the
consultation document was published, and one
would expect that; but [ think there was a serious
engagement with the issues raised within the
consultation document, and something close to a
settled view in the sector that the RAE 2008 is very
important—it is very important that we get it nght
for a whole series of reasons—but that this would be
the last RAE “in the current form™.

()5 Chairman: To be honest aboul this, it is all about
who gets the money, is it not? Whatever sysiem you
usg, it 15 about who gets the money to conduct the
reseurch. Is it mot the fact thal the sensitivily is that i
you change the rules you may be taking money away
from one set of institutions or departments and
giving them Lo others? Al the heart of this is there
someone in HM Treasury or someone in the higher
education world or someone in the Department lor
Education and Skills saving, “the money 15 going 1o
the wrong people™? Are they saying that? Have we
got Lo change it?

Professor Eastwood: From the perspective of the
Funding Council, a research assessment does three
things. First. it identifies and assesses research
quality, which is central to the Funding Council’s
commitment to fund excellence where it finds it. On
the basis of that, and importantly, it has constituted
a very important benchmark for the quality of
research within UK HE. That matters not just in
terms of research and research performance
internationally, bul also in relation to the branding
of UK higher education. Thirdly, as you say,
Chairman, il is an exercise which underpins the
funding allocations that the Funding Council makes
to institutions. We could have a long discussion
about what might constitute the right kind of
distribution funding, but I have heard nothing in the
current debate that suggests that the broad
allocation of funding is inappropriate. 1t needs to be
dynamic and it will shift over time. There are a
number of rather important debates around the
funding of interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary
rescarch for example, and also about the resourcing
of applied research. There are some arcas where

some concerns have been expressed, and expressed
with some force. It is a large step from that to saying
that there is profound dissatisfaction at the Munding
allocations that are emerging: on the contrary, the
Nexr Step document was rather presuming that the
funding allocations would remain broadly as they
Were.

06 Chairman: Sir Alan, is it not the fact that if’ there
was a discontent about the way research luinding was
being allocated—we have seen a dramatic change
over the years in the number of 5S-star and 35
departments; the number has increased very rapidly,
and that may because research is so much betier or
because academics have learnt Lo play the game
rather better—or more academics have learnt to
play the game rather better. What is @t the heart of
this haste? Everybody knew that there was a change
in the system going on. Everybody knew thal in
Australia they were moving from a metrics system
and planning 1o move o a peer-reviewed RAE
system—Hong Kong similarly. There seems to be a
movemenl in Lhe other direction. We seem 1o be
going into this metrics area against the flow—is
that right?

Sir Alan Wilson: | think it is against the flow in the
sense that we have had twenty years' experience of
the research assessment exercise.

Q7 Chairman: Which evervbody thinks is
wonderful, and they are copying us!

Sir Alan Wilson: They think that what has been
achieved in this country since 1986 is wvery
impressive. It may be that they have to proceed from
the equivalent of a time base that we may have
achieved 10 years ago or something of that kind. Not
uncontroversially—and in that sense you must be
right—there has been a reasonable assumption that
a new method of both assessment and allocated
funds would be appropriate. In terms of vour
original question, there has not been a position in the
DIES or as far as | know anywhere else saying that
certain kinds of universities should get more mongy
and some should get less, because at the government
level it has always been about policy. Professor
Eastwood has indicated some ol the current issues
about funding in applied research, funding of
interdisciplinary research; but the principle that the
best research will be funded wherever it is, is
something that underlines allof this. The scale of the
exercise—which is why we look for a system that is
less bureaucratic—is considerable. It is not just
simply that the cost is measured—which is
substantial but reasonable in relation to what has
been allocated—it is the time and, in a sense, Lhe way
that it dominates the development of policies in
particular institutions. I there is a simpler way ol
doing if, there 15 the possibility, as we said in the
consultation paper, that we might be able to move
from what is a fantasiic plaiform that has been
established to being ever more ambitious in the
future.
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(8 Chairman: So you do not think there is any truth
in the assertion that the Chancellor and HM
Treasury might have been saying, “we want more
applied research, more lechnology transfer, more
team working across departments and across
universities; we want (o see research much more
shaped towards what increases the wealth of the
United Kingdom and much more practical
outcomes™. Do you think that has not been a
Treasury view?

Sir Alan Wilson: It may be a Treasury view in the
sense that those concerns have been shared right
across the sector and right across different funding
agencies. Even the research councils, which you
might say are primarily there to support basic
research, have had an increasing concern with the
mechanisms with which the results of that basic
rescarch arc applied. I think that many would argue
that the distance in time in terms of what used to be
called a linear model between basic research and
becoming uselul is shrinking. I think it is a policy
question not just for HM Treasury but for all of us—
how come the funding needs of research in the
economy as well as blue-skies research and research
in all kinds of public interesis are balanced. Al the
end of the day it may go back to funding in another
sense; that generous though the research budget is in
this country relatively, there is never enough to
sustain what everybody would like to sustain.

Q9 Mr Wilson: This is not about a new way of
handling research; this is about the Chancellor
saving money. is it not? This is about HM Treasury
making a grab for £45 million in savings.

Sir Alan Wilson: | think that all the evidence in lerms
of the Chancellor’s support of science is that he has
been commilied 1o increasing budgets rather than
saving money on research. In fact in the last two
spending reviews he has actually ring-fenced greater
than average increéases for research funding, and
certainly there is no evidence in any discussions |
have had with officials that that sitwation is
changing.

Q10 Mr Wilson: In 2008 we are all going to see
tighter times ahead in education. HM Treasury
needs to save money. They are looking forward to
where they are going to save it, and this is just one of
a number of areas that they are targeting, is it not?
Sir Alan Wilson: 1 do not want to anticipate
discussions on the comprehensive spending review
that will take place in all departments, and certainly
within the DIES; and it is a matter of political
judgment for our ministers at the end of the day to
decide on these relative priorities. I would say again,
Chairman, that | have no evidence that in any of the
governmenl depariments that are party to Nexi
Steps, DFES, HM Treasury, Health and DT, that
anybody wants to do anything but sustain a strong
research base and provide the funding for it.

Q11 Mr Wilson: As the Chairman earlier indicated,
there are high levels of satisfaction with the current
system, so why does it need to be replaced?

Sir Alan Wilson: In a sense, as | think [ indicated
earlier, the big savings for the community are less in
terms of money, wherever the money savings are
channelled—and they could be channelled into
further research—it is the particular way in which it
has dominated the time of many academics, and
there 15 a good possibility, 1 would judge—and | am
perhaps making & personal comment, Chairman—
that it could increase research productivity.
Professor Eastwood: The direct costs of RAE 2008
will be of the order of £8 million, the direct costs to
the Funding Council. The £45 million is a
calculation of indirect costs incurred in institutions
in preparing for the RAE. Some of those cosis are
constant costs, costs associated with research
management and performance management and so
forth. I think there are almost certainly savings to be
made here. The system has, as Sir Alan said,
matured over lwenly years, and some of those
embedded costs can probably be stripped out. |
would echo what Sir Alan said: that would be a
saving that [ see baing redirected mto the research
effort, rather a saving that was stripped out of the
HE budget.

012 Mr Wilson: The consultation paper assumes
that the RAE should be discontinued, and it seems
to be on the basis of widely held views, or what
people say. Where is the substance? You yoursell
said it is time taken by academics. Where is the
substance? Where is the evidence for the supposition
that you are making?

Sir Alan Wilsan: There is evidence that it is possible
in principle to run a simpler system because of the
correlations between the data reporied in the
consultalion paper.

Q13 Mr Wilson: Where do 1 actually sece that
evidence!

Sir Alan Wilsan: There are the models that are on the
website, where the reference was given in the
consultation paper. Indeed, in the Next Sreps paper
there are two graphs on pages 20 and 21 of chapter
4, which show in aggregate levels certainly some very
high levels of correlation. In terms ol the feasibility
of using something like research income and then
other indicators as measures of quality that can then
be used for funding allocations, the evidence is there,
and quite 4 number of people have believed for a
long time that this would produce a simpler method
that would free people for research, rather than run
the process as it has been run. As we are all agreeing,
none of this is withoul controversy. Any proposals
will be controversial, and in any consultation there
will be people who say, “Keep the RAE; it has
worked very well™; and there will be others who wall
say, equally strongly, “the RAE is now in a
diminishing returns phase; there is a simpler way of
doing it; please let us do that™.
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Q14 Mr Wilson: You are right that it is extremely
controversial, and for that reason do you not think
the Government should have made the case for
change a 1ot more strongly than it has?

Prafessor Eastwood: Some ol the case was made in
Next Sreps chapter 4. There is an analysis there, and
the consultation document rather presumed on that
and did not wish Lo replicate it. The other thing I
would say about the document that was published at
the beginning of June is that it is genuinely a
consultation document. It offers some illustrations
in terms of Lypes of models and in terms of funding
outcomes of those models. It is a consultation with
the sector, asking the sector 1o engage with the ssues
and with the analysis. I think that those involved in
this process are fully expecting that the sector will
come back, obviously with the critical engagement
of the kind that you are suggesting; but also will
come back with proposals that will take us forward
in maintaining the capacity to assess research
quality, 1o have a  sensible (ramework for
distribution of research funding. but to do so in &
lighter-touch way than has been possible in the last
few years.

Q15 Mr Wilson: But it 15 not a consultation that
keeps the RAE system on the table; it is a
consullation on a metrics basis, is it not? Therefore
il 15 not a consuliation at all.

Professor Eastwood: 11 i3 a consultation that asks a
certain set of gquestions around the STEM subjects
on the one hand, and the arts and humanities and
cognate disciplines on the other; 50 it does recognise
that methodelogies for different disciplines may
vary. To that extent it recognises that there is a
varied disciplinary landscape with which research
assessment has to engage. 11 is also asking whether
or nol we have the right sorts of metrics, or whether
the sorts of methedologies we are envisaging wall
enable us to make appropriate assessments. You are
right that it is not saying, “Do you wish to maintain
the RAE in its current form™ However, it is | think
inviting serious engagement, and it is also inviting
respondents to think about proposals which might
further elaborute the sorts of methodologies that are
implicit in that document. A number of institutions,
not least the research-intensive instilutions, are
beginning to engage with the consultation in
precisely that spirit,

Q16 Mr Wilson: What are vou actually trying to
achieve? What is the end game for this metrics-based
system? What is it that you want it to do that the
system is not doing already?

Sir Alan Wilson: It will be less bureaucratic; it will
cost less; it will take less staff time, but still support
excellence; and the correlations that 1 have talked
aboul suggest that it can still support excellence, It
encourages ambition, or facilitates ambition, by
taking away people rom the formalities of the RAE,
.ll responds to what is becoming an increasingly
important interdisciplinary research agenda. It
connects 1o the subject that Professor Eastwood
talked about, which is the relative amount of
support for applied research or user-led research.

That is very important for all of us. The extent to
which metrics relate to that should, at the end of the
day, be part of the lunding formula. That is a policy
decision for our ministers at the end of the day. This
approach  will  facilitate the examination of
alternatives.

Q17 Mr Wilson: [ understand it is less bureaucratic,
it costs less and will support quality, but, as the
Chairman said, in Australia that is not what it
achieved. Lols of research papers have been
produced, but the overall quality diminished, which
is why they are swilching systems.

Prafessor Easiwood: We have made very clear in the
documents thal we need to have a methodology that
15 capable of robust assessment in the manner of the
RAE. We also commit ourselves in the consultation
document to model the likely effects of any change
in the system; and indeed that is one of the things we
are consulting on as well. We are aware that changes
in the assessment methodology and changes in the
funding methodology will lead to changes in
behaviour. Seme of those we might wish to drive;
some of them we might wish toanhibit, We are aware
of the issues that you raise. In modelling the shadow
exercise for 2008, and then in evaluating its likely
effects, those kinds of questions will be to the fore.

18 Mr Wilson: [ have two queslions in one, coming
back to the evidence: what evidence do you have that
the metrics basis is more efficient than the RAE
system; and what evidence do vou have that the
metrics busis is less expensive?

Professor Eastwood: The evidence for the latter, that
it is less expensive, is that it will enable us 1o run the
R AE without the current elaborate infrastructure of
panels. We think it will also mean that the amount
of preparation that institutions do for an RAE will
be diminished. 1t will not be climinated but—

Q19 Mr Wilkon: Do you have any estimates of the
savings?

Professor Eastwopd: Mo, we have not, but then until
we have devised the model we will not be in a
position to—

Q20 Mr Wilson: It is purely speculation that it will
be less expensive because you have cul some areas!

Sir Alan Wilsan: Intuition takes us quite a long way.
I agree with Professor Eastwood that calculations
will eventually be done, but the present RAE in place
involves something like 82 different pancls or
committees, with quite substantial numbers of
members on each, and in a sense there are their own
administrative demands to go with it. That, alone, is
taking quile a lot of academic stafl time because it is
the academics that are staffing these 82 panels. We
are confident that there are gains. What 1 still feel is
Just as important as any monetary gains which might
be reinvested are the gains in time, The academics
that are on these panels are often at the height of
their research careers, and it will simply free up some
of their time 1o go back to the fundamentals of
research. It is very dilficult 1o measure what the value
of that would be.
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Q21 Mr Marsden: Sir Alan, you know very well that
there have been searching criticisms of the perverse
incentives that the RAE has produced, not least by
our predecessor commitiee in 2001 and by the
Science and Technology Committee, and indeed
across the system. Given that this is the case, why
have you not taken the opportunity of this
revaluation to do a thorough analysis of the existing
behavioural impact of the RAE to inform any
successor system?

Sir Afan Wilson: 1 think the behavioural impactls
have been reasonably well understood. The analysis
of this kind of thing is never perfect, bul it is about
the transfer market,

Q22 Mr Marsden: Would you like to tell us what
they are?

Sir Alan Wilson: The main one which is cited is, as
it were, the transfer markei in academics; the
possibility that researchers who might have put in a
certuin amount of time in teaching are actually
negotiating jobs for themselves that are wholly
research jobs; and that may or may not be a good
thing. It is very difficult to judge in general whether
some of the consequences of the existing system are
good or bad. You might argue that increased
mobility between universitics is a good thing in
many ways. | think the general feeling is that overall,
whatever the positive sides, the transfer markel is
too intense at the carly stages of an RAE peniod. To
my mind, one of the most important things, which,
again, is lerribly difficult to measure, is that the
RAEs almost have 1o be organised in terms of
traditional disciplines. The Funding Council has put
an enormous amount of effort in trying to add a
structure  which deals  with  inlerdisciplinary
research; but we are almost certainly moving into an
era where in science subjects a large proportion of
the research undertaken will be interdisciplinary,

Q23 Mr Marsden: | would agree, certainly from my
own soundings of academics and my own knowledge
of the area, with all the criticisms of the existing
RAE that you have enunciated. The point about the
transfer issue is particularly relevant in humanities
and particularly with vounger academics. However,
none of that answers the question as o why that case
is not made systematically here, and how a metrics
system will improve on that. The eriticisms that have
so far surfaced have not been so much thal the RAE
is absolutely wonderful and should not be touched:
it is that the RAE has significant flaws, which you
yoursell have underlined today; but there is nothing
in what is on the table at the moment from you to
suggest that those significant Aaws will be addressed
by a metrics sysiem, is there?

Sir Alan Wilien: What we have said in the
consultaiion paper is that we are certainly aware of
the consequence of the RAE as il exists in terms of
perverse incentives, and any sysiem—because as the
Chairman said at the outset, it is connected to
funding—is bound to have incentives relating to
funding. We have identified in our own minds some
of the dangers of the new system, an obvious one
being that il Research Council income plays a major

part in the funding formula, then research councils
could be deluged with a much larger number of
applications for research.

Q24 Mr Marsden: The et still remains that what is
on the table at the moment—which 1 accept is
consullation—is a leap from a systém which has
fundamental flaws. and criticisms have been made of
it, to a system that has not been tested, where we
have no evidence—this is all intwition or
assumption—1that it will not make matters worse,

Sir Alan Wilson: In terms of the untested nature of
it, quite a lot of work has been done on correlations
and 50 on, as | mentioned earlier. One of the reasons
why it is very important, and something that has
been a plank of policy for two years or more—there
should be a shadow exercise alongside the 2008
RAE—planned in the light of a consultation which
is now on the table, will produce the tests, in a sense.

25 Mr Marsden: Are you saying il is a “suck it and
see” exercise?

Sir Alan Wilon: 1 hope the consultation and the
models that have been published with it make clear
that while there is a reasonably general view among
many people that a metrics system can replace the
existing RAE, the tests that have been carried oul 5o
far show that it is a non-trivial exercise. There are a
lot of these correlations and a lot of finer points that
have Lo be deall with. What we are trying to do in the
consultation paper is to expose these so that the
community can help us make progress, Part of the
argument about haste, which understandably we
keep coming back to, Chairman, is thal to get this
apparatus in place following a consultation, to have
a good shadow exercise, which will be Mr Marsden’s
testin 2008, means that we are already on a relatively
tight timetable. 1 would be ressonably confident that
the consultation would certainly throw up
something that we have nol thought of at this stage,
but will get us in a position by around the turn of the
vear where the Funding Council and Professor
Eastwood can start Lo plan for the shadow exercise
in 2008,

Professor Eastwood: 1T we had been proceeding in a
dilferent sort of way, then [ think it would have been
a “suck it and see” approach, and of course that
would have been wholly inappropriate; but to
elaborate what Sir Alan has been saying, 2008 will
run. It will run as a robust exercise, and it will run on
the basis of what 1 deseribe as the Roberts revision,
and it will be taken forward by the funding councils.
Alongside that we will then run the shadow exercise.
We will evaluate that shadow exercise in the context
of RAE 2008. That will give us the opporiunily, on
the basis of that real-time test of the alternative, to
make some modifications and do some re-
engineering, if that is appropriate. That is before it
is run in earnest. That is an orderly process, At the
moment, 1o construct the model that will bé run in
shadow form, then to run that shadow form to
obtain an appropriate evaluation; then to make the
amendments which seem appropriate prior to
running the new model—as Sir Alan says, thal
process, while it might look as if we are moving
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swifily now, is & process that we were embarked
upon already in the ways | wis suggesting earlier on,
with work going on behind the scenes. 1t is coming
into the full glare of publicity, but it was actually
going on behind the scenes,

Q26 Mr Marsden: Given all of that, how is this going
io address the issue, which 15 often raised, that the
RAE exercise, and for that matter the metrics
exercise, will merely entrench rewarding research in
universitiecs that have excellence in them at the
moment, and not encourage il in others; that you are
EOINg 1o créate a two-tier university researchisystem?
Professor Eastwood: That is where the capacity of
the existing methodology and perhaps an enhanced
capacity in the future—a methodology to identify
excellence—is important. The distribution of QR,
the form of funding that comes from the RAE, is
broader across the sector and broader across
institutions than the distribution of any other form
ol research funding; and there is nothing in what we
are proposing which would disturb that,

Stephen Williams: We have heard the Roberis review
mentioned a few times. That was in 2003, and all
universities are currently, so they have told me, in
advanced stages of preparation for the 2008 RAE,
Sir Alan, why has the Government decided that now
is the right lime 1o drop the existing RAE system?

Q27 Chairman: Stephen is a Bristol Member!

Sir Alan Wilson: The Vice-Chancellor of Bristol
University has had well-known views on the RAE,
much quoted! Having said that, 1 have now lost
track of the question!

Q28 Stephen Williams: Why now?

Sir Aban Wilson: | was gomng (o say that, as |
mndicated carlier, it is not s0 much now. It goes back
to the 2004 10-vear science invesiment paper that
was published under the logos of three government
departments, and 1t was assumed then that there was
# strong presumption that something like a metrics
basis would take over after the 2008 RAE. It is not
that this has just been thought of in a very short
space of time; i1 goes back at least two years. Inlerms
of earlier reviews, they are ideas that have been
around for a long time. The particular issue now is
really what | indicated carlier about trying to get a
good shadow exercise in place by the time of the
HOE RAE,

029 Stephen Williams: So when all these reports that
we would have read after the budget speech back in
March, after the Chancellor's announcement about
people expressing surprise—all those people should
have seen it coming in 2004,

Sir Alan Wilsen: | am sure they did see it coming in
2004, Chairman; it was very clearly there. [ think
inevitably when there is a publication it brings it to
the top of people’s minds and potentially affects
funding, and people start 1o think about their future
strategies. 1 think that that is very understandable.

Q30 Stephen Williams: Sir Alan, did  vour
Department request this review, or was it acceded to
a request from another department?

Sir Alan Wilson: | do not think anybody has been
acceded to anybody else; it has been a process that
has been in place since the 2004 10-year framework.
We jointly publish annual reviews of that. We
published one, and I think the second one is about
to be published. [ think it was convenient, and
important indeed to use the framework in the budget
to draw a number of threads from that 10-vear
framework together in 2006, and research clearly
had to be part of that.

Q31 Stephen Williams: Chairman, there is some
suspicion, as both witnesses will have heard from
garlier questions, about which part of the
Government is driving the process; whether it is HM
Treasury, which has the primary role, or the DIES.
If you look at the timetable, it is all built in from the
stop point, which appears (o be the Chancellor's pre-
budget report, which traditionally is in Movember in
this country, leeding back (o the end of consultation
al the end of Oclober. The consultation has just
started. Has this whole process not been truncated
just so that the Chancellor can have the answer he
wants by the time he comes 1o his pre-budget report
in Movember?

Sir Alan Wilson: 1 do not think it is aboutl the
Chancellor’s timing, Chairman. The fact that
Professor Eastwood and I are sitting here before you
now as co-chairs of the group that produced the
consultation paper is a demonstration that DIES—
and in its relationship with the Funding Council—
is one of the lead partners in this exercise. We have
certainly had representatives of HM Treasury and
the DTI on our consultation group, and indeed the
other funding councils. Whal has come out has been

agreed by all parties.

Q32 Stephen Williams: 1s it the DFES's consultation
rather than jointly with the Higher Education
Funding Council?

Sir Alan Wilson: It is essentially joint. Everyone has
an interest in it. All the Ministers of the relevant
departments have an intercst in the policy
developments. We have indicated areas like applied
research and so on, which will be major policy
questions in years o come. The implementation of
the outcome of this consultation, the shadow
exercise, will be the responsibility of the Funding
Council. I think that is why certainly from the DfES
point of view it is very important that Professor
Eastwood is closely associated with this.

33 Stephen Williams: Professor Eastwood, your
predecessor from your new forthcoming role, Sir
Howard Mewby, has said that policy goals should
come first rather than the detailed consullation on
the types of metrics; that we need a review looking at
whai the UK needs from higher education research.
He said that running a metrics review is no substitute
for a higher education policy review. Do you agree
with that?
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Professor Easiwood: | think the expectations of
higher education in this sphere are well known and
well articulated. The 10-year framework is one
articulation ol that; there was also an articulation of
that in the HE White Paper back in 2003 [ think that
higher education is well aware of its responsibility to
maintain the UK’s posilion as number two in the
international league table for research performance.
I think the emphasis on translation of research is one
that universities are well aware of, and indeed
sympathetic to. The importance of maintaining
funding for blue-skies research is right at the heart of
the dual-support system. In that sense, the key policy
drivers are very clearly articulated.

Q3 Chairman: But are they, Professor Eastwood?
We have still been irying to get to the heart of the
policy drivers here. Is il saving money; is il better
allocation of research resources across our couniry;
is it international competitiveness? | am still not sure
what is al the heart of the policy drivers.

Prafessor Eastwood: 1 think it is all of those, and it
i5 also having an assessment methodology and a
funding methodology that is fit for purpose for the
next 10or 13 years.

Q35 Chairman: 11 takes senior academics out of the
loop!

Professor Eastwood: | do not think, with respect,
that that is what is being proposed.

36 Chairman: 5ir Alan was looking quile pleased;
that all these academics are going to be released to
do more research and not going to be involved in
the loop.

Prafessor Eastwood: Sir Alan can speak lor himsell
of course, but there is a distinction between
diminishing the weight of peer review, which is there
in the current methadology, which is what Sir Alan
was talking about | think, and maintaining the
confidence of the sector in the system of assessment
of funding that we evolve. That confidence will be
there parily because the methodology will have been
demonstrated to be fit for purpose, and partly
because peer review does sit behind a number of the
income metrics that we will be using. Research
councils use very heavy peer-review for example.
There is a suggestion in the consultation document
that there be an overall assessment of institutions’
research plans and research directions. 1 think that
in different ways there will be those kinds of inputs.
The issue arcund metrics is not aboul a move
towards an utterly desiccated system, but a move
lowards using some proxy indicators for quality,

Q37 Stephen Williams: Amongst  Professor
Eastwood's list of reasons [or doing 1l was o
maintain the UK’s competitive position as number
two in the world after the US in world research
rankings. |5 not one of the advantages of the current
svstem that a vice-chancellor, whether from UEA or
Bristol, can go to China or somewhere else in the
world and say, “1 have got this 5-star department” in
whaitever it is, and everywhere in the world people
will recognise that? They will also understand the

system by which you have armived at that assessment.
Are you not at risk of jeopardising that world-wide
confidence in what we have at the moment?
Prafessor Eastwood: | absolutely share with you a
sense of the imporiance of that ability to badge
quality in the UK. There 15 no doubt about that, and
I tried to refer to that in some of my earlier remarks.
I would just make two supplementary points. One is
that RAE 2008 will articulate quality in a different
wity, and so will not have 5 and S-stars; it will have
a graded profile. That was one of the Roberts
responses 1o o previous criticism of the RAE and in
particular the funding that flowed from it, That is to
say it has a kind of chiff edge, and if you were 5, 5-
star and then 4, there was a big fall; so the new
methodology is designed to smooth that. There will
be a different language of excellence emerging from
RAE 2008. 1 do think it is vital, and the consultation
believes it is vital that the new system should be able
io identify., 1o describe and o badge research
quality, for precisely the réasons you have given.
Sir Alan Wilson: 11 is interesting in the context of this
discussion that the analysis that establish this
country as number two in the league table and
second only (o the Unmited States 15 essenually a
bibliometric analysis, an  analysis of  papers
published in different kinds of journals, and then the
number of citations—in other words, the ¢xtent to
which this research has actually been used. That has
been one of the main measures that has established
the league table in which the communities have some
confidence. The problem with metrics is that they do
not cover the full range of subjects; but it is a field
that is developing very rapidly, and this kind of
iniernational  benchmarking—I think we are
beginming to be reasonably confident—can be
addressed through the use of those kinds of metrics.
We are not just talking about research income; we
are talking about available measures on a global
basis of the value of research, as perceived through
citations of published work.

Chairman; Do you want to drill down on this metrics
system—David?

38 Mr Chaytor: Why are the Australians
abandoning the sysiem that we are now moving
towards adopting?

Sir Alan Wilson: In trying Lo answer the question, |
cannot claim familiarity with the Australian metrics
system—perhaps [ ought 1o be able 10! My guess 15
that the position that we have reached in this
country has needed 20 wyears of the research
assessment exercise (o produce a foundation and
move the university system in this country [rom
where it was in 1986 in research terms (o where it is
now. 1 have no doubt that in that sense it has been
very valuable. However, if 1 can make another
personal statement, [ believe thal diminishing
returns have set in, and there is a danger that
particularly the failure to address he
interdisciplinary agenda and to take on the biggest
challenges because there is risk—and if you want to
make sure you have your four publications for an
RAE panel, yvou perhaps take less risk than at least
we would want some of the communily 1o take on.
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Q39 Mr Chavtor: What happens in the United
States, or is the system so different that comparisons
cannot be drawn?

Sir Alan Wilson: 1t is essentially very different. You
have a variety of funders. You have a different
system for contributing overheads from government
funding in particular. By that | mean the research
funding through National Science Foundation and
Mational Institute of Health and so on. It is not easy
to draw comparisons.

(40 Mr Chaytor: On the arguments in favour of the
melrics approach, you have cited costs, saving of
time and diminishing returns and the changing
nature of research and  the growth of
interdisciplinury rescarch—but how exactly will
some of the metrics criteria listed in the consultation
document respond to the interdisciplinary issue
more effectively? For example, how will the
bibliometric approach reward interdisciplinary
studies more effectively?

Sir Alan Wilson: Can | add to that research income
of wvarious kinds. and take the two kinds of
indicators? In relation 1o research income, research
councils are increasingly funding interdisciplinary
projects and those defined on an interdisciplinary
basis rather than on a traditional subject basis. Thal
will be reflected in research income so  thal
universities that are more successful in winning
funding for interdisciplinary prajects from research
councils—

Q41 Mr Chaytor: Why can that not be adeguately
reflected by a process of peer review?

Sir Alan Wilson: My own instinct about this is that
there 15 a massive combinatorial problem. There are
loo many combinations, I you look within the
soiences  particularly at  the combinations of
disciplines  that  produce an  interdisciplinary
research project, if vou wanted to find a panel for
something like bioinformatics, which should be a
combination of chemistry, biology and computer
science, you would need s very large number of those
panels; whereas experts in a field within a regearch
council can find ways of doing that. If we look at the
ageregate of all those—

42 Mr Chaytor: Al the moment presumably there
are a large number of single discipline panels, but
how many panels are there at the moment?

Sir Alan Wilsen: There are 67 subject panels and 13
so=cilled super panels.

043 Mr Chaytor: [s it not a question of reducing the
number of 67 down Lo a smaller number of broader
mterdisciplinary panels? Why would that not work?
Sir Alan Wilson: 1 think what happens when you try
Lo do that is that you always have a good number af
cross-boundary flows, however you iry to define that
smaller number of pancls, What we also have 1o bear
in mind, Chairman, is that in the consultation
document we have kept open the question of the
possibility of having exactly those kinds of broader
panels to take an overview of the metrics system that
is developed, because obviously something which is

enlirely mechanism certainly in its carly days could
have dangers. [ have not responded to Mr Chaytor’s
quesiion, Chairman, on bibliometrics. which is
another side of the metrics analysis. It 15 very
interesting on a global basis: there are an increasing
number of interdisciplinary journals, so if you are
looking al successive citations from journals. the
publishing world has responded (o the
interdisciplinary agenda very rapidly, and so 0 givies
us a base which reflects the research frontier rather
more accurately than traditional subject panels
would.

Q44 Mr Chaytor: Would that argument apply
equally to the other criteria that are listed on the
consultation documents. simply the raw numbers of
research active stall or the number of some PhD
students? You are arguing thal increasingly research
active stafl would be engaged on interdisciplinary
work, the numbers of research students would be
engaged on interdisciplinary work and—

Sir Alan Wilsen: 1 think, Chairman, it is Mr
Chaytor’s question about panels turned into the way
the metrics are used ina formula, how broad are the
groupings and thal is something that has o be
explored, s0 mn the models that we presented and put
on the web site for illustrations we have actually
looked at different kinds of groupings, but 1 cannot
say al this stage that we know what the final
recommended answer will be and that is why we
have actually put aliernatives on the website 1o
inform the consultation.

Q45 Mr Chavior: In terms of the broader issue
between the role of metrics and the role of peer
review, do you think it is absolutely an either/or
choice to be made?

Sir Alan Wilson: 1t is not an either/or, firstly in the
sense that Professor Eastwood referred to in the
context of another question and that is lying behind
metrics, whether it is bibliomeirics or research
council income, there are different peer review
processes, so il 15 not as though these numbers are
not, as it were, products of peer review, bul it is a
different kind of peer review, 50 in that sense we are
still connected and, as [ said earlier, it is possible that
certainly in some arcas particularly arts and
humanities and perhaps in social sciences we still
need panels 1o work with the metrics base.

Q46 Mr Chaytor: What would be some of the
disadvantages of moving into largely a bibliomelric
based system or a largely research income based
system, what would you identify as the biggest
problems?

Sir Alan Wilson: 1 think at the moment [ do not see
huge problems. 1 mean I think it has to be put 1o the
test in 2008 and I think we will learn a lot from that
exercise, 1 mean all the signs are, because the
correlations are so high and i T am right about the
fact that many of these metrics are closer o the
research frontier than traditional subject panels
might be, then | think on balance it is more likely 1o
be beneficial than not, but I think it is very
important, for instance in terms of perverse
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incentives, we have recommended, or we have put in
# question since we are not convinced that we will
have seen al this stage all the possible perverse
incentives that this has to be monitored very
carefully. We know what has happened in the past,
il something goes wrong, as it were, with this one in
terms of incentives—

Q47 Mr Chaytor: In terms of incentivising
behaviour and rewarding behaviour or discouraging
behaviour, there must be some underlying
assumption about the kind of behaviour the
Government wanis to encourage and discourage, so
what do vou imagine the outcome will be il post-
2008 there is a shill 1w a system Lhat is significantly
based on metrics and what kind of behaviours will
be encouraged and discouraged?

Sir Alan Wilsen: 1 mean in one sense [ do not think
there will be a huge change in that, [ mean it is nol
Lo say that it will not be possible for new entrants (o
emerge more easily than it may be the case in the
present system, but what we have succeeded in doing
in this country is generating a communily of top
class researchers and [ think those top class
researchers will still present themselves through
whatever kind of metrics are used. Now many of
those are now working in interdisciplinary teams,
but I suspect if you went back 10 years they were siill
working, they were beéginning to work n
interdisciplinary teams, but they were presenting
themselves to subject panels and 1 am sure subject
panels have done their best in assessing the quality
of interdisciplinary work, bul I think those are the
kinds of shifts that we will find.

Q48 Mr Chayvtor: In terms of the distribution of
research funding this must inevitably lead to a
further concentration?

Sir Afen Wilson: | think that is actually certainly not
the case in terms of the word “inevitably™.

Q49 Mr Chaytor: Is it likely to lead to further
concentration?

Sir Alan Wilson: 1 think il you actually had the
patience, and it probably does need patience to look
al the large numbers of lables on the models that we
have used for illustrations on the web site—

Q50 Mr Chaytor: | think 1 am actually going 1o give
that a miss.

Sir Alan Wilson: Probably more of them have moved
away rom increased concentration and in fact there
has probably been slightly less concentration, if my
memory serves me correctly. so it is certainly nol
inevitable.

051 Mr Chaytor: Slightly less concentration,
because we still have the RAE system and a peer
review system. What [ am trying to get at, is there not
a correlation between those who are in favour of
greater emphasis on a metric based systemand those
who are in favour of a greater concentration of
research funding?

Sir Afan Wilson: 1s there a correlation?

)52 Mr Chaytor: Is there a correlation between
the two?

Sir Alan Wilson: Yes, | mean T am sure there is a
correlation between them but, at the end of the day,
it is a policy question for Professor Eastwood and his
council colleagues because it is the weightings and
the Munding formula as much as the assessment and
the metrics that will actually determine the degree of
concentration. Whether it is meirics or RAE neither
of the systems determines the degree of
concentration, it is the weightings that go into the
funding fermula.

Q53 Chairman: Sir Alan, you know a famous
scientist, Joe Schumpeter said “pofitics abour who
gets what, when and how" and two and a half years
ago when we looked at higher education one of the
things that really worried us was a very well known
vice chancellor came into this room and said he
beliecved that a much greater concentration of
research in a handful of research, which at university
is & handful, and 1 said, “Do you actually mean five
only?" and he said, “Yes, five”, and our report said
that would mean that most of the research in
research funding universities would be in London
and the South East, it would cut out Leeds, your old
university, it would cut out your university, the
Universily of East Anglia and we would have that
concentration and then what we said is if there was
not 4 research rich-science base in each of the regions
of our country, it would be a very retrograde step.
Are you lelling me that there is not something going
on here, whether you call it metrics or the changing
system, that actually is not the agenda of a small
group who sull wanl—ithey are very arliculate, they
aré nol secret aboul this, Sir Alan—who want
research based to be based on a handful of
universities; come on?

Sir Alan Wilson: 1 Tully understand the question,
Chairman, and I would say very clearly that there is
no hidden agenda of that kind.

)54 Chairman: Nol from you, no.
Sir Alan Wilson: The policy of the Governmenl is Lo
fund the best research wherever it is found.

)55 Chairman: Even il they ended up in five
universities?

Sir Alan Wilson: 1 think that the system from where
we now stand, you know, it would take a very
different kind of policy change to concentrate
research funding in five universities. Mo RAE or
metrics based system of any kind that we have
thought about would bring about that kind of
concentration, it would need a very different kind of
policy directive and that, to the best of my
knowledge, is not under consideration by any of our
ministers.
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Q56 Chairman: It is worth us bearing in mind what
major players are saying?

Sir Alan Wilkken: Perhaps 1 could add, Chairman,
that what 1 am arguing is in part connected Lo whal
has been a core principle for a very long time which
is the best research should be Munded wherever it is.
You can then apply different levels of some
selectivity, as it were, and still mainlain thal
principle, but 1 think any level of selectivity, and in
# sense | am repeating mysell, you know would not
generate research in five universities, it would need
somebody to say, vou know, “we will just fund
research in five universities™. [ think the other thing,
Chairman, is what you have said yourself about the
regional dimension and as a government department
speaking as someone from DIES | mean we are very
well aware of PSA  targets for  economic
development across the country and we are very well
aware of the contribution that universities make to
that agenda and so we actually have discussions,
whether it 1s with HM Treasury or with CLG or DT1
about how HEs contribute to that and particularly
the research agenda, so we would want to support, |
am sure Chairmian, research across the couniry.
Prafessor Eastwood: If 1 could just add that the
concentration of the Kind that you were sketching
would run counter to the considered position of the
funding council, would run counter (o the view, |
think, of the research councils, both of whom see
distributed excellence, if" 1 can use that term, as
fundamental to maintain the supply of outstanding
researchers as well as meeting the regional case that
vou have articulated. I think it is also worth noting
that alongside the recurrent investments we have
been talking about when we have been talking about
QR or the research councils, there has been a big
commitment 1o invest in the research infrastructure
in general and the science research infrastructure in
particular and il you look al the pattern of that
invesiment through initiatives such as SRIF, that
investment too in pretty heavy kil, again is
distributed owver a substantial number of
institutions, so it seems 1o me that there is, as it were,
d broad consensus around the way in which we are
investing both in capital terms and in recurrent
terms in the research base which reflects the funding
of excellence, selectivity, but  appropriate
distribution.

()57 Chairman: 1 still doubi whether out of this
Committee and | have got a restricted group of
people in this country, they really understand; a lot
of people out there understand the research
assessment  exercise, peer reviewed the system
committees, however many there are, and they
understand that system works. Now this system
called metrics people out there | do not think, and 1
bounced this question over the weekend, “What do
you mean, what are you measuring?
Mathematicians—what are they going to measure
then and how do they know those measurements are
Fair? What is this metrics?”,

Professor Eastwood: 11 is certainly not a good dinner
parly discussion topic.

()58 Chairman: No it is not. Ordinary people in this
country ought to be able 1o understand, it is
assumably camouflaged by some sort  of
nomenclature that is impenetrable. What are you
measuring?

Professor Eastwood: Whal we are measuring is the
investment that is going into research through
iNCome measures, we are measuring the outputs in
terms of the growing use of bibliometrics and the
impact that they have and we are measuring volume
in terms of the number of researchers, the number of
PhD students and so forth, A number of those things
have been there in the RAE before, they are nol new,
and a number of the peer review panels, particularly
in the subject areas which were the first to develop
bibliometrics, used those, and the economists would
be a good example, used those as an aid 1o make
their judgments about the quality of published
outpuls in 2001 and, to some extent even in 1996,
and will do so again with the Funding Council’s
blessing in 2008, so0 metrics have been there and 1
think il you lpok at some of the indicalors, notably
bibliometrics, what they are telling us is now much
more sophisticated than it was even five years ago,
they are telling us very interesting things about the
nature of impact of published research, when it has
an impact, where it has an impact and it seems lo me
that what we are offering in 2008 is the possibility of
a very serious evaluation of the sophistication of
thase sorts of metrics.

Q59 Chairman: So all this, Professor Eastwood,
much more sophisiicated measurement, all these
measures go mto, and who makes the decision about
allocation, because that is not neutral, is it? Does it
go into a wonderful computer that says, “This is the
distribution of resources for research”, or does it go
it human beings in committees?

Professor Eastwood: Ultimately the responsibility
for the distribution of research funding to
institutions is statutorily the responsibility of the
Funding Council. In coming to that judgment the
Funding Council obviously is aware of the policy
framework and is rmesponsive to the policy
framework and, as Sir Alan was saying earlier, and
it is clear in the published consultation, that at an
appropriate level there will be a number of panels to
advise on the appropriateness of the metrics.

Q60 Chairman: It is a big shill away [rom decision-
miaking from academics to bureauerats and quangos
like yourself. That is the shift of power, is it not, you
are taking away from academics, you are giving
them much more lime o play with their rescarch,
but the decisions will be made by people like you
who really will jump to what the Government wants?
Professor Eastwood: | think that is a very stark
characterisation and not one | would necessarily
agree with, 1 think the first thing to say is—

Q61 Chairman: Professor Eastwood, | have been in
this chair for quite some time and [ am used 1o
dealing with people in your job and [ have 1o tell you
that it is very different, if HEFCE does something, a
whole bunch of academics who are independent . . .
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Once you become a paid employee of HEFCE, you
do become a very different kind of person, do you
not, vou must realise that?

Prafessor Easowood: Perhaps aboul next year T will
come and comment further on that.

62 Chairman: It is interesting, is it not? On a
serious point, Proflessor Eastwood, the sort of thing
you have been telling this Committee today is not
whal Howard Mewby was telling the Royal Sociely
only 10 days or two weeks ago when | chaired the
meeting over there and it 15 certainly not what
Giareth Roberts said either, so the view there is some
kind of unanimity, your predecessor at HEFCE is
not singing from your hymn sheet today and Gareth
Roberts is not singing from yours, Sir Alan, thal is
the truth of iL, is it not? You have come here, all
apreed, evervone oul there, all reasonable men and
women agree with us today; you know that is not
irue?

Sir Alan Wilsen: Chairman, as [ said 1o Mr Wilson,
it is 4 highly controversial business and I think we
can all agree aboutl thal, but that goes both ways
round, it is not the successive proposals againsi
traditional RAE, it is very complicated, but I think
what | would argue, Chairman, and il goes back Lo
your comment again about taking academics out of
the loop, | mean | think what in a sense we are trying
io dois to pul the academics back into another and
more productive loop in terms of research. There
will still be bidding for funding from research
councils, there will still be peer review there and
indeed some of them, Chairman, will still be on
Professor Eastwood's council so it is not simply, as
it were, officials deciding whai happens to the
funding. I think what is important, and [ go back to
your earlier point on this, is that whatever we do and
whatever the system produces m the end, 1s
transparent and understandable and 1 do not think
this has to go into obscure mathematics and in fact
if you actually take the RAE in its present form, 1
think Professor Eastwood has been hinting at this,
there is some subjective academic judgment in
actually producing research ratings, getting from
those research ratings and then starting Lo use
metrics, getting from those research ratings to a
funding formula involves the same Kind of
complications, whether it is in the RAE framework
or whether it 15 in the metrics framework and [ think
we do have a responsibility between us to explain,

63 Chairman: Sir Alan, you know | am a great
admirer of yours and of Professor Eastwood, but it
is my job as Chairman to this Committes 1o tease oul
some of these commonsense things that people will
ask and they do ask the thing, “Is this movement”,
like the Learning and 3kills Council in further
education, “becoming the all powerful body™ Here
in higher education are we seeing a transfer rom a
whole group of commitiees and academics making
the decisions to a bureaucracy, wherever nicely
described. the civil service, in your case Sir Alan, and
a quango in your case Prolessor Eastwood, is thal a
shift of power and should people be worried about
it? Perhaps they should not be worried about it.

Prafessor Eastwood: | think in terms of the process
that we have set oul, the first serious commentary on
the alternative will come from the shadow metrics
exercise in 2008, it will come from our panels, so the
first group to offer substantial commentary will be
academics. The consullation sugpests that there
might be a different approach in STEM subjects
from the arts and humanities and some of the non-
quantitative social scicnces and in the areas where
we Lthink metrics might be more robust and that will
be tested in 2008, there will be panels 1o advise, so |
think it 15 a process which might dial out some of the
complexity and we hope might dial in some
transparency, but [ do not think it is a process which
can be described, as it were, simply leaving the
funding to apparatchiks. On the contrary, the
judgments which underpin the metrics are all peer
review Judgments, whether it is the distribution of
funding on the one hand or the decision to cite an
article or research output on the other, so academics
are absolutely at the heart of this and what we are
trying 10 do is to find the most efficient way of
deriving quality judgments from those dala,
ensuring that they are valid and validated and then
the Funding Council, in a way which is appropriate,
will translate that into lunding outeomes as it has
done since the 1980s.

Q64 Mr Marsden: What 1 would like to do now, if 1
may Chairman, is to move on to some of the specific
impacts of these changes both in the so-called STEM
science technology, engineering and maths subjects
and also in arts and humanities. Just 1o make the
observation in passing to you, Professor Eastwood,
and you talked about disputed excellence, but there
is also of course the law of unintended consequence
and I do not think anyone on this Committee doubts
your bona fides in that respect, but we are trying lo
examine what some of those unintended
consequences might be. The first question | have got
is for you and it is very much locussed on the issue
of arts and humanities, How can a metric system in
any shape or form, however modified, replace the
R AE when a metrics based system cannot deal with
arts and humanities subjects which account for
about half of the existing research activity?
Professor Eastwood: The first thing to say in
response 1o that is that HEFCE and the AHRC—
Arts and Humanities Research Council—have sel
up & group to advise precisely on that and the view
interestingly of the AHR.C is that it is possible with
or without some elements of traditional peer
rEVicw—

65 Mr Marsden: 11 is possible?
Professor Easiwood: With or without some, and this
will be determined. some elemenis of—

Q66 Mr Marsden: They are not ruling out right from
the beginning metrics as an ingredient?

Professor Eastwood: Mo, indeed they are not, and
indeed the humanities’ panels in 2008 will be using
some meirics because all panels in 2008 use at least
15%, or at least 15% of their judgment is metrics
based, so metrics are there and what thas group



Ev 12 Education and Skills Committee: Evidence

10 July 2006  Sir Alan Wilson and Professor David Eastwood

chaired by Professor Michael Wharton of UCL will
do is evaluate the way in which metrics, particularly
bibliometrics, have developed in the humanities and
feed in to the consultation in the autumn its
judgments,

Q67 Mr Marsden: Can I just ask you, | mean in
terms of we toss this phrase “bibliometrics” around,
but | know from a previous existence that journal
articles carry different weights depending on the
journals in which they appear; a very specialist
Journal article might attract a particular weighting,
# more generalist journal article would attract a
broader rating. Is that going to be spelt out, made
more transparcnt under a  melric system, &
bibliometric system, any more than it is under the
RAE system?

Professor Eastwood: Y ou mean the weightiness that
particular journals might carry?

(68 Mr Marsden: Yes.

Professor Eastwood: 1 think we can already see it in
some areas of the social sciences and actually in
some areas of the humanities that there are
particular journals which carry particular weight,
particular journals that academics are desirous of
publishing in.

069 Mr Marsden: And is that, to come back to the
original point that [ raised, is that transparent in the
same way as we have league tables for schools, are
you envisaging a situation where anyone could go
along and say. "Professor X has contributed 1o that
department because he got three poinis from”, | do
not know, “his New Scientist article as opposed (o
two points from a more specialist article on
biochemistry™, for example?

Professor Eastwood: 1| do not think that one
precludes the other because | think it i1s in the end
about quality. 1 think the issue for the arts and
humanities in particular is how far they are down
that particular road and the kind of bibliometrics
that are now increasingly available. For example,
there are metrics around monographs becoming
available for the first time which is obviously of a
very considerable importance to the humanities.
Having set up this group to advise, 1 do not want to
pre-judge the outcomes.

070 Mr Marsden: T am not asking you to pre-judge
it, [ am asking you to try and elucidate what is quite
an opaque subject, even the term “metrics™ is an
opague one and to try and translate what it would
mean for your average academic or your average
university department in, for instance, arts and
humanitics under a new system. 1 would like to ask
you another question in that context and that is to
say, supposing | am a young academic in my mid to
late thirties and 1 am trying to decide, | wanttodoa
big book, it might be a big history book or it might
be a big book on physics or whatever, you know as
well as 1 do that one of the criticisms of the present
system is that the RAE forces that young academic
to do chopped-up little articles in rather narrow
Journals rather than having the lime Lo pursue bigger

issues in a bigger book. Is a metric based system
likely to, or a system that takes in metrics, likely to
make that easier or more difficult for someone in the
arts and humanities?

Professor Eastwood: Il the conclusion was that
metrics can measure the impact and quality of
monographs, which is a claim which is now being
made, then if there was a problem there it will start
to address that problem. My own view is that some
of the effects of the RAE in this regard have been
exaggerated, particularly in a seven year cycle it is
perfectly possible te produce a monograph to
produce major articles and even to produce articles
for noble publications such as Histary Today.

Q71 Mr Marsden: This is not what many of your
historian colleagues say, people in the Royal
Historical Society, the Institute of Historical
Rescarch and in other organisations who are
concerned that the current system in RAE is
stopping some of those big books being produced by
vounger academics, let alone a more metrics based
one?

Professor Eastwood: 1 think 1 would say with the
greatest of respect to my colleagues that—

Q72 Mr Marsden: You acknowledge people are
saying this?

Professor Eastwood: 1 acknowledge people are
saying this, but I think it is & misdiagnosis, I think
there are a number of wider trends which have litile
to do with the RAE and that are attributed to the
RAE and what we are seeing, for example, in
monograph  publications, something which s
happening in publishing, and the difficulties of
getting monographs published, is much less an
artefuct of the RAE than an artefact of the
publishing industry and the information revelution.

Q73 Mr Marsden: Let me turn to the STEM subjects
then. Do you accept, Sir Alan, that it is going to be
a lot easier 1o produce a metrics system based on
STEM subjects than arts and humanities?

Sir Alan Wilson: 11 is certainly true at the present
time, partly so because of the volume of research
council and other research funding, s0 you
potentially get more sensitive indicators and hence
the Annex A 1o our consultation paper where we
explore a wider range of indicators and input on arts
and humanities.

74 Mr Marsden: Y ou said yvoursell’ earlier on that
you had been influenced by the concerns that had
been expressed about the curremt RAE system
perhaps inhibiting collaborative and disciplinary
research costs and STEM subjects on a number of
different departments. Are you convinced that that
particular issue, which is a real issue, is one that
would be addresscd by a predominantly metrics
approach in those subjects?

Sir Alan Wilson: 1 think it makes it a lot easier, |
think research councils and other research funders
are pulting an increasing proportion of their funding
into interdisciplinary projects and that would be
represented in a funding formula,
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Q75 Mr Marsden: What would you say to those
people who say that these proposals have essentially
been drafted, or this consultation has essentially
been drafted. with a focus on STEM subjects and
that the arts and humanitics have really been a
tagged-on after-thought?

Sir Alan Wilson: Well it is certainly not an afler-
thought, Chairman, and again hence the annex. |
mean | think we wanted to produce a comprehensive
response. [ think perhaps I could make one related
comment that builds on the big book question or the
ndividual acadenic question. | mean one of the
things that we have said is [ think there is a danger
in thinking that we are producing a system that
focuses on individuals. It will actually operate al a
much more aggregate level and what we have said in
the consultation paper is that we believe that
universitics gre now increasingly in a position where,
because of past RAEs, they now have o manage
their research internally and I think the voung
historian who wants to produce a big book, in that
case | would be disappointed if the university
management in either the department or the
universily was nol, in effect, supporting that and |
think that is one of the challenges.

Q76 Mr Marsden: 1 would love to believe that and
anecdotal evidence supgpests in a sense that it does
not always happen. Can | ask you, Professor
Eastwood, a final question? When vou were being
pressed  carlier about  the possibilitics  of
measurement you referred to “input”™ and “output™,
you said, “We want to be able 1o measure input, we
also want to measure output™. | mean output surely
in terms of research also involves the impact of that
research; [ mean obviously it may involve something
very directly like a scientific application, it alse is an
impact on various groups of people. Does not the
impact of research also involve the impact on
teaching and dissemination?

Professor Eastwood: Yes, 1 think it does,

)77 Mr Marsden: In which case why are you not, or
maybe you are going o, why are you nol going to
use the epportunity of this consuliation to look al
the impact of research on teaching and how you
would measure that either within the existing RAE
contexl or the metnes conftext?

Professor Easowooad: | think 1 would make two
comments there; one is that through a different
initiative there is now a Munding stream available to
ensure that those institutions which have less QR,
nevertheless—

Q78 Mr Marsden: But a much smaller amount of
money?

Professor Egstwood: It is a smaller scheme, but
nevertheless it goes in the direction of the point thal
you are making which is that in higher education, the
teaching should come out of the research an
informed environment, so that 15 the first pomt 1
would make. The second point 1 would make is in
the current RAE, particularly in the humanities
where what one has are, if you like, publications
which represent a synthesis and the creativity is at

the level of that synthesis, then they are publications
which, quite appropriately, aré assessed within the
RAE. | think there is a deeper issue which we may
return (o on another occasion no doubt which is
given that we might shift the focus 1o leaching, whal
is the appropriate funding for teaching which will
facilitate that kind of research and teach, but that is
a related, but I think a distinet question,

Jefl Ennis: My first question, Professor Eastwood, is
really a follow-on to the line of questioning that both
the Chairman and Gordon has just been pursuing
recently in terms of the utterances from Sir Howard
Newby in terms of the way we are approaching this
issue, because he said on RAE at the HEPI
conference on 21 June that the order of any
discussion must be to clarify policy goals first, then
consider the RAE and then consider metrics—nol to
begin with a consultation on metrics which will
impact on the RAE which will impact on research
policy and we have obviously had organisations
such as Universities UK, to name but one, who have
been calling for a full debate on this issue. How
would you answer those particular points?

(7% Chairman: When do you take over Professor
Eastwood?
Prafessor Eastwood: | take over in Sepiember.

Q80 Chairman: Beginning of September?
Professor Eastwood: Seplember |, yes.

Q81 Chairman: Sir Alan, are you moving out of your
present joh?

Sir Alan Wilsan: | am afraid Proflessor Eastwood
and [ only overlap by one month beciuse | will leave
on 30 September.

Q82 Chairman: And you are going lo become
Master of Corpus Christi in Cambridge?
Sir Alan Wilson: Indeed.

Q83 Chairman: Congratulations on thal. Do we
know who your successor will be?

Sir Alan Wilson: Mol yet.

Professor Eastwood: 1 think il is wrong to see the
consultation document in isolation, [ think the
consultation document has to be contextualised.
Next Steps is a part of the immediate context for
that, but the 10-year strategy is there, as is HEFCE's
own current corporate plan, so I think that the issue
that Sir Howard rightly pointed to—is there a policy
analysis, are the principles articulated? Yes, they are,
they are in the 10-year framework, they are in our
current corporale plan. s what is being consulted on
running counter to those? Mo, 1 do not think it is.

QR4 Jefl Ennis: | am trying to work out why an
organisation like Universities UK would say
something like that or Sir Howard MNewby, Might
they think that the Government is working o a
hidden agenda here do you think or—

Sir Alan Wilson: Can | comment on that and it
connects 1o one of your earlier comments,
Chairman, about academics being taken out of the
loop which resonates very strongly with me? | mean
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I am rather surprised that UUK would, as it were,
call for a full debate, because there 15 a sénse in which
the availability of the full debate is there almost
continually. 1 would say the Department through its
ministers and through its officials and indeed the
Funding Council have a pretty good record of, as il
were, continual engagement with the sector and
continuing consultation as is clear in the central
discussion we have been having and very fortunately
academics do not hold back, so il they actually have
comments o make about government policy then
we hear them. 1 actually do not feel we are in a
vacuum. I agree with Professor Eastwood that there
is a policy ramework within which this is set and [
do not think from the nature of our normal
engagement with the sector that we are culling off
any debate and there is certainly no hidden agenda
that we are trying to avoid,

(QB5 Chairman: The only slight worry that this
Commuttee would have 15 we know that the
Ministers that we know in the Department for
Education and 5kills are more worried about those
in other depariments?

Sir Alan Wilson: | can only say, Chairman, what we
said at the very beginning in discussing this, that the
departments are actually working well together.

(86 Jeflf Ennis: Will meirics be consisient with the
Government's policy of enhancing the capacity of
the UK's research base in your opinion?

Sir Aflan Wilson: Again if | could start, Chairman. |
think that the size of the research pot is, as it were, a
massive argument in the next comprehensive
spending review and 1 do nol see any sense in which
a change of methodology aflects that decision, so |
think decisions on support for research will be made
in the usual way and, as [ said in another context
carlier, I think all the evidence is that there will be
confinuing support.

87T Chairman: Do you agree with thatl, Professor
Eastwood?

Professor Eastwood: Yes, 1 do and 1 think one of the
crucial outputs of the RAE and any successor (o the
RAE, is that within the framework of dual support
institutions have resource that they themselves can
direct, that is to say that they can invest strategically
and I think it is getting that balance right which is
critical and 1 think had we been doing this from
scratch and been doing this in an environment where
mstitulions were not yet used to research
management, then I think we would all nightly be
nervous, but I think what crucially this will result in
as [ar as instilutions are concerned, is QR as a block
grant which will have a number of purposes.
Underwriting the rescarch base is one crucial
purpose, but also enabling institutions Lo speculate,
speculate in terms of blue-skies research is another
and 1 think we need io preserve that and that is why
I strongly welcome throughout all this the
commitment on all sides (o the maintenance of dual
support which I think is absolutely critical.

QX8 Jefl Ennis: Final guestion, Chairman. How
would a metrics system achieve the high level of
nutional and international buy-in that is required to
maintain  the reputation of UK research, the
reputation that we currently enjoy?

Kir Alan Wifson: | think in the end, as 1 said earlier
in relation to our second place in the league table, il
actually turns on bibliometrics and while in the past
depariments have promoted themselves in terms of
their 5 or S-star rating, that is not aclually an
international comparison because other countries,
including the United States, are actually not doing
that and there is no common base. Il you actually
look at bibhometnc analyses of citations there s
actually a common base, 50 | think as the expertise
in that area develops it will actually improve our
capability for international bench-marking.

Q89 Stephen Williams: Can [ just ask, Chairman, on
a subject we have not really touched upon 5o far, you
mentioned the fear that there may be five centres of
excellence, il some people have their way perhaps a
few more, perhaps two handfuls of centres of
excellence, whereas we have over a hundred higher
cducation instilutions in this couniry. 1 helped
launch a report commissioned by 35 universities
largely from the CMLU group, bui some other
universities outside that group as well, where they
demonstrated they get research income from the
private sector, the NHS, the EU, but very little
indeed from the Funding Councils, partly because
their research often cannot be cited because it is
contract based, therefore it is not in the public
domain. Is anything we are doing in this review
going to look at how research funding can reach the
post-92 universities or are we going to continue to
have rescarch lunding concentrated in Russell
Ciroup, the 94 Group universities rather than spread
out to other places that are still developing their
research base?

Sir Alan Wilson: | think it depends, Chairman, on
the weighting of applied research in a funding
formula and we have been very open in the
consultation paper that this is a possibility and
because we value that side of the research spectrum,
very much value the contribution of the universities
that Mr Williams is talking about and 1 think that
weighting is a policy question for ministers in the
(uture. If you actually look ai the illustrative models
on the web site there certainly are model runs which
distribute more research funding to CMU
universities because client research funding is being
so appropriately weighted in that illustrative
funding formula, but at this stage it is not, as it were,
for us to choose in policy terms, it is for our ministers
down the line in institutional terms, it is for HEFCE
down the line.

90 Mr Chaytor: Sir Alan, one of the prominent
arguments for a move to a melric system is the
growth of interdisciplinary research. Why is there no
reference to that in the consultation document?

Sir Alan Wilson: 1 am sure there is, Chairman, when
we re-stated the principles from the Nexi Steps paper
and il it is missing, then I am sorry, bul—



Education and Skills Committee: Evidence Ew 15

10 July 2006 Sir Alan Wilson and Professor David Eastwood

Mr Chaytor: | read it on the train coming down and
I listened to what you said about it, and 1 skimmed
through it again becaiuse | have got it here, and as far
as 1 can see the word “interdisciplinary™ does not

ApPCAr ONCe.

(91 Chairman: Sir Alan, [ do not think you have gol
time to go right through it. Sir Alan, if you could
drop us a line about that?

Sir Alan Wilson: Yes, | certainly will.'

092 Chairman: Can [ say that this has been a good
session. Is there anything you want Lo say before we
close this session!

TEv 15

Sir Alan Wilson: No, 1 think [ appreciate the
guestions rom you and your colleagues, Chairman,
it has been an interesting session, | agree with you on
that. It is always valuable for us to be challenged and
I appreciate that and we will learn things which we
will take away and build inte our thinking.

()93 Chairman: Professor Eastwood?

Prafessor Eastwood: Can | thank you for the session
and say 1 look forward to continuing the dialogue on
this and other subjects,

Chairman: We look forward to a long and happy
relationship with you and you will have to live with
us. Sir Alan, I have known you a long time in many
roles and you have added lustre to all of them and
can [ wish you well in the new role and 1 think 1 said
I will be at your new college only on Thursday night,
so | shall suss out the catering for you. Good luck.

Supplementary memorandum submitted by the Department for Education and Skills (DIES)

At vesterday’s meeting of the Education and Skills Select Commutiee, il was claimed that the consultation
document published on 13 June made no mention of the need to better recognise interdisciplinary rescarch
in the Muture assessment and Munding arrangements. | promised te write to you in order te confirm whether

or not this was the case.

In fact, the consultation document acknowledpges the importance of interdisciplinary research at
paragraph 3.5 at again al paragraph 5.1. [ should also poinl oul thal the terms of reference of the
consultation working group, which are restated at Appendix I of the document, note specifically that any
new sysiem should “support interdisciplinary research”.

July 2006
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