
Has the tide turned towards 
responsible metrics in research?
Northumbria Open Research Week, 4 July 2022
James Wilsdon, RoRI & University of Sheffield 
j.wilsdon@sheffield.ac.uk;      @jameswilsdon
http://www.researchonresearch.org/





What I’ll cover:
• The move from responsible metrics to responsible 

research assessment

• Movers and shapers

• Experiments in RRA: some interim results

• Global Research Council: funder survey

• Five priorities for the next five years

• Metrics in the next REF



From responsible metrics….



…to responsible research assessment



Responsible research assessment (RRA) is an umbrella term for approaches to
assessment which incentivise, reflect and reward the plural characteristics of
high-quality research, in support of diverse and inclusive research cultures.

RRA draws on broader frameworks for responsible research and innovation 
(RRI) and applies these to the development and application of evaluation, 
assessment and review processes. 

While RRI is commonly used as a broad framework for the governance of 
research and innovation, and notions of ‘responsible metrics’ can be applied at 
a micro level to indicators themselves, the idea of RRA encourages funders, 
research institutions, publishers and others to focus attention on the 
methodologies, systems and cultures of research assessment. 

Defining RRA



A moment of opportunity?
Concern has intensified over several long-standing problems linked to research assessment:

Ø the misapplication of narrow criteria and indicators of research quality or impact, in ways that distort 
incentives, create unsustainable pressures on researchers, and exacerbate problems with research integrity & 
reproducibility.

Ø this narrowing of criteria and indicators has reduced the diversity of research missions and purposes, leading 
institutions and researchers to adopt similar strategic priorities, or to focus on lower-risk, incremental work.

Ø systemic biases against those who do not meet—or choose not to prioritise—narrow criteria and indicators of 
quality or impact, have reduced the diversity, vitality and representative legitimacy of the research community.

Ø a diversion of policy & managerial attention to things that can be measured, at the expense of less tangible or 
quantifiable qualities, impacts, assets and values – a trend exacerbated by flawed university league tables.



Fifteen movers and shapers





Experiments in RRA: some interim results

Ø Cosmetic appropriation 

Ø Calibrating the machine 

Ø Advocacy coalitions

Ø Institutional culture change

Ø System change..?



Cosmetic appropriation?  



Calibrating the machine

RECOMMENDATIONS from Next-Generation Metrics (2017)

#1: Ahead of the launch of its ninth research framework programme (FP9), the EC should 
provide clear guidelines for the responsible use of metrics in support of open science.

#2: The EC should encourage the development of new indicators, and assess the suitability of 
existing ones, to measure and support the development of open science.  

#3: Before introducing new metrics into evaluation criteria, the EC needs to assess the likely 
benefits and consequences as part of a programme of ‘meta-research’. 

#4: The adoption and implementation of open science principles and practices should be 
recognised and rewarded through the European research system

#5: The EC should highlight how the inappropriate use of indicators (whether conventional or 
altmetrics or next generation metrics) can impede progress towards open science. 

##10: The EC should identify mechanisms for promoting best practices, frameworks and 
standards for responsible use of metrics in support of open science



Advocacy coalitions



Institutional 
culture 
change 



Culture & 
system change

NB. This diagram is used with thanks to Stephen 
Curry, and is adapted from a paper on the 
intersections between DORA, open scholarship 
and equity https://sfdora.org/2020/08/18/the-
intersections-between-dora-open-scholarship-
and-equity/

https://sfdora.org/2020/08/18/the-intersections-between-dora-open-scholarship-and-equity/


Global Research 
Council Survey 
methodology Completed by 55 organisations / 46% response rate 

Online survey: 23 questions 

Open from September-October 2020



Endorsements 
of existing RRA 
Frameworks



Research Assessment Indicators



Changes in the way research 
proposals are assessed







Priority 1: Continue to build national and international 
coalitions for responsible research assessment 



Priority 2: Strengthen guidance & 
templates to translate principles into 
institutional policies & practices 



Priority 3: Develop more sophisticated frameworks for 
compliance, accountability & enforcement



Priority 4: RRA 
needs to anticipate 
and keep pace with 
new tools and 
technologies of 
assessment and 
evaluation 



Priority 5: Experiment, evaluate & amplify what works



An explosion of engagement in research on research 



The RoRI consortium



For REF, 
change is in 
the air (again!)

“We must be prepared to look to the 
future and ask ourselves how the REF 
can be evolved for the better, so that 
universities and funders work 
together to help build the research 
culture we all aspire to.” Amanda 
Solloway, Oct 2020



The long 
road to 
REF 2021



A few contributions to this debate



Function before form….

Before reforming the REF, we need to be clear about its purposes. Lord 
Stern identified six purposes in his 2016 review: 

● Supporting the allocation of around £2bn of quality-related research 
funding each year;  

● Informing strategic decision-making about national research priorities; 

● Providing an accountability mechanism for public investment in 
research;

● Creating performance incentives for HE institutions, departments and 
academics; 

● Giving HEIs information to inform decisions on resource allocation; 

● Providing a periodically-updated reputational benchmark, that may be 
especially important for less known institutions.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/research-excellence-
framework-review

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/research-excellence-framework-review




Option 1: Abolish



Option 2: Amend



Option 3: Automate



Option 4: Accelerate change
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