	REF panels
	REF Expert Advisory Groups
EAG meeting paper 3/2

June 2009




Introduction
1. Feedback from EAG members and others suggests there were a number of areas in which panel structures and processes in the RAE could be revised for the REF in order to improve consistency across panels, balance workloads, and increase efficiency. This paper introduces these issues and includes questions to prompt discussion.
Background

2. For the purpose of the 2008 RAE there were 67 units of assessment (UOAs) and a two tier panel structure. For each of the 67 UoAs, a sub-panel undertook the assessment, working under the guidance of 15 main panels. 
3. The sub-panels were responsible for:

· preparing draft statements of relevant criteria and working methods 
· undertaking the detailed assessment of submissions from HEIs 
· making recommendations to main panels on the quality profiles to be awarded for each submission
4. The main panels were responsible for: 

· reviewing and endorsing the criteria and working methods to be used by the sub-panels 

· deciding on the quality profile to be awarded to each submission 
· communication and joint working with the other main panels.
5. Each sub-panel had a chair and on average around 15 other members, who between them had expertise to cover the range of research in that subject area; many included members that were research users. Sub-panels were assisted by special advisors, appointed to advise on the assessment of work in particular specialisms.
6. Main panels were made up of a chair (who was not involved in a sub-panel), the chairs of each of the sub-panels within the main panel area, and international and additional members. The international members of the main panels were intended to assist adherence to international standards. 
7. The RAE UoAs and main panels, including the volume of research staff FTE submitted to each UoA, are listed at Annex A.

8. Feedback from EAG members and other stakeholders indicate that the two-tier panel structure for the 2008 RAE worked well overall, in particular in achieving consistency within main panel areas. Nevertheless there are a number of issues concerning the panel structure and processes that should be considered in developing the REF. These are outlined below.
Units of Assessment
9. There was a great deal of variation in the size of UoAs in terms of the volume of work submitted. The number of staff submitted to sub-panels ranged from around 100 to over 3,000 FTE (see Annex A). We would wish to avoid such  great variation in future, for a number of reasons:

· The primary purpose of the REF – to inform the funding bodies’ allocation of funds in the form of block grant to institutions – does not require assessment of narrow or specific fields of research. We fund whole institutions on the basis of assessment of substantial bodies of an institution’s work.

· Workloads varied greatly between sub-panels. This affected the assessment process and working methods in a number of ways, for example, the number of members that reviewed each paper, or the time available to iterate with main panels. 
· The extent to which panel membership could cover the full range of specialisms within the UoA also varied.

· In some cases, a main panel was dominated by one very large sub-panel, which some felt affected the dynamics within the main panel. 
10. There were also some UoAs that covered research fields that are closely related to each other, and often undertaken within the same department in institutions. Institutions had significant flexibility to decide which of these UoAs to submit work to, yet the sub-panels that may have used differing criteria, weightings or working methods. 

11. We intend that in the REF there should be less variation in the volume of work covered by each UoA and hence the workload of sub-panels; while maintaining the disciplinary coherence of UoAs and ensuring the assessment is undertaken be people with suitable expertise. 

12. In terms of how this could be achieved, our preference is to reduce the overall number of UoAs, and suggest the following approach:
a. UoAs that had relatively small volumes of work submitted in the RAE and that are academically cognate, could be combined or merged into larger UoAs for the REF. We believe it is workable to combine distinct but cognate fields into a single UoA, as there are precedents for this in the RAE (such as UoA 16 - Agriculture, Veterinary and Food Science).
b. For very large panels and/or panels that cover a range of sub-fields, there could be greater use of reviewers who are not full members of panels, to share the workload and to ensure the full range of sub-fields are covered. This could be an adaption of the special advisor role, as follows:

i. Institutions could indicate the relevant sub-field for each output submitted to the UoA.

ii. A group of reviewers (who are supporting the sub-panel but not full members) could be identified for each sub-area covered by the UoA. They could share the reviewing of outputs with members of the panel. Appropriate mechanisms would be needed to calibrate and ensure sufficient consistency of marking; there may be approaches to ensuring consistency that we could draw on from the research councils’ peer review colleges.

13. This approach could work both for large/diverse UoAs that carry forward from the RAE into the REF, and for UoAs that are created for the REF by combining RAE UoAs. 
Question 1: Do members agree there should there be fewer UoAs and less variation in the volume of work covered by each UoA? How can this be achieved?

Consistency 
14. Discussion amongst EAG members and with other stakeholders has indicated several issues to be considered, in terms of consistency:

a. It is generally felt that the RAE main panels were effective overall in ensuring consistent processes and standards within their main panel areas, especially where main panels contained closely related groups of sub-panels. However, there were some exceptions to this, and in general it was more problematic when less cognate disciplines were grouped together under a main panel.

b. There was more limited comparability of outcomes between main panel areas. While this was not intended in the RAE, there is a desire for the REF to achieve more consistent adherence to internationally benchmarked standards across the exercise.

c. The degree of variation between UoAs in the weightings of sub-profiles, assessment processes and working methods was considerable. The REF should achieve greater consistency across UoAs, especially given the flexibility that HEIs have to decide which UoA to submit work to.

15. Below, we suggest those aspects of the REF that should be standardised and consistent across all UoAs; those aspects that should be consistent amongst cognate groups of UoAs (ie. within main panels); and some aspects where there should be flexibility for variation between individual UoAs. As a principle, variation between individual UoAs should only occur where they are justified by the nature of the discipline.
16. We suggest the following aspects that should be standardised or consistent across all UoAs:
a. The overall assessment framework, including: 
i. The assessment of three elements (outputs, impact and environment) against generic criteria and definitions of quality levels. (Though panels may elaborate on these. Also, we have not yet formed a firm view about whether impact and environment should be assessed against profiles or single point scales. However, we believe that whichever option prevails, there should be a consistent approach to using profiles/scales across all panels.)   
ii. The weightings between the three elements of assessment should be the same or very similar across all UoAs. There should continue to be a standard method for combining the elements into an overall quality profile. 
iii. The definition of research and eligibility of outputs. Also, the number of outputs submitted per researcher should be the same or very similar across all UoAs (though there could be exceptions such as fewer outputs for individuals with special circumstances or ‘double-weighted’ outputs). 
iv. Definitions of staff eligibility and criteria for special circumstances. 
b. The overall assessment process, in terms of:
i. The role of sub-panels and main panels, and processes for nomination and appointment.

ii. Census dates and the timetable for submissions and assessment.
iii. The method, format and core data for submissions, including a generic template or proforma for submitting evidence about environment and impact, a common ‘menu’ of indicators of impact and environment (from which individual sub-panels could select as appropriate), and standardised reporting of PGR student and research income data.

iv. Provision of citation data in a standard format to all sub-panels that make use of citation data. 
c. Internationally benchmarked standards of assessment. While it would be unrealistic to expect outcomes to be directly comparable across all UoAs, we would wish to support consistent application of internationally benchmarked standards.

17. Consistency of standards could be supported through:
· Providing panels with evidence about the international standing of the discipline. Where available, bibliometrics could be useful for this purpose, and we invite ideas for other types of evidence (for example, from discipline reviews by international experts). 

· The role of international members on main panels and/or sub-panels.

· Effective working arrangements between main panels.
Question 2: Do members agree the areas outlined at paragraph 16 should be consistent across the exercise as a whole? 
Question 3: How can the REF support consistent application of internationally benchmarked standards across the panels?

18. Assuming that main panels can be configured to cover related or cognate groups of UoAs (discussed further below), we suggest that within each main panel, the REF should aim to achieve consistency in terms of:
a. Comparability of outcomes. This should be achieved through the working arrangements within the main panel and its role in signing-off the outcomes.
b. The main components to be considered within impact and environment, and the relative emphasis between these components. (For example, although all panels will be provided data about PGR students, the relative importance of PGRs within ‘environment’ can vary). Within a main panel, sub-panels could be expected to select and use similar impact and environment indicators (from a common ‘menu’). 
c. Criteria and working methods should be similar within main panels, including, for example: 
i. Approaches to assessing outputs, calibration and moderation.

ii. Where applicable, approaches to using and interpreting citation data.
iii. The interpretation of special circumstances and expectations about the number of outputs submitted by early career researchers.

iv. Approaches to considering ‘other relevant details’ about outputs, including statements of user significance or descriptions of an author’s contribution to multi-author outputs.

v. Approaches to referring or taking advice on interdisciplinary work.

Question 4: Are the issues outlined in paragraph 18 the main areas where main panels should achieve consistency? 

19. Areas in which there should be flexibility for variations between sub-panel (within and between main panels) include the following:
a. The use of citation data. We expect to identify a certain number of UoAs that are well covered by citation databases and that will as standard be provided with citation data to inform the assessment. For other UoAs, sub-panels could decide (following consultation with their communities) whether or not to be provided with and make use of citation data. All panels that are provided with citation data would receive the data in a standard format, but their use and interpretation of the data could vary as appropriate.
b. Inclusion of work by Category C and D staff. We propose that the ‘defualt’ position is not to include such work, but individual sub-panels could choose to include such staff if their contributions are of particular importance to their discipline. (The role of such staff could also be considered under environment.)
c. Approaches to managing workloads, including approaches to sampling and whether to share the review of outputs with groups of readers, as described at paragraph 11.b.  
Question 5: In which areas do differences in the nature of research between individual UoAs justify and require flexibility between individual sub-panels to vary the assessment process?

Main panel configuration
20. The role of main panels is discussed above. They should ideally be configured to cover related or cognate UoAs. This was the case for most main panels in the RAE, with some exceptions. Members are invited to consider whether the main panel configuration should be adjusted for the REF, including to reflect any reduction in the overall number of UoAs as suggested above.   

21. A further option to consider is whether – given the general desire for greater consistency across the exercise as a whole – main panels for the REF should be broader based than the RAE main panels (which typically covered 4 or 5 UoAs each). There could, for example, be a smaller number of main panels each covering disciplines of a similar breadth to the research councils. 

Question 6: How should the configuration of main panels be revised for the REF? 

Panel membership

22. Panel members, sub-panel chairs, international members and user members were nominated by subject associations, other stakeholder associations and users of research. Chief executives of the UK funding bodies then made the appointments. The funding bodies sought applications for 15 main panel chairs through advertisements in the national and specialist press, and the chief executives made the appointments.
23. Members reported mixed experiences of international panel members. Some panels found it harder to identify a specific role for their international members. Some found international panel members were more useful when involved at sub-panel level. Several panels found they did not have a balanced mix of expertise, given that the panels were set up before it was known what range of work HEIs would submit.

24. At the last round of EAG meetings, members began to discuss how research users should be involved in the REF process, recognising the need for greater user input. A workshop for users has been set up for early July to discuss this issue in depth. We will suggest that the role of users should focus on making an input into setting the criteria for and the assessment of the impact element, with more limited or ‘optional’ participation in reviewing outputs. This should make it more feasible for a wider range of users to make the necessary time commitments, and makes use of appropriate expertise for different aspects of the assessment. 
25. Specialist advisers were appointed where a sub-panel had to assess either significant work in a sub-disciplinary area that crosses the boundaries of the UoAs, or work that the members of the sub-panel did not collectively have the expertise to assess. Panels were invited to identify areas of expertise and suitable nominating bodies from whom recommendations for specialist advisors could be sought. These were then recruited to be available in case they were needed. Members have reported some difficulties with the process for nominating and recruiting specialist advisers, especially within short timeframes. Sometimes the requirements for specialist advice was not known until outputs had been read. 
26. We propose (at paragraph 12.b above), an approach to sharing the review of outputs between panel members and defined groups of reviewers, for sub-panels that are very large or cover a range of fields. If this is pursued, the additional value of specialist advisers for these panels would need to be considered.
Question 7: Are there any key issues around nominations processes or panel membership that should be revised for the REF?

	Annex A: RAE 2008 Panel Structure 

	Main
Panel
	UoA
	Unit of assessment
	No. FTE submitted

	A
	1
	Cardiovascular Medicine
	361

	 
	2
	Cancer Studies
	679

	 
	3
	Infection and Immunology
	650

	 
	4
	Other Hospital Based Clinical Subjects
	1625

	 
	5
	Other Laboratory Based Clinical Subjects
	253

	B
	6
	Epidemiology and Public Health
	545

	 
	7
	Health Services Research
	506

	 
	8
	Primary Care and Other Community Based Clinical Subjects
	151

	 
	9
	Psychiatry, Neuroscience and Clinical Psychology
	780

	C
	10
	Dentistry
	399

	 
	11
	Nursing and Midwifery
	642

	 
	12
	Allied Health Professions and Studies
	1458

	 
	13
	Pharmacy
	440

	D
	14
	Biological Sciences
	2357

	 
	15
	Pre-clinical and Human Biological Sciences
	581

	 
	16
	Agriculture, Veterinary and Food Science
	1016

	E
	17
	Earth Systems and Environmental Sciences
	1179

	 
	18
	Chemistry
	1151

	 
	19
	Physics
	1686

	F
	20
	Pure Mathematics
	685

	 
	21
	Applied Mathematics
	852

	 
	22
	Statistics and Operational Research
	396

	 
	23
	Computer Science and Informatics
	1846

	G
	24
	Electrical and Electronic Engineering
	842

	 
	25
	General Engineering and Mineral & Mining Engineering
	1455

	 
	26
	Chemical Engineering
	235

	 
	27
	Civil Engineering
	513

	 
	28
	Mechanical, Aeronautical and Manufacturing Engineering
	1039

	 
	29
	Metallurgy and Materials
	375

	H
	30
	Architecture and the Built Environment
	631

	 
	31
	Town and Country Planning
	404

	 
	32
	Geography and Environmental Studies
	1121

	 
	33
	Archaeology
	510

	I
	34
	Economics and Econometrics
	839

	 
	35
	Accounting and Finance
	160

	 
	36
	Business and Management Studies
	3341

	 
	37
	Library and Information Management
	297

	J
	38
	Law
	1673

	 
	39
	Politics and International Studies
	1269

	 
	40
	Social Work and Social Policy & Administration
	1244

	 
	41
	Sociology
	929

	 
	42
	Anthropology
	328

	 
	43
	Development Studies
	200

	K
	44
	Psychology
	1660

	 
	45
	Education
	1697

	 
	46
	Sports-Related Studies
	500

	L
	47
	American Studies and Anglophone Area Studies
	87

	 
	48
	Middle Eastern and African Studies
	133

	 
	49
	Asian Studies
	151

	 
	50
	European Studies
	457

	M
	51
	Russian, Slavonic and East European Languages
	118

	 
	52
	French
	387

	 
	53
	German, Dutch and Scandinavian Languages
	223

	 
	54
	Italian
	100

	 
	55
	Iberian and Latin American Languages
	236

	 
	56
	Celtic Studies
	106

	 
	57
	English Language and Literature
	1853

	 
	58
	Linguistics
	308

	N
	59
	Classics, Ancient History, Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies
	415

	 
	60
	Philosophy
	577

	 
	61
	Theology, Divinity and Religious Studies
	472

	 
	62
	History
	1763

	O
	63
	Art and Design
	1702

	 
	64
	History of Art, Architecture and Design
	334

	 
	65
	Drama, Dance and Performing Arts
	433

	 
	66
	Communication, Cultural and Media Studies
	548

	 
	67
	Music
	572


1
2

