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Why do we need research assessment?
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To invest finite (and mostly public) resources wisely

To evaluate returns on those investments

To support and encourage the best science and the 
best scientists

But what do we mean by ‘best’?



We need to assess research but how should we define success? (Ideal world…)

“Don’t aim at success […] for 
success, like happiness, cannot 
be pursued; it must ensue, and 
it only does so as the 
unintended side-effect of one’s 
dedication to a cause greater 
than oneself…”

Viktor Frankl
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https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Viktor_Frankl2.jpg

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Viktor_Frankl2.jpg
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Sarewitz’s article and responses – https://www.thenewatlantis.com/publications/must-science-be-useful

We need to assess research but how should we define success? (Real world…)

“much of the problem can be traced 
back to a bald-faced but beautiful lie
upon which rests the political and 
cultural power of science. […] It goes like 
this:

Scientific progress on a broad front 
results from the free play of free 
intellects, working on subjects of their 
own choice, in the manner dictated by 
their curiosity for exploration of the 
unknown.”

https://www.thenewatlantis.com/publications/must-science-be-useful


Measurement has its uses…

http://www.aronline.co.uk/blogs/news/news-uk-car-manufacturing-enjoys-bumper-2013/ https://www.nuh.com.sg/patients-and-visitors/patients-and-visitors-guide/choice-of-accomodation/ward-types.html



…but where are the limits?



…and who gets to decide when to use metrics?
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The new managerialism - generalists, not generals…

Metrics can be useful but:

• not if misapplied by people who do not understand their context 

• not if tied too tightly to extrinsic rewards



Negative effects of over-reliance on metrics based on academic outputs

http://occamstypewriter.org/scurry/2012/08/13/sick-of-impact-factors/
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• slows publication & reduces productivity

• positive bias in the literature 

• JIF correlates with retraction rate

• impact on reliability & public trust?

• devaluation of other important activities

• stress on the individual

“I’m really excited. We just had a big paper in 
Cell… !”

Postdoc (University of Y)

“Despite personal ideals and good intentions, in this incentive and 
reward system researchers find themselves pursuing not the work 
that benefits public or preventive health or patient care the most, 
but work that gives most academic credit and is better for career 
advancement.”

Frank Miedema
https://blogs.bmj.com/openscience/2018/01/24/setting-the-agenda-who-are-we-answering-to/

http://occamstypewriter.org/scurry/2012/08/13/sick-of-impact-factors/
https://blogs.bmj.com/openscience/2018/01/24/setting-the-agenda-who-are-we-answering-to/


Accentuate the positive: how open science can be better science 

Preprints: faster communication; worldwide access

Focus on the content, not the container (journal)

- Valuable groundwork for journal-independent evaluation

Largest possible audience (sharing + scrutiny = reliability)

- Same applies to OA papers

Practice encourages open peer review 

Data sharing: scrutiny benefits (reliability)

Better for changing the world (utility & impact; e.g. Zika 
crisis)
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DORA: the declaration

One general recommendation: 

Do not use journal-based metrics, such as Journal Impact Factors, 
as a surrogate measure of the quality of individual research 
articles, to assess an individual scientist’s contributions, or in 
hiring, promotion, or funding decisions.

17 positive recommendations for different stakeholders:

• funders

• institutions

• publishers

• data providers

• researchers

10https://sfdora.org/read/

For institutions:

4. Be explicit about the criteria used to reach hiring, tenure, and promotion 
decisions, clearly highlighting, especially for early-stage investigators, that the 
scientific content of a paper is much more important than publication metrics
or the identity of the journal in which it was published.

5. For the purposes of research assessment, consider the value and impact of all 
research outputs (including datasets and software) in addition to research 
publications, and consider a broad range of impact measures including 
qualitative indicators of research impact, such as influence on policy and practice.

https://sfdora.org/read/


DORA: the campaign

San Francisco Declaration on Research Assessment
• 6 years old; >14,000 individuals and >1300 organisations signed

• 2018: New funding, new steering group, new URL - sfdora.org

• New Roadmap for action: 

• Increase awareness of the need to develop alternatives to the JIF

• Research and promote best practice in research assessment.

• Extend the global and disciplinary impact of DORA

• New international advisory board – a truly global initiative
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https://sfdora.org
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-018-01642-w


New tools and processes for assessment
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Researcher assessment at UMC Utrecht
1. Research, publications, grants 
2. Managerial & academic duties
3. Mentoring & teaching
4. Clinical work (if applicable)
5. Entrepreneurship & community outreach

Charité University Hospital, Berlin

• Scientific contribution to your field

• Your 5 most important papers

• Contribution to open science

• Your most important collaborations

http://www.nature.com/news/fewer-numbers-better-science-1.20858


New tools and processes for assessment
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DORA session at AAAS (Feb 2019) DORA session at ASCB |EMBO (Dec 2018)

More info & ideas at: https://sfdora.org/

https://elifesciences.org/inside-elife/1fd1018c/research-assessment-reducing-bias-in-the-evaluation-of-researchers
https://elifesciences.org/inside-elife/1fd1018c/research-assessment-reducing-bias-in-the-evaluation-of-researchers
https://sfdora.org/


Plan S and research evaluation

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-018-06178-7

https://www.scienceeurope.org/coalition-s/

“We also understand that 
researchers may be driven 
to do so by a misdirected 
reward system which puts 
emphasis on the wrong 
indicators (e.g. journal 
impact factor). We 
therefore commit to 
fundamentally revise the 
incentive and reward 
system of science, using 
the San Francisco 
Declaration on Research 
Assessment (DORA) as a 
starting point.
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“5. Wellcome-funded organisations must 
sign or publicly commit to the San 
Francisco Declaration on Research 
Assessment (DORA), or an 
equivalent. We may ask organisations to 
show that they’re complying with this as 
part of our organisation audits. This is a 
new requirement to encourage 
organisations to consider the intrinsic 
merit of the work when making promotion 
and tenure decisions, not just the title of 
the journal or publisher.”

https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-018-06178-7
https://www.scienceeurope.org/coalition-s/


We need to assess research but how should we define success?
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What should success look like? 

Reliable, rapidly communicated, accessible, 
high-quality research that transforms our 
understanding of the world and can change 
it for the better.

Researchers who collaborate, who feel a 
duty of care to group members & 
colleagues, and a responsibility to the 
societies of which they are an integral part. 

A research system that values the people 
within it, that considers their quality of life, 
their mental health, and that provides the 
training and processes to seek out the 
creative vigour of diversity.

“We yearn for frictionless, technological 
solutions. But people talking to people is 
still how the world’s standards change.”

Atul Gawande

http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2013/07/29/slow-ideas

http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2013/07/29/slow-ideas


Thank you

s.curry@imperial.ac.uk
@Stephen_Curry
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mailto:s.curry@imperial.ac.uk


Wouldn’t a focus on research teams be better…?
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https://www.cell.com/molecular-cell/fulltext/S1097-2765(10)00040-7

https://www.cell.com/molecular-cell/fulltext/S1097-2765(10)00040-7


Or a focus on better training of research leaders…?
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b2sgp7Kjjy8



“I wish I’d had the courage to live a life true to 
myself, not the life others expected of me.” 

From ‘The top five regrets of the dying’ by Bronnie Ware (No. 1) 



Utopia for Realists, Rutger Bregman
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“Governing by numbers is the last resort of a country that no 
longer knows what it wants, a country with no vision of 
utopia.”

“What we need is a ‘dashboard complete with an array of 
indicators to track the things that make life worthwhile –
money and growth, obviously, but also community service, 
jobs, knowledge, social cohesion. And, of course, the scarcest 
good of all: time. ‘But such a dashboard couldn’t possibly be 
objective,’ you might counter. True. But there’s no such thing 
as a neutral metric. Behind every statistic is a certain set of 
assumptions and prejudices.”

“If we want to change the world, we need to be unrealistic, 
unreasonable, and impossible.”



The future…
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https://publications.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/464477b3-2559-11e9-8d04-01aa75ed71a1

https://publications.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/47a3a330-c9cb-11e7-8e69-01aa75ed71a1/language-en

https://royalsociety.org/science-events-and-lectures/2018/10/research-culture-conference/
https://publications.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/464477b3-2559-11e9-8d04-01aa75ed71a1
https://publications.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/47a3a330-c9cb-11e7-8e69-01aa75ed71a1/language-en


A brief history of research assessment reform…

https://sfdora.org

May 2013 Jul 2015

UK Forum for Responsible 
Research Metrics

Mar 2015

http://www.leidenmanifesto.org
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https://zenodo.org/record/54610
0#.XKESdy2ZPOQ

May 2017

https://sfdora.org
https://sfdora.org
https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/research-policy/open-science/Pages/forum-for-responsible-research-metrics.aspx
http://www.leidenmanifesto.org
https://zenodo.org/record/546100#.XKESdy2ZPOQ


Profiles, not metrics

https://clarivate.com/g/profiles-not-metrics/


