
Peter Hall∗

What will follow the RQF?

The election is behind us, and so too apparently is the Research Quality
Framework, which was to have been a major tool for the Howard Government’s
‘reform’ of block research funding in Australian universities.

The RQF was developed from a proposal made to DEST by a committee chaired by
the late Gareth Roberts, a British physicist and higher education expert, who had
earlier been commissioned to review research assessment in the UK. As originally
envisaged the RQF would have been similar to the UK Research Assessment
Exercise. However, alterations to the RQF, subsequent to Roberts’ proposal,
would have made it far more cumbersome, and probably also more expensive,
than a research assessment based on the RAE.

DEST’s plan for a ranking of all mathematics journals was to many mathemati-
cians the aberration that proved the inanity of the department’s formulaic ap-
proach to research assessment. As one colleague said when disputing the ranking
suggested for a particular journal: ‘The only rational reason I can imagine jus-
tifying nonsense such as [the ranking for Journal X] is to make the list so ridiculous
that it attracts a wave of derision which brings the whole process into disrepute.’

Many of us, myself included, will be pleased to see the last of the RQF. However,
it is unclear what will replace it, and just as uncertain whether any new proposal,
coming from the new Labor government, will be more palatable to Australian
mathematicians and statisticians than the RQF.

If, as the Howard government did, Labor looks to the UK for advice, then it
seems likely that an assessment based significantly on citations will be scrutinised
carefully. The issue of The Times Higher Education Supplement for 9 November
2007 headlined a story on its front page with the words, ‘New RAE based on
citations.’1 Commented THES,

. . . after next year’s RAE, funding chiefs will measure the number of citations
for each published paper in large science subjects as part of the new system
to determine the allocation of more than $1 billion a year in research funding.
A report published by Universities UK enforces such a “citations per paper”
system as the only sensible option among a number of so-called bibliometric
quality measurements. It concludes that measuring citations can accurately
indicate research quality.

I don’t believe we’d find this proposal any more reasonable than one that
was significantly influenced by journal rankings, as the RQF threatened to
be. Citation behaviour differs widely across the mathematical sciences, and
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if block research incomes were determined significantly by citation counts then
appointment decisions would be too. The outcome could be quite detrimental
to areas of mathematics enjoying very high intellectual standing but having low
citation rates.

These waters are essentially uncharted; few western nations (the Netherlands is an
exception) currently apportion a significant part of the block research budgets for
their universities by explicit use of citation data. The UK plans to use the 2008
RAE to inform its decision about which metrics to use, and possibly also about
how to combine them. No such guide will be available to us. In the past we have
tended to follow the UK’s lead in decisions of this type. (However, that is not to
say that being a follower has prevented us from making serious errors!)

To be fair, although Labor has expressed support for assessing research perfor-
mance in science by using citation analysis and grant earnings, it has not pushed
this idea more generally. In the context of the humanities, the performing arts
and social sciences, Senator Kim Carr gave an undertaking before the election to
consult, with a view to developing alternative approaches. However, even in these
cases Carr seeks a metrics-based method, since a major aim is to reduce the expense
of research assessment. We may wish to argue that the mathematical sciences be
included in Carr’s non-science group, rather than bundled in with science. That
possibility is under discussion in the UK too, where there is a proposal to ally
mathematics and the humanities in the search for suitable performance metrics.

A recent, careful analysis of UK grant-funding data in statistics has shown that
research income will significantly decline if, as has been suggested, it is tied closely
to grant earnings. My strong impression is that the same conclusion is valid in
Australia too, for the mathematical sciences. ARC grants in mathematics and
statistics are notoriously much smaller than their counterparts in the other fields
(e.g. theoretical areas of engineering and computer science) represented by the
ARC panel that also considers the mathematical sciences.

The key to making progress, for both the new Labor government and academics, is
surely to consult widely and fully. It is not in the interests of either side to make a
poor choice about research assessment, for example by slavishly applying metrics
where other approaches might be more effective. The Universities UK report, from
which I quoted earlier, notes that: ‘The metrics system will be assaulted, from
the day it is promulgated, by 50,000 intelligent and motivated individuals deeply
suspicious of its outcomes. There will be consequences.’
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