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Executive summary

Interest in and demand for the evaluation of research 
is increasing internationally. Several factors account 
for this: agendas for accountability and good gover-
nance and management, and fiscal austerity in many 
countries. There is a need to show that policymaking 
is evidence based and, in the current economic cli-
mate, to demonstrate accountability for the invest-
ment of public funds in research. This is comple-
mented by a shift in the type of evaluation needed: 
from the traditional, summative, assessement to 
more formative evaluations and those covering wider 
outputs from research.

Given this growing need for effective and appro-
priate evaluation, it is increasingly important to 
understand how research can and should be evalu-
ated in different contexts and to meet different 
needs. The purpose of this study was to understand 
the challenges and trade-offs in evaluating research, 
by looking at examples of frameworks and tools for 
evaluating research used internationally. The frame-
works and tools we explored in detail are summarised 
in Annex A. Our key findings are as follows.

Designing a research evaluation framework 
requires trade-offs: there is no silver bullet. 
By investigating some of the characteristics of 
research evaluation frameworks, and the relation-
ships between them, we have identified some trade-
offs in developing a framework to evaluate research:

•	 Quantitative approaches (those which produce 
numerical outputs) tend to produce longitudi-
nal data, do not require judgement or interpreta-
tion and are relatively transparent, but they have 
a high initial burden (significant work may be 

required at the outset to develop and implement 
the approach).

•	 Formative approaches (those focusing on learning 
and improvement rather than assessing the cur-
rent status) tend to be comprehensive, evaluating 
across a range of areas, and flexible, but they do 
not produce comparisons between institutions. 

•	 Approaches that have a high central burden 
(requiring significant work on the part of the 
body organising the evaluation process) tend not 
to be suitable for frequent use. 

•	 Approaches that have been more fully imple-
mented tend to have a high level of central own-
ership (by either the body organising the evalu-
ation, or some other body providing oversight of 
the process). 

•	 Frameworks that place a high burden on partici-
pants require those participants to have a high 
level of expertise (or should provide capacity 
building and training to achieve this). 

To be effective, the design of the framework should 
depend on the purpose of the evaluation: advo-
cacy, accountability, analysis and/or allocation.
Research evaluation aims to do one, or more, of the 
following:

•	 advocate: to demonstrate the benefits of support-
ing research, enhance understanding of research 
and its processes among policymakers and the 
public, and make the case for policy and practice 
change

•	 show accountability: to show that money and 
other resources have been used efficiently and 
effectively, and to hold researchers to account
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The units of aggregation used for collecting, 
analysing and reporting data will depend on the 
target audience(s), and the tool(s) used.
Developing a framework also requires careful 
selection of units of aggregation for the collection, 
analysis and reporting of data. The units selected for 
each evaluation phase are interrelated. The unit of 
reporting depends on the needs of the audience(s), as 
well as privacy requirements related to the unit being 
assessed. The unit of data collection will depend on 
feasibility, burden and the selection of tools, but 
must be at a lower (or the same) level of aggregation 
as reporting. The unit of analysis must be between 
(or the same as) those of collection and reporting.

There are some perennial challenges to research 
evaluation that need to be addressed.
The importance of these challenges varies depend-
ing on the aim(s) of the framework. Attribution and 
contribution are important when the evaluation is 
for accountability or allocation, but the fact that 
there may have been multiple inputs to downstream 
outcomes and impacts tends to be less important 
in advocacy, and may not be important in analy-
sis depending on the purpose and context. Time  
lags between research being conducted and final 
outcomes are important when frameworks are  
using downstream measures of performance, such  
as outcomes and impacts. Being able to discrimi-
nate levels of performance at a fine-grained level is  
only really significant where the output of the evalu-
ation process includes some kind of score or com-
parative measure between institutions (or groups, 
researchers and so on), typically for allocation 
purposes. 

Research evaluation approaches need to suit 
their wider context.
Different approaches may be acceptable and cred-
ible in different environments, and it is important 
to consider this when developing a framework. The 
history, politics and wider social and economic con-
text need to be taken into account. For example, bib-
liometrics as a methodology to evaluate research is 
credible and acceptable to the research community 
in some countries (e.g. Australia) but has met with 

•	 analyse: to understand how and why research 
is effective and how it can be better supported, 
feeding into research strategy and decisionmak-
ing by providing a stronger evidence base

•	 allocate: to determine where best to allocate 
funds in the future, making the best use possible 
of a limited funding pot.

The aim(s) of the evaluation process should be decided 
at the outset, as this will influence most other deci-
sions in the development of the research evaluation 
approach. For example, our analysis suggests that 
frameworks that are used to inform allocation often 
require comparisons to be made between institutions, 
and are therefore summative rather than formative, 
and are unlikely to be comprehensive. By contrast, 
analysis typically requires a more formative approach 
in order to show ‘how’ and ‘why’ the research is effec-
tive, rather than just provide a summative measure of 
performance. This suggests that frameworks for allo-
cation are not likely to be well suited to use for analysis, 
and vice versa. To achieve both aims effectively would 
require two parallel, though potentially connected, 
evaluation processes. Alternatively, allocation, in par-
ticular accountability purposes, calls for transpar-
ency. This suggests that quantitative approaches may 
be most appropriate, and that there may be a high ini-
tial burden in setting up the framework. 

Research evaluation tools typically fall into one 
of two groups, which serve different needs; mul-
tiple methods are required if researchers’ needs 
span both groups.
The two groups are:

•	 formative tools that are flexible and able to deal 
with cross-disciplinary and multi-disciplinary 
assessment

•	 summative tools that do not require judgement 
or interpretation, and are quantitative, scalable, 
transparent, comparable and suitable for high 
frequency, longitudinal use.
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greater hostility in others (e.g. the UK). Credibility 
and acceptability can be improved by considering 
the risks of discrimination against specific groups 
(e.g. early career researchers, part-time workers and 
minority groups) through the implementation of the 
framework, and by carefully considering the unex-
pected consequences that may result. Moreover, the 
evaluation of emerging areas of research (for exam-
ple, implementation science) presents special chal-
lenges and opportunities for new approaches, as tra-
ditional evaluation tools and metrics may be wholly 
unsuitable.

Finally, implementation needs ownership, the 
right incentives and support.
Implementation is a key consideration, whether par-
ticipation in the framework is compulsory or volun-
tary. Where compulsory, the challenge is to obtain 
support from the academic and wider community. 
Where participation is voluntary, incentives need to 
be in place to promote and sustain uptake. In both 
cases, participants need to be given the skills nec-
essary for the process, through simplicity, training 
or a toolkit. In all cases, strong central ownership is 
needed for effective large-scale implementation.
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