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Russell Group response to the consultation on the second 
Research Excellence Framework 

1. Overall approach 

Question 1: Do you have any comments on the proposal to maintain an overall continuity of 
approach with REF 2014, as outlined in paragraphs 10 and 23? 

1.1 We welcome the proposal to maintain an overall continuity of approach with REF 
2014, in particular by keeping the outputs, impact and environment structure and 
ensuring peer review stays at the heart of the exercise, with appropriate use of metrics 
where applicable. By maintaining the broad structure of the REF, and broadly similar rules, 
universities should be able to draw on their experience of REF 2014 in order to prepare 
submissions more efficiently. Similarly, the team running the REF will also be able to draw 
more readily on REF 2014 experience.  

1.2 Lord Stern’s review of the REF took place in a very different climate for universities and 
research and while we understand the rationale behind his proposals, their practical 
application may cause additional administrative and managerial challenges. 

1.3 Some of the proposals represent a major change from REF 2014 and there will be a range of 
views as to whether this is the right approach for now. In particular there are concerns about 
how the novelty of some of the proposals may require universities to invest significant 
additional time and effort in understanding new structures, processes and rules, 
which could add to the burden of the exercise.  

1.4 The Funding Councils should be mindful of the fact that the UK’s decision to leave the EU 
creates uncertainty in the labour market, especially whilst the status of existing and 
prospective EU research staff remains unclear, and changes to the REF which could also 
have implications for staff recruitment and retention should be considered carefully in this 
wider context. 

2. Unit of Assessment structure 

Question 2: What comments do you have about the Unit of Assessment structure in REF 2021? 

2.1 There is benefit in carrying out assessment of outputs at the Unit of Assessment 
(UoA) level; and the level of granularity in REF 2014 was about right. Further reducing 
the number of UoAs may make it hard to identify excellence within individual fields and could 
undermine the confidence of some parts of the academic community who may be concerned 
their research will be assessed by sub-panels without appropriate expertise. However, efforts 
should be made to ensure appropriate UoA size and sufficiently coherent subject 
combinations. A key concern with REF 2014 was the large size of some UoAs under Main 
Panel A and this should be addressed. 

3. Staff 

Question 7: Do you have any comments on the proposal to use HESA cost centres to map 
research-active staff to UOAs and are there any alternative approaches that should be 
considered?  

 
3.1 There are real problems in using HESA cost centres to map research-active staff as they do 

not map well on to REF UoAs, particularly as HESA codes are generally allocated to cost 
centres that reflect teaching responsibilities rather than research disciplines. This means we 
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can expect there will be many cases where staff would be allocated to the wrong UoA, which 
in turn would mean their research may not be assessed by the sub-panel with the most 
appropriate expertise.  

3.2 The proposal could also discourage interdisciplinary research as cost centres are relatively 
restrictive and do not reflect interdisciplinary research well; this would contradict Lord Stern’s 
concern that ‘it is vital that interdisciplinary work is submitted, assessed and rewarded 
through the REF’. Researchers involved in interdisciplinary research are often working in 
departments outside their subject area, for example a statistician could be working within a 
geography department, a chemist within a biology department etc. Automatic assignment 
could therefore lead to many interdisciplinary researchers being allocated to an inappropriate 
UoA, or could discourage universities from locating researchers of different types in one 
department. In highly interdisciplinary areas, such as biomedical engineering, researchers 
from multiple fields may work together on joint research programmes. In such cases, this 
proposal could discourage universities from supporting the development of such ventures 
due to the complexities which would be attached to running a REF exercise for these units, 
especially where they are small.  

3.3 We understand there were a small number of disputed returns in REF 2014, but that the cost 
and administrative burden associated with these was high. We anticipate that if the policy of 
automatic allocation is implemented as it is currently proposed, the number of disputes over 
where staff are returned to the next REF will be much higher. We also anticipate that, 
although this policy seeks to reduce the burden associated with selecting where to return 
staff, universities would need to engage in this type of burdensome activity anyway in order 
to ensure HESA cost centres accurately map on to UoAs or reflect where staff work. 

3.4 Universities should maintain the flexibility to return staff to the UoA most appropriate 
to their research outputs.  

Question 8: What comment do you have on the proposed definition of ‘research-active’ staff? 

3.5 Institutions should be required to submit all research-active staff, but it is critical that 
‘research-active’ is appropriately defined to capture individuals with “significant responsibility 
to undertake research”, as proposed in the Stern Review. The suggestion to include a 
measure of independence in the definition of research-active staff is helpful as this will not be 
captured effectively in the HESA data as currently formulated. The definition used in REF 
2014 to test independence in relation to both research assistants and early career 
researchers is a useful starting point, but could be nuanced further to reflect different 
practices across different broad discipline areas, diverse institutional contexts and varying 
levels of experience. This is an area where the Funding Councils should seek to provide as 
clear guidance as possible and it may be necessary to delegate this to main panel level (or 
A/B and C/D). 

 
Question 9: With regard to the issues raised in relation to decoupling staff and outputs, what 
comments do you have on? 

(a) The proposal to require an average of two outputs per full-time equivalent staff member 
returned? 

3.6 With all research active staff entered into the REF, the burden on the assessment process 
requires that the number of outputs per FTE be reconsidered. However, reducing the 
number of outputs submitted will mean institutions with the highest volume of 3* and 
4* publications will be prevented from submitting anything close to the totality of this 
research, leading to much high quality research not being recognised by the REF.  
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3.7 In addition, the consultation rightly recognises that this proposal would reduce the power of 
panels to discriminate between submissions that contain large amounts of high quality work, 
creating a set of issues to be resolved around how to differentiate between the strongest 
performers in REF. One way of addressing this is to increase the number of outputs per staff 
member; but unless selection of staff is maintained (or an alternative method is introduced to 
reduce the number of staff submitted) this will increase the workload and therefore the 
burden of the REF, which would be undesirable. We urge the Funding Councils to 
consider carefully how to ensure the highest levels of excellence will be recognised 
and rewarded otherwise there is a danger of creating an artificial ceiling in the REF.  

3.8 Furthermore, it should be noted that if all research-active staff are submitted this would 
require panels to assess significant quantities of 0-2* research, despite the reduction in 
number of outputs per person – a situation more akin to research audit, rather than an 
assessment of research excellence. This is all the more reason to ensure a robust and 
appropriate definition of ‘research-active’ staff, so that those who legitimately do not have 
“significant responsibility to undertake research” will not be captured. 

3.9 The actual number of research-active staff likely to be returned in the next REF should 
therefore be taken into consideration when setting the average number of outputs per FTE 
required. Proposing two outputs per FTE implies that the number of staff returned in the next 
REF is expected to be double that of 2014 – in which case an average of two outputs per 
FTE is reasonable in order to contain the burden on panels, but with all of the caveats 
highlighted above. However, if the expected number of staff to be returned overall is 
somewhat reduced then an average of three outputs per FTE could be considered. 

 (b) The maximum number of outputs for each staff member? 

3.10 It is important that the REF allows for a genuine appraisal of research strength for each UoA 
submitted and that it is reflective of the strength of the whole, not just a very small 
proportion of individuals. As such, we would recommend a maximum number of 4 
outputs per staff member. However, if the average per FTE is set higher than 2 then a 
higher maximum level of 5 or 6 could be considered. We would also recommend that the 
rules used in REF 2014 around calculating outputs are maintained so that where co-
authored papers are submitted these should only count towards the maximum for the 
researcher(s) submitting the output, and not for other co-authors unless they choose to 
submit the output.  

(c) Setting a minimum requirement of one for each staff member? 

3.11 We support the principle of having a minimum number of one output per staff member 
(apart from in exceptional circumstances) and there are a number of reasons for this 
rather than allowing a minimum of zero as a standard option. Firstly, it would be difficult to 
justify how a researcher returned with zero outputs over the full REF period could be defined 
as ‘research-active’, unless they had particular individual circumstances which constrained 
their ability to produce an output during the assessment period. Secondly, returning a 
significant number of researchers with no outputs into the REF could send an unwelcome 
signal to international partners about the strength of the UK research base and could cause 
the system to lose credibility. Thirdly, allowing a researcher to be returned with no outputs 
would have the same effect on staff morale as choosing not to return a researcher at all. 
Finally, one of the reasons for suggesting zero outputs is to reduce the burden of 
demonstrating individuals’ special circumstances; however, in many cases we would 
anticipate that this issue will be addressed by requiring only one output to be submitted. 

3.12 We would expect the funding bodies to continue to ensure appropriate measures are in place 
to protect equality and diversity within the next REF so that certain groups are not adversely 
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affected. While the consultation states there was burden associated with the policies relating 
to complex staff circumstances, we would also point out the strong and positive effect these 
policies had on the culture and working practices of institutions. As the Equality and Diversity 
Advisory Panel (EDAP) stated: 

Our panel recognises that the arrangements for output reductions were burdensome for 
institutions, but we are confident that this was justified by the genuine and substantial 
improvements they led to. We anticipate that the burden of operating a similar process in 
future should reduce now that HEIs have developed their internal processes, and could be 
reduced further by clarifying aspects of the guidance.  

3.13 We would therefore recommend that appropriate equality and diversity measures continue to 
be used in the next REF in order to build on the positive gains made in this area. It should be 
possible to develop a lighter touch E&D process for the next REF. Staff members who are 
unable to submit any outputs for legitimate reasons should be allowed to have a zero (rather 
than an unclassified) return.  

Question 10. What are your comments on the issues described in relation to portability of outputs, 
specifically: 

(a) Is acceptance for publication a suitable marker to identify outputs that an institution can submit 
and how would this apply across different outputs types? 

3.14 We understand non-portability of outputs was originally recommended by Lord Stern’s review 
to address the issue of a ‘transfer window’ in researcher mobility, whereby staff were 
sometimes hired close to census dates; this was seen as a disruptive practice as it could 
leave a university with a space in its planned REF submission close to the REF submission 
deadline. There was also some anecdotal evidence of salary inflation related to the ‘transfer 
window’. 

3.15 However, whilst we recognise the intention behind the recommendation for non-portability, 
there are a number of practical challenges which risk making the implementation of 
non-portability more difficult and administratively and managerially burdensome than 
the original problem itself, particularly given that we are already part-way through the 
assessment period. In light of this, and considering that one of the central aims of the Stern 
Review was to reduce the burden of the exercise, we suggest it would be appropriate to 
maintain portability of outputs in the next REF.  

3.16 Feedback from the sector on REF 2014 noted that only “a small number of respondents 
described a negative effect of the REF on staff recruitment in the lead up to the exercise.” It 
should be noted that retaining, recruiting, nurturing and rewarding good staff goes far beyond 
the REF and is essential practise within any university. Such staffing decisions take account 
of many factors outside the REF, including teaching, research degree supervision, 
enterprise, knowledge exchange, public engagement and academic administration activities. 
It would be beneficial for the Funding Councils to undertake a more robust analysis to assess 
the extent of the ‘transfer window’ issue, the impact it has on the sector and whether it has a 
material bearing on the overall quality profiles of institutions and therefore the allocation of 
QR.  

3.17 Non-portability could be considered for a subsequent REF exercise (e.g. the exercise 
after REF 2021), following further consultation with the sector (in particular on issues raised 
in question 10b-d, below) and provided institutions and researchers are given clear guidance 
on this well in advance of the assessment period beginning. 
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  (b) What challenges would your institution face in verifying the eligibility of outputs? 

3.18 There are likely to be a number of cases where outputs have been created at an institution 
other than the one the researcher was located in when that output was published. Non-
portability could potentially lead to researchers delaying the publishing of their research until 
they have moved institutions, a new type of ‘gaming’ contrary to the spirit of sharing 
knowledge publicly as quickly and effectively as possible.  

3.19 In particular, many publishers in humanities disciplines sign contracts several years in 
advance of actual publication; lead times like this, and the value of double-weighting certain 
outputs, could encourage behaviours such as delaying contract acceptance. This would 
make identifying where these outputs were created more challenging and could create 
difficulties for research projects involving two or more institutions, as it may not be clear to 
which institution an output belongs. There is a risk the proposal could therefore discourage 
collaboration between universities. This policy could also lead to a rise in the number of 
disputed returns, which could increase costs and burden.  

3.20 The proposal could also lead to difficulties in tracking, verifying or validating outputs, 
particularly if researchers have left the institution or if there are complex interdisciplinary 
teams or multi-institutional collaborations. Whilst the address or place of work of an author of 
a publication might be clearly stated in some cases, this is not the case for all journal 
outputs. For other types of outputs, the outputs themselves are unlikely to provide evidence 
of eligibility, thus requiring other sources of evidence. This could impose significant 
administrative and managerial burden on institutions.  

(c) Would non-portability have a negative impact on certain groups and how might this be 
mitigated? 

3.21 Non-portability could discourage universities from hiring staff part-way through the REF 
cycle, particularly towards the end, if it is believed a researcher would be unable to produce 
enough high-quality outputs to support their UoA’s submission. It might also discourage 
researchers from moving organisations close to REF submission deadlines if this means they 
would be returned with few or no outputs. This could have an impact on mobility in the 
sector, which is an important element in sustaining a dynamic and high-quality research 
ecosystem for the UK.  

3.22 Other potential consequences of this proposal include discouraging the hiring of researchers 
from overseas or from outside academia (as their outputs would be ‘lost’ to the system) and 
a disproportionately negative impact on early career researchers (ECRs), as recognised in 
the consultation. 

3.23 If non-portability is adopted, it is essential that appropriate exemptions are allowed for 
ECRs and researchers hired from abroad or from outside academia to mitigate any 
negative impact it could have on them and their careers. Even then, caution will be 
needed to avoid creating a complex multi-tiered system of different rules and exemptions.    

 (d) What comments do you have on sharing outputs proportionally across institutions? 

3.24 In principle, sharing outputs proportionally would help address some concerns, but in 
practice it could prove to be administratively burdensome and potentially difficult to allocate 
credit in the right proportion to different institutions, especially if it was not a 50:50 split in 
work, if there were multiple institutions involved, or if the amount of work contributed by 
different institutions could not be demonstrated or quantified clearly, leading to 
disagreements between institutions.  
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3.25 Nevertheless, if a suitable mechanism can be found to share outputs which is simple and 
low-burden this would be reasonable to ensure the contribution made by different institutions 
is recognised. 

Question 12: What comments do you have on the proposal to remove Category C as a category of 
eligible staff? 

3.26 There are arguments in favour of maintaining Category C staff in order to support and 
encourage interdisciplinary links between staff in the NHS and universities as part of a 
broader strategy to recognise and support collaboration between universities and non-
academic partners.  

Question 14: What comments do you have on the proposal for staff on fractional contracts and is a 
minimum of 0.2 FTE appropriate? 

3.27 A minimum of 0.2 FTE seems appropriate and it is positive the consultation recognises that 
in some disciplines, such as the creative arts, fractional contracts are standard practice. The 
proposal that the submission of individuals on fractional contracts should be accompanied by 
a statement that outlines the connection between the staff and the submitting unit is sensible. 
We would want to ensure that flexible working practices are not discouraged. 

4. Outputs 

Question 18: Do you agree with the proposal for using quantitative data to inform the assessment 
of outputs, where considered appropriate for the discipline? If you agree, have you any 
suggestions for data that could be provided to the panels at output and aggregate level? 

4.1 We support the suggestion that outputs should continue to be assessed by peer 
review, with metrics used to support panel members in their assessment, provided 
they are transparent about their use. A one-size-fits-all approach will not work across 
UoAs (particularly for arts and humanities) so sub-panels should be able to decide whether 
they would find it useful to have bibliometric data made available to them to inform peer 
review.  

5. Impact 

Question 19: Do you agree with the proposal to maintain consistency where possible with the REF 
2014 impact assessment process? 

5.1 A large part of the cost and burden of REF 2014 was due to the novelty of including impact 
assessment as a new dimension.1 Maintaining consistency will be key to help reduce 
burden in the second REF. 

Question 20: What comments do you have on the recommendation to broaden and deepen the 
definition of impact? 

5.2 It would be helpful for the Funding Bodies to consult with research users before developing 
new guidance in order to reflect a range of perspectives and allow different impacts to be 
captured appropriately. For example, liaising with policy stakeholders would be helpful to 
ensure policy impacts are properly captured. 

Question 24: Do you agree with the proposal that impacts should remain eligible for submission by 
the institution or institutions in which the associated research has been conducted? 

                                                
1
 As noted in the REF Accountability Review: Costs, benefits and burden. 
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5.3 Yes, in order to maintain consistency between REF exercises, which will help reduce costs 
and burden. Institutions invest significant time and resource into supporting impact which 
should be rewarded. Furthermore, keeping ‘impacts’ within institutions helps to create a 
positive ‘culture of impact’. 

Question 25: Do you agree that the approach to supporting and enabling impact should be 
captured as an explicit section of the environment element of the assessment? 

5.4 Yes, we have previously noted our support for incorporating the most useful elements of the 
impact template into the environment template in a simplified form to reduce the workload for 
both institutions and panel members. 

Question 29: What comments do you have on the inclusion of examples of impact arising from 
research activity and bodies of work as well as from specific research outputs? 

5.5 In order to maintain the link between impact and research excellence, impact case 
studies should continue to be linked to research rated at least at 2* level. We are not 
opposed to the inclusion of impact arising from research activity and bodies of work, provided 
this level of excellence of the underpinning research can be demonstrated. It would be useful 
if HEFCE could provide example case studies of how this could be demonstrated in practice. 

Question 32: Evaluation of REF 2014 found that provision of impact evidence was challenging for 
HEIs and panels. Do you have any comments on the following:  

(b) The development of guidelines for the use and standard of quantitative data as evidence for 
impact? 

5.6 We would support the development of guidelines for the use and standard of quantitative 
data as it would be helpful if data were more standardised in places to improve comparison 
between, and analysis of, case studies. In addition, moving to an online format with a degree 
of standardisation of basic metadata (e.g. name of institution, UoA, disciplines/subject areas 
involved, funding details) would help facilitate analysis and the use of case studies post-
publication.   

Question 33: What are your views on the issues and rules around submitting examples of impact in 
REF 2021 that were returned in REF 2014? 

5.7 We strongly support allowing institutions to re-submit REF 2014 case studies where 
subsequent impact can be demonstrated and recommend that the rules for the next REF 
should mirror those of REF 2014, i.e. that the research should have been undertaken in a 
fixed period and the impact should have occurred within the assessment period. The funding 
bodies should publish very clear guidance on the rules around re-submission as early as 
possible. 

6. Environment 

Question 34a: Do you agree with the proposal to improve the structure of the environment template 
and introduce more quantitative data into this aspect of the assessment? 

6.1 We support the proposal for a more deregulated approach to the environment section. In 
particular, metrics could be used more extensively and successfully here and this 
whole section could be simplified radically. Moving more towards metrics here would 
build on a tested precedent as some quantitative data is already used for the assessment of 
the research environment. Data should be used to evidence the necessary qualitative 
elements of the template, which should be as light-touch as possible with a clear structure. 
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6.2 Institutions are also funded differently across the devolved nations, resulting in differences in 
flexibility to invest in research infrastructure. These differences should be taken into account 
within a process in which there is more extensive use of metrics. 

Question 34b:  Do you have suggestions of data already held by institutions that would provide 
panels with a valuable insight into the research environment? 

6.3 Using additional existing data sets such as HEBCI data collected by HESA on collaborative 
research and contract income could be considered. Focusing on data that is largely collected 
already could also allow institutions to benchmark themselves on a more regular basis. 

Question 36: Do you agree with the proposals for awarding additional credit to units for open 
access? 

6.4 We note that the Stern Review did not recommend awarding additional credit to units for 
open access. The REF should not be used as a regulatory or compliance tool as this 
undermines its focus on excellence. Pursuing open access must not be allowed to 
compromise the quality of submissions in the next REF. Research outputs should be judged 
solely on their own merits (i.e. on research quality factors, not on where or how they are 
published).   

6.5 Institutions will be required to comply with HEFCE’s open access policy anyway and we do 
not see a convincing argument for rewarding how a unit’s approach to open access is ‘above 
and beyond the policy requirements’. 

Question 37: What comments do you have on ways to incentivise units to share and manage their 
research data more effectively? 

6.6 As noted above, we do not support the use of the REF as a regulatory or compliance tool. 
There is not effective and comprehensive quantitative data on open research data, so this 
section would necessarily be qualitative and thus add additional burden. 

7. Institutional-level assessment 

Question 38: What are your views on the introduction of institutional-level assessment of impact 
and environment? 

7.1 An institutional-level environment statement could help to reduce burden by allowing 
universities to demonstrate institutional strategy, critical mass of research excellence and key 
interdisciplinary links across the institution all in one place, rather than repeating this for each 
UoA.  

7.2 However, there are concerns over how this may impact on joint submissions that 
demonstrate genuine collaboration. The Funding Bodies should ensure that these 
partnerships are encouraged by careful thought as to their reporting and rewarding through 
the REF. In REF 2014 all partners received the same overall profile and could thus be 
reported and described as a single entity. Clear guidance should be given by the Funding 
Bodies on how they will deal with this in the next REF to ensure collaboration is not 
disincentivised.  

7.3 As recognised by the consultation, institutional impact case studies will require careful 
piloting and we would welcome reassurance that if the pilot finds this work too complicated to 
implement, or an ineffective way of assessing research impact, this policy will not be 
pursued. Given the tight timescale for finalising the rules for the next REF and the need 
for sufficient time to pilot the proposed new institutional-level impact case studies 
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properly, it would not be appropriate to introduce this for the next REF. Instead, the 
environment template could be used for institutions to demonstrate how they are supporting 
impact at an institutional level (in line with question 25).  

8. Outcomes and weighting 

Question 40: What comments do you have on the proposed approach to creating the overall 
quality profile for each submission?  

8.1 Maintaining outputs at 65%, impact at 20% and environment at 15% is appropriate. Moving 
elements from the previous impact template into the environment section will also ensure 
there is additional reward for impact overall. 

9. Proposed timetable 

Question 43: What comments do you have on the proposed timetable for REF 2021? 

9.1 One of the weaknesses of REF 2014 was that guidance was published late in the process 
and there were difficulties when changes and updates to the guidance came at different 
points during the exercise.2 The current timetable projects that the funding bodies will publish 
guidance in 2018, but if the timetable is to be maintained we recommend the Funding 
Bodies make a concerted effort with the Panels to publish final and complete 
guidance by autumn 2017, in order to allow institutions sufficient time to understand and 
implement it. If this cannot be achieved then an extension to the REF timetable should be 
considered. 

10. Other comments 

Question 44: Are there proposals not referred to above, or captured in your response so far, that 
you feel should be considered? If so, what are they and what is the rationale for their inclusion? 

REF and TEF 

10.1 Excellent teaching at Russell Group universities is underpinned by excellent research. The 
Stern Review helpfully notes the importance of ensuring the introduction of the TEF does not 
result in the reintroduction of a binary divide and recommends the Government ensures there 
is no increased administrative burden to HEIs from interactions between the TEF and REF, 
and that they together strengthen the vital relationship between teaching and research in 
HEIs. We would welcome clarification from the funding bodies on how this could be 
achieved in practice. 

17 March 2017 

                                                
2
 Evaluating the 2014 REF: Feedback from participating institutions – report prepared by the Funding 

Councils (March 2015). 


