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About this report

After years of debate, research assessment reform has moved to the top of the priority 
list for policy makers and science organisations alike, both in Europe and beyond. On 
October 25, 2022, Science|Business – in partnership with Elsevier – convened a unique 
workshop with international experts to discuss the way forward. This paper summarises 
the discussions and key recommendations arising from the hybrid roundtable. It is 
ultimately a product of Science|Business, and as such the views expressed herein do not 
necessarily reflect those of individual members of its Network. 
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Recommendations and takeaways

The workshop gave rise to the following conclusions and recommendations:

>  Assessment reform should rebalance the use of metrics, considering that the current 
system is too reliant on publications in prestigious journals. However, the process should 
be an evolution, rather than a complete replacement of the existing system with a new one.

>  There is no single perfect system, and respect for diversity is crucial. The assessment 
should recognise both quantitative and qualitative inputs, taking into account the objectives, 
discipline, and the institutional context.

>  The goal should be to introduce new (or adapt old) indicators that help to better reveal 
quality and that are transparent and fit the purpose of the assessment, while maintaining 
a concrete system based on the objectivity principle. As assessment cannot purely rely 
on statistics, peer review based on qualitative judgment will continue to play an important 
role. But experts question how to ensure high professional standards for this assessment 
method and warn about the peer review system already being almost saturated. 

>  Leveraging the experience of countries from outside Europe should be part of the system’s 
evolution, while European efforts should be designed to scale globally. The transition to 
an appropriately balanced use of qualitative and quantitative input is global, and some 
countries, such as Japan and China, are already taking steps towards it. 

>  The implementation of any new framework must be measured and transparent, providing 
both early career researchers and their senior colleagues with enough time to adjust. 
The assessment should encourage the achievement of research objectives, rather than 
creating challenges. 

>  Tackling inequalities is also crucial. The system should be designed to address gender, 
race and ethnicity, and regional inequalities through inclusive science. Experts warn that if 
these issues are not taken into account in the new assessment system, the existing gaps 
could widen in the future.

>  All knowledgeable stakeholders should be involved in the transition to the new research 
assessment systems. The interests of government funders should be taken into account. 
The insights of private companies that hire researchers, journals, publishers, as well as 
analytics experts, should also be factored in.

>  All in all, stakeholders should respect the diversity of contributions and outputs without 
compromising on quality.

?
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Introduction and context

Assessment has become an essential part of the research process, pivotal to measuring 
policy goals, deciding on programme budgets, project selection, funding awards and career 
development. Since the 2008 financial crash, economic constraints on public funding have 
intensified, leading to increased political demands for the scientific community to measure 
the broader impact it has in order to demonstrate its value to society.

At the same time, there is a growing consensus that the current assessment system needs to 
be rethought for an age of open science, big data, digitalisation and the demand for cross-
disciplinary methods and skills. There are calls to improve the use of metrics, better balance 
quantitative and qualitative factors, and broaden the scope of assessment to reflect the full 
diversity of inputs, outputs and practices in 21st century science.

The goal: a more refined set of indicators and approaches to drive the emergence of a 
fairer, more nuanced system. Against this backdrop, the European Commission has run 
a consultation and “co-creation” exercise with R&I stakeholders to define principles and 
boundary conditions for new, enhanced assessment systems. In June 2022 the process was 
endorsed by EU science ministers, leading to an action plan setting out the main lines across 
which the evolution of assessment systems should take place.

The resulting Agreement on Reforming Research Assessment – published in July – provides 
a pathway for change, to be backed by a “coalition of the willing” that commits to run a full 
cycle of assessment reform and review by the end of 2027. European University Alliances, for 
example, could be an environment within which to get the ball rolling. Importantly, however, 
the text proposes to cover all research funding and performing organisations, assessment 
authorities and prize-awarding bodies, not just the world of universities.

The main objective of the reform is to move away from inappropriate use of journal- and 
publication-based metrics in research assessment, towards a combination of metrics and 
narratives that reflect the value of research outputs and (researchers activities) in a more 
nuanced way. At the same time, the challenge is to benefit from the objectivity of responsible 
metrics, while embracing the variety of research outcomes and tailoring research assessment 
to the objectives of that assessment.

Inevitably, the key question now becomes: what’s next in terms of implementation? Can the 
shift from rhetoric to action be driven by genuine innovation and experimentation, towards 
an agreed set of defined and pragmatic outcomes? How best to reach beyond academia 
to involve the full R&I community? And while Europe embarks on its own transformation, is 
there truly a global appetite for change and willingness to align approaches?

On October 25 at a hybrid workshop in Brussels, Science|Business – with the support of 
Elsevier – convened a selected group of senior figures and experts from across the European 
and international R&I spectrum to address these topics. Drawing in part on the latest policy 
developments around the agreement on reforming research assessment, the ERA Roadmap 
and the European Strategy for Universities, the meeting sought answers to a number of 
specific questions and identified key considerations for policy makers as consensus moves 
into implementation.

The main areas of attention were the balance of quantitative and qualitative factors, 
respecting diversity, developing international cooperation, and taking research peculiarities 
into account, while maintaining a concrete framework for assessment systems.
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What is the best way to assess science?

In Europe and beyond, science needs to decisively shift to a point where assessment is based 
on a broader view of researchers’ achievements, one that looks beyond just the number of 
publications and journals’ prestige. That was the view of several speakers at the workshop. 
Mattias Björnmalm, secretary general at the Conference of European Schools for Advanced 
Engineering Research and Education (CESAER), contended that in the current system 
researchers have to split their time between “playing the game” by publishing in the right 
journals, and working on actual research. Stephen Curry, Chair of the Declaration on 
Research Assessment (DORA), called for less emphasis on the number of publications in 
prestigious journals.

Arguing that the academic community does not represent the society it claims to serve, 
Prof. Curry pointed out the interconnection between the need for assessment reform and 
addressing gender and racial inequalities. “One further driver, I think, which I see both in the 
UK, in Europe and elsewhere, is the links between research assessment and the drive towards 
addressing the inequities within academia, to which an increasing amount of attention has 
been paid,” he said. 

Regional inequalities also persist as access to research funding varies from country to country. 
Oleksandr Berezko, president of the European Council of Doctoral Candidates and Young 
Researchers, noted that implementation of open science requires resources and funds, and 
this creates gaps between European countries. For instance, while France is implementing 
its second plan for open science, in Ukraine the first plan has just been adopted. “If reform is 
not implemented right, it will increase inequalities that already exist,” he warned, adding that 
co-creation should be at the core of the reform.

Stephen Curry,  
chair of the 
Declaration 

on Research 
Assessment (DORA)

Gunnar Sivertsen, 
researcher and 
special advisor at 
the Nordic Institute 
for Studies in 
Innovation, 
Research and 
Education

One further driver, I think, which I see both in the UK, in Europe and elsewhere, 
is the links between research assessment and the drive towards addressing the 
inequities within academia.

Stephen Curry
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How Europe can leverage international experience

As they discussed potential reform objectives, experts shared the experiences of countries 
from outside Europe to see how their expertise can help develop a new approach that will 
benefit the scientific community. Amane Koizumi, research director at the National Institute 
of Natural Sciences in Japan, said that the challenges of European universities are similar to 
those of universities in Japan. In particular, he underscored the need to rely on a variety of 
metrics for research assessment. “Research assessment in Japan is currently dependent on 
a single or few metrics; this is a problem,” he asserted.

Sarah Howard from the Australian Research Council said that her country is working to 
introduce a more data-driven approach to research quality assessment. She explained that 
the approach focuses on streamlining national assessment in a way to harvest data and 
assign research codes automatically to reduce the reporting burden on universities. 

In China, which has been redesigning its research assessment since the beginning of 2020, 
the tendency is to go towards qualitative rather than quantitative assessment, and the 
use of peer review, according to Gunnar Sivertsen, researcher and special advisor at the 
Nordic Institute for Studies in Innovation, Research and Education. “Peer review is not easy 
to organise in a country that has not been used to this. And we should also be aware of 
ourselves in Europe, that peer review is not an easy solution to everything,” he said.

What a new system should deliver

Indeed, one of the key discussion topics at the workshop was the balance of quantitative 
and qualitative indicators and maintaining assessment objectivity, while moving away from 
relying purely on the number of publications in prestigious journals. While some experts 
were clearly enthusiastic about a transition to qualitative approaches, to diversify current 
assessment methods, others were more cautious, pointing out the related risks.

Monica Dietl, 
executive 
coordinator at 
the Initiative for 
Science in Europe

Jean-Claude  
Burgelman, 

professor of Open 
Science at the 

Free University of 
Brussels

Peer review is not easy to organise in a country that has not been used to this. 
And we should also be aware of ourselves in Europe, that peer review is not an 
easy solution to everything.

Gunnar Sivertsen
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Curry stressed that the criteria for qualitative assessment should be transparent and the 
data involved in the evaluation should be open so that those being assessed can verify that 
metrics are accurate and fit for the purpose. He also stressed the need for introducing new 
tools, such as narrative curricula vitae that combine qualitative and quantitative information. 
Nonetheless, he acknowledged the possible risks of bias creeping in through the narrative 
CV format, which is why it is important to stress that they be evidence-based.

Among the challenges associated with peer review, which is primarily based on qualitative 
judgment, are capacity (in terms of availability of reviewers) and quality control. “There is an issue 
of whether peer review is really a way forward. We all agree that yes, but there is an issue that the 
more organisations and countries move towards peer review, the more the system will saturate” 
Monica Dietl, executive coordinator at the Initiative for Science in Europe. 

In parallel, Oleksandr Berezko of the European Council of Doctoral Candidates and Young 
Researchers noted that if the research community wants to rely on peer review more, there is a 
need to work on professional standards. “Ideally, we need a very strong research culture,” he said.

Jean-Claude Burgelman, professor of Open Science at the Free University of Brussels, 
underscored the importance of objectivity, while warning that substituting the current system 
with purely qualitative metrics could be harmful for science and that each institution should 
be free to choose its own degree of qualitative evaluation on top of hard-core quantifiable 
metrics. Echoing Monica Dietl, he also pointed out the challenge of relying on a qualitative 
approach, given it is already hard to find peer reviewers. At the same time, he admitted the 
need for a richer metric system, saying that the scientific community has been relying on a 
single citation-based indicator – the Journal Impact Factor – in research assessment for too 
long. 

Burgelman also highlighted the need for international collaboration. “Without the international 
agreement, we get nowhere. Science is global so we need something that is globally 
workable, or it will not work at all,” he said. 

Participants agreed that there is no one-size-fits-all model and that the research community 
should align on assessment principles, while accepting diversity in implementation that 
corresponds to the situation in different countries, disciplines, and types of research. Dietl 
stressed that diversity should be at the core of the new system. “We have done great progress, 
but still the way will be long, because there is huge variety of situations in the different 
countries,” she said. “We need to be aware that we have to take specific situations into 
account, and there is a need to respect and to accept diversities of doing things depending 
on the stakeholder.” She added that interdisciplinary methods should be included in the 
evaluation system. 

The experts also discussed how to strike a balance between a certain degree of autonomy 
and the need for close dialogue to ensure synergies. Some participants stressed the need to 
align the system to specific research goals. Among others, Thomas Palstra, full professor at 
the University of Twente and a leading figure in recent Dutch assessment reform initiatives, 
suggested that research units should have the autonomy to define their own assessment 
purposes and strategy.

Without the international agreement, we get nowhere. Science is global so we 
need something that is globally workable, or it will not work at all.

Jean-Claude Burgelman

We need to be aware that we have to take specific situations into account, and 
there is a need to respect and to accept diversities of doing things depending on 
the stakeholder.” 

Monica Dietl
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Several participants flagged the need to consider early career researchers, who will be 
systematically disadvantaged when adapting to the new system. Ludovic Thilly, chair of 
the executive board of the Coimbra Group of universities, cautioned that the scientific 
community does not want to have “a sacrificed generation”, because the career path of early 
career researchers is not properly aligned with a new system. Other participants suggested 
that there should be a sustained effort to include new generations of active researchers to 
make sure that they are not discouraged by an excessive number of requirements, including 
non-scientific criteria.

Fear of the transition to the new system could lead to compromised solutions, according 
to Silvia Gómez Recio, secretary general at the Young European Research Universities 
Network. In her view, the scientific community should initially focus on values, rather than 
tools to define the new system. “Tools may be wrong, but I would question the tools, after 
we have the goals established,” she said.  

David Sweeney, professor of research policy at the University of Birmingham and former 
executive chair of Research England, also called for a focus on goals and principles before 
tackling specific implementation issues. As government is accountable for substantial 
investment in public funding, it needs to be convinced that the investment – and thus the 
goals defined in any evaluation effort – is worthwhile, he added.

Evolution, not revolution

Although there is a need to change the existing system, the consensus at the workshop was 
that the path should be an evolution rather than a complete replacement of the old model 
by a new one. Lidia Borrell-Damián, secretary general at Science Europe, stressed that the 
purpose of the reform is to rebalance how and when metrics are used.  

Tools may be wrong, but I would question the tools, after we have the goals 
established.

Silvia Gómez Recio
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“We are just trying to rebalance qualitative versus quantitative ways of assessing the 
researchers and also coming up with indicators that are not a proxy as the Journal Impact 
Factor, but that are much closer to the quality of each paper,” she said. The goal should be 
to create a community of researchers that can be more diverse, but equally excellent in the 
scientific output they produce, Borrell-Damián added.

Different functions of evaluation are to a certain extent defined by the different governing 
systems in which research operates, and in Europe the institutional context is very diverse. 
Jordi Molas Gallart from the Spanish National Research Council underscored that CoARA 
(the Coalition for Advancing Research Assessment) should serve as a “learning platform”.   
“I think it is very interesting to see how different countries face problems and try to learn from 
each other,” he observed.  

The roundtable debate also explored what might be the best way to involve multiple 
stakeholders in the assessment process. Giulia Malaguarnera of the Marie Currie Alumni 
Association flagged that research assessment cannot be the same for different stakeholders, 
considering that funders have different goals. She stressed that the specific interests of 
specific funders should be taken into account. Even in cases where a project makes a 
major scientific contribution, that does not automatically guarantee that it is aligned with the 
funders’ objectives.  

In parallel, Nick Fowler, chief academic officer at Elsevier, highlighted the need to understand 
institutional goals and then design indicators to move towards them. For example, the 
University of Tasmania has stated a goal to maximise the university’s societal impact in 
the state. “There, we are not looking at indicators of what researchers themselves do,” he 
explained. “We are looking at indicators within Tasmania: is life expectancy increasing? 
What are the drivers of life expectancy? How do the universities address hypertension to 
address life expectancy?” The assessment criteria should be simple, universal, calculable 
and transparent, Fowler stressed.

Meeting the needs of multiple stakeholders

Another key issue to emerge was the importance of involving companies that hire researchers 
in the assessment process and identifying the criteria that are critical for them. On top of that, 
participants discussed the role of journals, publishers and other commercial service providers 
in helping to improve research assessment. 

Fowler stated that publishers could support the implementation of the core principles of the 
reform and experiment with the academic communities on innovative ideas. As an example, 
he mentioned Elsevier’s collaboration with the Vice Chancellor of the Queensland University 
of Technology, who has been looking to broaden evaluation criteria for the contribution of 
researchers to include aspects such as mentorship and personal circumstances, and time off 
to take care of family members. 

Fowler also called for an end to the inappropriate use of Journal Impact Factor. “Elsevier 
absolutely advocates for the use of multiple indicators designed for the question in hand,” he 
added. 

We are just trying to rebalance qualitative versus quantitative ways of assessing 
the researchers and also coming up with indicators that are not a proxy as the 
Journal Impact Factor, but that are much closer to the quality of each paper.

Lidia Borrell-Damián
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To conclude, Fowler noted that there is a major 
role for publishers to play. “Publishers can really 
help with the things like the adoption of the 
credit system, which looks at the ways in which 
researchers contribute, for example, by reviewing 
articles or by taking up different authorship roles. 
The TOP Guidelines is another mechanism that 
journals adopt to encourage transparency and 
Open Science practices,” he said.

Several participants highlighted that serving society 
is among the main objectives of science, and the 
research input should have practical implications. 
Thomas Palstra from the Research University of 
Twente stressed the importance of engaging with 
citizens to deliver solutions in areas that serve them, 
such as healthcare or disaster relief management.

Speaking of practical ideas on how to support the interaction between multiple stakeholders, Michael 
Arentoft, head of the Open Science unit in the European Commission’s research directorate, called 
on the private sector to participate in workshops and seminars on research assessment. He agreed 
with Prof. Molas that CoARA is “a learning platform” to equip researchers and research organisations 
with the right tools. “At the CoARA, we have the working groups that aim to work as community of 
practices to do experimentation with the evidence given,” Prof. Molas highlighted.  

Andrew Plume, vice president of research evaluation at Elsevier, also welcomed input from research 
funders, suggesting that they could directly fund research on the questions related to the reform. 
Elsevier’s International Center for the Study of Research is itself running numerous research projects 
in collaboration with researchers and university leaders to provide a sound evidence base on which 
to found future policies on, for example, the career paths of doctoral alumni, international mobility of 
academic researchers, and fairer recognition and reward systems.

In terms of next steps, the first big meeting of ‘the coalition of the willing’ would take place on  
1 December 2022. Signatories to the Reform Agreement are committing to ensure that their research 
assessments will recognise the plurality of researchers’ contributions, respect differences between 
research fields, and reward new quality dimensions, such as open science, research integrity, and 
societal relevance.

Although the implementation plan for the new system is yet to be defined, the workshop participants 
agreed on key principles for the reform. The consensus is that the reform should rebalance the existing 
system rather than revolutionise it. Qualitative metrics and peer review would play a central role, but 
objectivity should not be compromised. 

On top of that, the new system should embrace diversity and address inequalities related to gender 
and race as well as regional inequalities, while still using scientific excellence as its guiding star. 
Assisting early-career researchers in adapting to the new system is crucial, but improvements to 
research quality should not be constrained by the fear of change. 

Finally, multiple stakeholders need to be involved in the evolution of assessment metrics, and they 
should be equipped with the appropriate tools to experiment with various solutions and evaluate both 
the benefits and costs of changes in criteria. Ultimately, to be effective and align with the global nature 
of research, the work initiated in Europe should benefit from contributions from other regions and will 
need to scale globally. 

Publishers can really help with the things like the adoption of the credit system, which 
looks at the ways in which researchers contribute, for example, by reviewing articles 
or by taking up different authorship roles. 

Nick Fowler
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