

Sussex Code of Practice for Research Assessment


University of Sussex

Code of Practice for Research Assessment 
1. Introduction 

The University of Sussex wishes to understand the quality of its research portfolio on an on-going basis. 
Research assessment processes have, in recent history, been largely focussed on the externally-defined processes of national research assessment (RAE and REF). Whilst such processes remain important, the University wishes to ensure that internal research assessment is undertaken on a systematic and continual basis, and in a way aligned with the full range of its strategic priorities for research, rather than being solely reactive to externally-driven exercises. Accordingly, the purposes of undertaking internal research assessment include - 

a. As part of the assessment of performance against the University’s Strategic Plan;
b. As part of a robust framework for the support of individual staff engaged in research;

c. To provide key management information, on a reasonably comprehensive and rigorous basis, to senior managers responsible for research leadership and support at Sussex;
d. In the context of preparation for external reviews of our research (most significantly future REFs, but also other relevant processes such as substantial external proposals or reports).
As a number of conceptually and practically different models are available for research quality assessment, and as inappropriate approaches can pose risks for both the institution and individuals, the University considers it important explicitly to set out its framework for internal research assessment. This is provided below. 
2. Basic principles
1. The University of Sussex aims to deliver internationally high-quality research of lasting academic value and with impact that benefits society. Further details on the University’s plans to deliver on this aim are set out in the University’s Strategic Plan. Internal research assessment processes exist to support this endeavour. 
2. As far as is possible within the external policy framework and the practical circumstances, the imperative to produce excellent research and to publish it in the most relevant outlets should not be compromised. 

3. The University recognises that individuals on a research, or teaching and research, contract may have a variety of priorities and personal strengths at a given time, both in the context of their research plans and their overall academic portfolio of teaching, research and administration. Their priorities, provided that these align with the University’s strategic aims, should be supported by research assessment and development processes. 

3. Policy framework

4. This Code of Practice should be understood within the context of a number of other relevant policies. These include (but are not necessarily limited to): 
a. The University’s Code of Practice for Research, and its other research policies, which are available at: http://www.sussex.ac.uk/staff/research/rqi/policy/research-policy; 
b. The University’s Equality and Diversity Policy, which is available at: http://www.sussex.ac.uk/equalities/; 
c. The University’s policies on data protection, which are available at http://www.sussex.ac.uk/ogs/policies/information/dpa.  

d. The University’s guidance for the use of External Research Advisors (ERAs), which is available at: 

http://www.sussex.ac.uk/staff/research/rqi/policy/research-policy; 
e. The San Francisco Declaration on Research Assessment (DORA), to which the University is a signatory, and which seeks to prevent inappropriate use of Journal Impact Factors and equivalent metrics. This is available at: http://www.sussex.ac.uk/staff/research/rqi/policy/research-policy;

4. Structure and processes for research management at Sussex
5. The senior officer responsible to Council, Senate and the Vice-Chancellor for delivery of the University’s strategic aims for research is the Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Research). The Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Research) (hereafter ‘PVC Research’) is appointed by the Council of the University.
6. The PVC (Research) reports on a day-to-day basis to the Vice-Chancellor. The PVC Research will also, from time-to-time, bring research strategy and management matters to the Vice-Chancellor’s Executive Group (VCEG) for report or decision. This will include periodically reporting on the summary outcomes and findings arising from internal research assessment processes. 
7. The PVC (Research) directs the management of research, including research assessment matters, through meetings of the Senior Management Group (SMG), which includes all Heads of School, and the Research and Knowledge Exchange Committee, which includes all School Directors of Research and Knowledge Exchange. 
8. The PVC (Research) is supported in development of research assessment policies by the Research Management Group (RMG) and by professionals within Research & Enterprise Services and other relevant parts of the Professional Services. The RMG is currently composed of the PVC (Research), as chair; the Director of Research and Enterprise; the Director of Interdisciplinary Research; the Director of Research Partnerships and Impact and the Director of Doctoral Education. Other members of Research & Enterprise Services also regularly attend and support the group in a secretarial and advisory capacity. 

9. University policies on internal research assessment will be prepared by the PVC (Research) with support from the RMG and will normally be circulated to Heads of School (‘HoS’) and Directors of Research and Knowledge Exchange (‘DRKEs’) for comment and input prior to being formally adopted. HoS and DRKEs are encouraged to involve further colleagues within their School in opportunities for input as they consider appropriate. 

10. Policies on internal research assessment matters will be updated from time-to-time in light of relevant external or internal developments. Normally such updates, unless very minor, will follow the process outlined above. 
11. The PVC (Research), HoS and DRKEs take collective responsibility for ensuring that this Code of Practice is consistently applied across the University. 
12. All research assessment practices should give due regard to the University’s Equality and Diversity Policy. In preparing for external exercises such as a future REF, the University’s research management structure will consider an equalities monitoring profile for the University at appropriate points.  
13. Any decisions relating to individuals and using information from research assessment processes will give due regard to any relevant individual circumstances of the individual, insofar as such information is available. Individuals are encouraged to declare any relevant circumstances to their line manager; they may seek advice from Human Resources if required. 
5. Internal research assessment processes 
14. Research assessment processes will be both informed by, and will inform, the annual personal research planning process, which includes a discussion of the current research profile and plans of individuals. 
15. External Research Advisors (ERAs) have been or will be appointed, where appropriate, to support and advise the University’s internal research assessment processes. A separate policy provides the framework for the use of ERAs. 

16. Each School is asked to produce an annual summary report of their progress, strengths and challenges, drawing on the personal research planning process and their ERAs’ comments, both for sharing within their School and for discussion in biannual meetings between the HoS, DRKE, PVC (Research), and RMG members. 
17. Specific guidance on the use of the ERAs is available on the Research Policy webpages: http://www.sussex.ac.uk/staff/research/rqi/policy/research-policy;
18. From time-to-time the PVC (Research) will initiate a more specific and condensed internal research assessment exercise. Specific guidance on the process for such exercises will normally be developed with input from HoS and DRKEs and circulated to all relevant staff. 
6. Exercises to prepare for external research assessment 
19. Findings from internal research assessment processes may be used (or re-used) in exercises to prepare for external research assessments, e.g. a future REF or equivalent. However, careful attention must be paid to ensuring that the context of both the internal assessment and the external exercise is taken into account, recognising that a quality judgement given at one time and in a particular context will not necessarily still apply at another time and in a different context. 
20. Guidance and information on any specific preparations for an external research assessment exercise will be circulated to all relevant stakeholders. 
7. Quality Standards 

21. Where numerical grades are applied in assessments of the quality of a given research output, this will normally be on a scale consistent with relevant external mechanisms, for example the 0-4* scale used in REF2014. These standards may be revised if external and internal circumstances make such revision appropriate. 
22. HoS and DRKEs are encouraged to create, in consultation with their School colleagues, a brief description of how the quality scale applies to the disciplines and activities represented within each School. One set of quality standards should be created for each major disciplinary area within a School, with the HoS having final authority over how major disciplinary areas are defined. Whenever an individual’s work is being assessed, clear information on the quality standards to be applied should be available to the individual in advance. 

23. Any individual employed to undertake research in the relevant area may share comments and concerns with their DRKE for consideration in future revisions to the quality standards.
8. Sharing of assessment information and confidentiality

24. The assessments of the quality of individual outputs will not be shared beyond the University, other than with the ERAs, without the agreement of the individual author. 
25. Assessments will only be shared internally with individuals who have a legitimate reason to view the information, including those with mentoring or other support responsibilities. The assessments may be shared internally for any purposes where they would constitute relevant information, but care should be taken to ensure that they are not shared to an unnecessary extent or in inappropriate contexts. 
26. Whenever the assessments are shared internally, the person doing so will make all reasonable efforts to ensure that the context in which the assessments were made is fully understood by the recipient of the information.
9. Avoidance of inappropriate practices and unintended consequences 

27. Poorly considered research assessment processes or standards can have a negative effect on institutions and individuals, including through unintended or perverse consequences. It is the University’s intention to ensure that its processes support researchers and their work, and so will endeavour to avoid this happening at Sussex. 

28. Any individual who is concerned that unintended or perverse consequences have arisen in this context or are at risk of doing so is encouraged to raise the issue with their DRKE or HoS. If they feel their concern is inappropriate to raise with the DRKE or HoS, they may raise it with the PVC (Research).  
29. Any reference to metrics in internal assessment practices should be compatible with relevant University policies and with the University being a signatory to the San Francisco Declaration on Research Assessment (DORA), which discourages inappropriate use of Journal Impact Factors. 
10. Equal opportunities
30. Staff who play key roles in operating internal research assessment processes will periodically receive equal opportunities training appropriate to the tasks that they are required to undertake. 
31. In considering the research contribution of an individual member of staff, care and attention will be paid to individual personal circumstances. These should be disclosed through the normal processes for providing such information to line managers and others with a relevant interest. As usual for these processes, personal circumstances information provided by a member of staff in the context of research assessment will be treated as confidential. 
Relevant circumstances include, but are not limited to:

· absence on maternity, paternity, parental or adoption leave and arrangements on return to work after these periods of leave;

· part-time / fixed-term work or other flexible working arrangements;

· time spent acting as a carer or other similar domestic commitments;

· any disability which falls under the jurisdiction of the Equality Act 2010;

· absence on the advice of a registered and appropriately qualified medical practitioner;

· other absences which the University is legally obliged to permit, such as absences for religious observance and absence arising due to commitments as a formally recognised representative of the workforce;

11. Communication
32. This Code of Practice is published on the University intranet (www.sussex.ac.uk/research). [To be posted on finalisation]
33. The Code of Practice and other relevant information will be brought to the attention of all relevant staff via email.  


Approved by the Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Research) [DATE]
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