Efficiency and Effectiveness of Peer Review: Report by RCUK
Consultation Response by the Academy of Social Sciences
The Academy of Learned Societies for the Social Sciences is pleased to have the opportunity to respond to the recommendations in the Consultation Document relating to (a) the Research Councils’ report entitled ‘Efficiency and Effectiveness of the Peer Review Project’, and (b) the Warry Report into ‘Increasing the Economic Impact of Research Council Activities’.
The Academy represents 450 Academicians and 32 Learned Societies from all parts of the Social Sciences in the UK.  The Academy has consulted its membership via email and held an open meeting on 11 December 2006 to discuss the issues raised in the Consultation Document.
Before turning to the main options outlined in the Consultation Document, the Academy wishes to make two broader observations.

First, although the report concludes that peer review should remain the basis of research evaluation, and the Academy does not wish to dissent from that view, the Academy wishes to note that peer review does not retain the full confidence of the research community and that adjustments to the process of peer review itself need further evaluation in relation to the questions posed in the Consultation Document.  In particular, the Academy is concerned about the transparency of the process – and recommends that as a matter of best practice reviewers should be encouraged to sign their reviews – and wishes to stress the need to improve the variable quality of feedback offered to applicants.  The Academy also notes that there is some evidence that the current practice of not concealing the names of applicants may reduce the objectivity of the review process, particularly in smaller research fields where applicants are likely to be well known to all members of the peer review panel.  Both of these matters are regarded as more important than the main questions posed by the consultation document.
Second, for two main reasons, the Academy is unsure why this inquiry into the effectiveness and efficiency of peer review in the research councils is being conducted at this time.  It regards the peer review process as conducted in the ESRC – within the quality limits associated with best practice as indicated in the previous paragraph – as generally fair and effective.  The estimated cost of peer review across all the research councils (£196m/annum), a highly contestable figure, is not regarded as excessive, especially as only 10% of the cost falls upon the research councils.  The Academy believes that competitiveness in research funding, maximising the quality of research applications, is best served by allowing researchers themselves to determine the amount of time that should be spent on preparing, reviewing and refining applications, rather than micro-managing the process.  In particular, this effort should not be seen wholly as a ‘cost’.  The process of dialogue should be viewed as beneficial, raising the overall quality of applications and the research subsequently funded.  Much more important is the return of high quality feedback to applicants.  Nothing is more dispiriting than to receive rejection with little or no reasoned explanation for the decision.
With respect to the options proposed -

Consolidation of Research Grant Funding (pp 56-58) 

A greater proportion of Research Council funding could be devoted to larger research grants, which would be offered either to research groups, or to departments and/or institutions and would consolidate support for a number of projects within a single large grant. Investigators supported by such a grant would then face some restriction on further proposal submission, e.g. they may not be permitted to apply in responsive-mode for the duration of the award. The aim would be to provide long-term and flexible support for leading research groups, departments or institutions, whilst reducing the burden incurred by the preparation and peer review of multiple proposals. In addition, or alternatively, the Research Councils could seek to increase the length of research grants and thereby reduce the frequency with which grant holders need to apply for further funding. 

On balance, the Academy is strongly opposed to a process of consolidation, in principle and in practice.  This is because social science funding is small in relation to the number of research active staff in UK Higher Education.  The need for further consolidation of research activity, as is sometimes argued for in areas of high cost science, is not thought appropriate in social science – quite the reverse.  There is no evidence that concentration necessarily improves the quality of social science research, especially where this leads to complicated inter-institutional management structures.  More negatively, consolidated funding undermines equity, tending to discriminate against small subject areas, small departments and small pockets of excellence, and risks prejudicing the opportunities for junior colleagues and new, emerging areas of inquiry.  If consolidation became a general principle across the research councils it would reduce the cross council research opportunities within institutions, except in the largest and most successful of institutions, especially where the links between STEM subjects and social science are concerned.  The Academy views these kinds of links as especially important in the future.
On the positive side, consolidation could lead to some research benefits provided it was implemented in such a way as to promote teamwork, had the necessary flexibility to support a general research area rather than a series of specific and independent projects, and particularly if the funding carried the requirement to develop ‘new’ researchers. 
Institutional-level quotas (pp 60-61) A quota could be established for the maximum number of proposals each institution could submit during an identified period of time. The aim would be to control the number of proposals submitted to the Research Councils, and thereby the burden on the research community incurred by their preparation and peer review. One variant of this option might be to apply it only to institutions with the lowest success rates.
 The Academy is strongly opposed to this option.  In principle, it believes that competition between applicants is the right approach and this should be neither affected by institutional quotas nor their internal management by institutions.  The difficulties (and costs) of deciding upon quotas between institutions and their subsequent management within institutions far outweigh any marginal benefits to the research councils.  It is not at all clear how such decisions (based on ‘past’ evidence) would recognise and encourage innovation, how they would support the diversity of social science or the agendas of new researchers, or how they would assist the position of researchers whose work lies at the boundaries of established disciplines.  These disadvantages are seen as the inevitable consequences of quotas unless excessive resources were used to combat them at all levels in the research funding system.
Controlling Resubmissions/Recycled proposals (pp 64-65) Research Councils would introduce measures to control the number of proposals that, following an initial unsuccessful pass through the full peer review process, are modified and then resubmitted. In one variation all resubmissions would be prevented, in another only “invited” resubmissions would be allowed. 
The Academy does not believe that this is a serious issue in the social sciences and believes that generally the ESRC handles this matter sensibly and sensitively.  How it is handled depends very much on the feedback from referees, and therefore what is asked of referees.  The Academy does not seek change from current practice except possibly in one area – that of the handling of applications from ‘new’ or ‘junior’ researchers.  A case can be made for such applications to be handled differently.  For example, applications from established researchers may be prohibited from re-submission whilst those from ‘new’ researchers reaching an agreed level of quality could be offered the opportunity of resubmission on the basis of feedback forwarded from the referees.  The ESRC, and many of the Academy’s member learned societies, provide workshops to assist new researchers and we would want to further encourage this activity.
Greater Use of Outlines (pp 65-67) Short outline proposals, comparable to those currently used in some directed programmes, would be required for responsive-mode proposals. These would be subject to a light-touch peer review, which would inform a substantial sift or triage. Full proposals would only be accepted from among the outlines selected. The aim would be to reduce the time spent on the preparation and peer review of detailed proposals, and thereby the overall burden of peer review. 
The Academy has mixed views about this proposal.  In particular, it believes that outline proposals would only increase the number of proposals and if the intention is to reduce the burden of peer review this proposal begs key questions as to what form a ‘light touch’ peer review would take and who would do it.  Such a process should not be an ‘administrative’ one and there are risks associated with asking academics to review outside their specialist fields, especially if more effective feedback is to be part of the process (see above).   This means that there is little support for outline proposals in general although a stronger case can be made for programme level bids where these would be reviewed by a specialist panel appointed for the purpose.  Indeed, the level of detail (and effort of preparation) often required for programme bids – including the signing up of private and public partners – means that outline proposals are essential – a practice frequently employed by ESRC already.
It is sometimes suggested that less detailed financial information need be supplied at an outline stage but even here the research councils usually need enough information to judge value for money and institutions are reluctant to allow researchers to submit bids without at least some oversight of the costs proposed.

Assessing potential economic impact The Warry report recognised the contribution peer review could make in increasing the economic impact of Research Councils’ activities. In this respect, the report recommended that Research Councils should ensure that: • peer review panels contain members expert in identifying work of potential economic importance; • reviewers’ training includes the importance of economic relevance to the overall Council mission; • guidelines for reviewers are clear on how they should score the economic impact of bids and how this score is related to the other measures by which bids are assessed; • applications for responsive mode funding identify potential beneficiaries of the research 
The Academy has members of long experience in the awarding of research grants as well reviewing proposals. Their universal view is that it is very difficult to develop a reliable means of determining potential economic impact. (The Academy is aware that economic impact is to be read more broadly to include all welfare benefits but is very concerned that the continual use of this ‘shorthand’ term will become self-fulfilling to mean something narrower and strongly recommends the use of another term that better reflects what it is said is intended). To date, they believe no reliable method for predicting impacts at the time of application has been developed because impacts are often indirect and only emerge as the research proceeds.  Indeed, impact and quality of research do not exist in isolation, a point regularly made by research users during the 2001RAE, and thus the effective conduct of the research proposed is as important as the potential benefits that might be identified at the application stage.  The training of reviewers specifically to identify economic impact thus seems unlikely to help much.  The real impacts may take a considerable time to emerge, the Wellcome Trust, for example, assumes that the true impacts are only evident after 10 years.
There is also a concern that certain conceptual areas of research will be downgraded simply because their welfare benefits (to what community – local, national, Third World?) are not immediately obvious.

More generally, this question is posed too narrowly.  If beneficial impacts are to emerge then more emphasis should be placed on research with an applied focus creating an environment where researchers and practitioners can build relationships.  This has to be a two-way relationship between researchers and practitioners (and financially supported beyond costing the research itself), capitalising upon the creativity of the best researchers and not penalising them for not being entrepreneurs, although some may be very adept at doing this form of knowledge sharing.
General Conclusions
Of the four options, the Academy believes that the sensitive and selective use of re-submission, alongside the continuation of current ESRC practice, offers the greatest opportunities.  But generally speaking, we remain opposed to the introduction of additional barriers to research submissions even if success rates are low and may be lowered further by the introduction of metrics into future RAEs.  Success rates alone should act as the key disincentive to apply.
The peer review process also needs to be evaluated within a broader context than its efficiency and effectiveness within the research councils, to include the RAE for example, and to be seen as more than a ‘cost’.  The Academy is also concerned about the wider and potentially unintended consequences of the proposals.  In particular they threaten to work against innovative and novel research bids, especially those put forward by researchers with limited track records.  They also do nothing to build greater trust in the peer review process itself or the constructive two-way relations that should exist between researchers and practitioners.
