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Background 

• Growing recognition of need for research intelligence and 
performance management frameworks and metrics 

• Dissatisfaction with data and tools available to integrate information 
from disparate systems 

• Frustration that different stakeholders demand similar information in 
differing formats with differing definitions 

• Recognition of duplication of effort, manually intensive systems, and 
overall inefficiency 

• Limitations of external benchmarking through inconsistent definitions 
of data elements and calculations 

• An appetite for more detailed research intelligence and for more 
sophisticated data tools and systems 

– e.g. recently launched STAR METRICS project in US 



Research information 

management UK study, 2010 

• Joint Imperial-Elsevier JISC-funded study of research 
information management  

– Institutions should work more collaboratively with each other 

– Institutions and funders should work together to identify 
commonality in systems and processes 

– Institutions should develop stronger relationships with suppliers  

– An agreed national framework for data and metric standards is 
needed 

– Suppliers should participate in the development of data and 
metric standards  

– Institutions should be encouraged to develop long-term system 
strategies focussed on core research management processes 
and information needs 

• www.researchdatatools.com/downloads/2010-research-
information-management-2.pdf 

 





Benchmarking 

• Without clear and shared data elements and metrics driven by 
institutions, they find that it is almost impossible to benchmark 
meaningfully  

• Lack of a shared definition of metrics makes it difficult for institutions 
to measure performance against their peers (compare apples with 
apples) 

• With no holistic approach, it is not unusual for institutions to submit 
different information for the same data point in various external data-
gathering exercises  

• Institutions have allowed the demands of external stakeholders to 
determine the data and the data-definitions they collect and 
measure 

• Benchmarking requires an institution's own data, proprietary data 
(e.g. held by funders) and data held by third parties 

 



Second phase project: Snowball 

• Self-funded, voluntary project  

– participating institutions are getting perpetual free access to prototype and 
pilot  

– public service aspect brings value to the sector 

• Aims of second phase 

– Define a set of metrics  

– Define all possible sources of the data elements of the metrics calculations 

– Establish a three-year roadmap for adoption in sector 

• Address these issues by enabling institutions to benchmark against key 
research performance and activity metrics on a like-with-like basis 

• Overall goal: to facilitate external benchmarking by ensuring that 
institutions can confidently compare research data in a like-with-like manner 





Method 

• Starting in November 2010, a series of 

regular workshops organised 

• Shape the project's objectives, agree 

definitions of metrics and sources of data 

• Share experiences and knowledge, 

discuss outcomes 

• Aim to create a 'snowball effect' across the 

sector 





Definition of the landscape of 

research activities 

• Define landscape of activities in the research 
process 

• Identify and agree  

– the data points people wish to measure 

– a common set of denominators  

• Prioritise and develop metrics for a subset of 
core research activities 

• Analyse consistent and robust data sources  

 





Definition and prioritisation of 

Snowball project metrics 

• Sixty-six separate metrics identified 

• Definitions used varied considerably, e.g. ‘grant 
success rates’ and ‘researcher’ calculated and 
defined in a variety of ways by different institutions 

• Pivotal units – the denominators – identified by the 
Snowball team 

• Interrogate metric from a number of perspectives 
(‘denominators’), including by department, by 
funder type, by Unit of Assessment, or by a 
specific research theme 





Data collection experiment 

• Each of the Snowball partner institutions would collect and 
contribute data on ten anonymised researchers 

• Key challenges institutions faced: 

– Data were not readily available  

– The request had to be completed manually  

– Data were spread across multiple departments and/or systems with 
different ownerships within the institution and therefore permissions 
were needed to access it 

– The time period to gather the data was too short 

– Some concerns about confidentiality, especially in relation to third 
stream (i.e. commercial) activity; spin-out, patenting, and licensing 
information was viewed as commercially confidential 

– Engagement with industry was difficult to report as some of such 
activities were not mapped to the researchers involved 

 







Key lessons 

• Key lessons taken from the data collection 

experiment included: 

– The availability of data 

– Manual labour in data collection 

– Definitions 

– Confidentiality 

 

 



Prototype benchmarking tool 

• Despite its limitations and restricted 

nature, regarded as a powerful affirmation 

of the vision for an external benchmarking 

tool based on consistently defined and 

sourced metrics 

– "very worthwhile" 

– "the right thing to be doing" 

–  "hugely valuable" 



Key conclusions 

• There is strong support for the concept of consistently 
defined, standardised metrics to enable cross-institutional 
benchmarking from common data sources, with analytical 
tools on top 

• There is a strong need to integrate data from different sources 
to increase the scope of the metrics that can be generated 

• The method of data collection employed was a struggle and 
not scalable 

• Despite the significant challenges identified, all involved 
strongly endorsed the concept of an analytical tool that 
enables comparison and benchmarking between institutions 
and across denominators 



Current activity 

Following the work of our expert group (drawn from the eight 
institutions), which has reached consensus on the definitions of 
data fields and metrics: 

 

• Working on a scalable way of implementing, following on from 
the prototype: 
– including all researchers in institutions 

– using a subset of the metrics defined by our expert group 

• Developing relations with funders to source data 

• Using data from all three types of data sources: institutional, 
proprietary and third party 

• Working initially with three of the eight institutions (but experts 
advising to ensure method is scalable) 



Medium term aims 

• Establish a UK sector-wide standard for metrics, with consensus on 
definitions and institutional performance metrics.  

• Enable all UK HEIs and other key stakeholders to develop the capability to 
deploy a set of standardised metrics for benchmarking and reporting 
purposes 

• Work with entities that hold data on multiple institutions 

• Methodology for calculating metrics and the framework that they sit in will 
be made freely available across the sector to enable other institutions – or 
suppliers – to develop systems and tools based on Snowball specifications 

• Come to shared, agreed understanding of what institutions, funders, and 
other stakeholders wish to measure and benchmark against 

• Easier collaborations with suppliers and more effective and efficient data 
management 

• Regular updates on progress and outputs with practical value published – 
first output in press now 
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