Research evaluation for excellence

Research
environment
Research integrity protects
the reputation and careers of researchers
and organizations

Definition
Instead of a blurry definition
of actions in the research
environment to foster research
excellence, let’s start with the
research culture or climate
and the way researchers are
assessed. Science and research
aim to advance knowledge to
its own and society’s benefit. To
do so, that knowledge needs to
be trustworthy, which means
robust, rigorous, and transparent
at all stages of design, execution,
and reporting. Thus, research
evaluation plays an important role

in developing research results and
shaping their impact on society.
In that sense, myriad stakeholders
take part in research evaluation,
from institutions such as
universities and research
agencies with supervisors,
mentors and codes of conduct;
to researchers with research
integrity training; scientific
publishers like editors, authors
and peer-reviewers; funding
agencies; and whistleblowers or
regulatory agencies.

Excellent research
environment
Maintaining an excellent research
climate, though challenging, can be
achieved through a collaborative
and transparent approach, wherein
publishers, researchers, institutions,
funders, and metrics providers act
responsibly to positively change it.
In this sense, there are some
helpful initiatives like the San
Francisco Declaration on Research
Assessment (DORA) and the

Leiden Manifesto, which place an
emphasis on assessing research
based on trustworthiness, rigour
and transparency. They have
developed guidelines with principles
and recommendations to improve
how research is evaluated in hiring,
promoting, and funding decisions.

The 10 principles
of the Leiden Manifesto:
1.

Quantitative evaluation should support qualitative expert
assessment.

2.

Measure performance against the research missions
of the institution, group or researcher.

3.

Protect excellence in locally relevant research.

4. Keep data collection and analytical processes open,
transparent and simple.
5. Allow those evaluated to verify data and analysis.
6. Account for variation by field in publication and citation
practices.
7.

Hong Kong
principles:
Responsible research
practices
Transparent reporting
Open science and open
research
Valuing a diversity of types
of research
Recognizing all contributions
to research and scholarly
activity

Institutions can make a difference
in how they assess candidates when
hiring them, or how they promote
and reward their researchers.

Base assessment of individual researchers
on a qualitative judgement of their portfolio.

8. Avoid misplaced concreteness and false precision.
9.

The Hong Kong Principles for
Assessing Researchers, presented
at the 6th World Conference on
Research Integrity, put a specific
focus on ensuring that researchers
are explicitly recognized and
rewarded for behaviour leading to
trustworthy research.

Recognize the systemic effects of assessment
and indicators.

10. Scrutinize indicators regularly and update them

For individual researchers,
changing a research
environment can be difficult,
but not impossible. Some
things they can do in order to
achieve it are:
Addressing issues
Talking about the dilemmas
Supervising responsibly

Assessing more
than the scientific
output
The University Medical Center Utrecht
(Netherlands) is trying to positively change
the research environment. To appoint
new professors, they require applicants
to submit a portfolio with their teaching
activities, evaluations, and societal
contributions, in addition to their scientific
output. The whole portfolio is assessed
when considering promoting researchers
to full professor. The process is longer
but considered fairer since it allows the
appointment of a more diverse group of
people.

Funders can also play a key role
in ensuring a healthy research
environment by changing their
funding criteria: they can take
into account the content and
skills of the researchers and
not only the output from earlier
projects. A good example is the
Wellcome Trust Foundation, which
is advancing in that direction. Their
website states:
“We want to help build a better
research culture, one that is
creative, inclusive and honest.
Current practices prioritize
outputs at almost any cost. This
is damaging people’s wellbeing
and undermining the quality
of research. We can all help
to reimagine how research is
conducted”.

Journals, too, have a strong
influence on this. Nowadays,
there is growing concern
among researchers about how
publication in journals is used for
evaluating research. Many regard
these evaluations as having a
negative impact on scholarship,
as it introduces perverse
incentives.
Some journals have already
started to abandon the promotion
of the journal impact factor,
such as eLife or PLOS; other
publishers, like the Royal Society
or Nature Research, choose to
put the journal impact factor in
the context of a broad range of
journal metrics, showing how
different journal metrics have
different values.

Research culture is not only the
culture of the researchers, but
the culture created with all the
stakeholders. And it is a global
thing, involving all countries.

Challenges for the
research environment
Modern research culture assesses
researchers mostly by their numbers,
so the pressure to publish is strong.
To some degree, this can incentivize
high-quality research, but when that
pressure is heightened, it may have
detrimental effects both on research
and its professionals: they feel they
must publish in high impact factor
journals to increase their chances of
getting funded or promoted.

As stated in a 2019 PLOS ONE
article, ‘Perceived publication
pressure in Amsterdam: Survey
of all disciplinary fields and
academic ranks’, by Tamarinde
L. Haven, Lex M. Bouter, Yvo M.
Smulders, Joeri K. Tijdink: “an
excessive publication pressure
is linked to poor quality research
and teaching, a decreased
willingness to share raw data, less

involvement from researchers in
public and policy issues, and less
academic creativity. The perceived
hypercompetition is thought to
lead to less rigorous (‘rushing to
print’) and less reliable science.
Publication pressure is associated
with a greater likelihood to engage
in research misbehaviours”.
Some of those research
misbehaviours corrupt findings
and conclusions and can consist
of fabrication, falsification, and
plagiarism, among others. Besides
that, other types of questionable
research practices can happen, such
as salami slicing, gift authorships, or
intuitively deleting data.

Publication pressure can also have
detrimental effects on individuals:
it is associated with emotional
exhaustion and susceptibility to
burnout. Young researchers usually
experience more publication
pressure than their senior
counterparts.
Although challenging, it is
necessary to foster a healthy
publication environment where
researchers feel supported to
focus on the quality and integrity
of their research. In this line,
initiatives like repositories for
papers are helpful and can also
have a positive influence on the
research culture.

Researchers’ personal
contribution to a good
environment
While it is clear that institutions
should take the lead in changing
the way they assess researchers,
researchers themselves can
instigate change by talking
about the issues, dilemmas, and
difficulties they come across.
These may not necessarily be
mistakes; sometimes something
happens and can cause a

problem that researchers
have to deal with. Whereas the
emergence of a dilemma is often
not the researcher’s fault, poorly
dealing with the consequences
of their decision in a responsible
way can be.
To solve this, it is important that
researchers team up and – if

Feel relief,
share it with
your colleagues
Talking and discussing
issues, rather than just
silently suffering them,
is key to opening up the
culture. Teaming up,
talking and, if needed,
whistleblowing, can
improve many situations,
not only when dealing
with a dilemma or difficult
results, but also when
trying to balance work and
personal life.

necessary - blow the whistle
together. And that requires a more
open culture, with protection and
systems in place so that people
can get advice and support,
and share their worries with a
confidential counsellor – not just
file a complaint.
Whistleblowing is a way to
actively report misconduct.
Depending on the strength of
an institution’s whistleblower
protections, people will feel
encouraged to inform on
misbehaviors or decide to
passively witness a potential
integrity breach.
Thus, whistleblowers should get
protection. That protection does
not only affect researchers but also
any individual or group that may
be indirectly involved in conducting
research. It is a key element in
an institution’s ethics code and
supports the culture of scientific
integrity within an institution.

Whistleblower protection
differs widely among
institutions and countries. For
instance, universities in the
UK have developed a specific
whistleblowing policy for different
misbehaviors, such as grievance,
bullying or harassment, whereas
in the US the Whistleblower
Protection Enhancement Act
of 2012 guarantees protection
for federal employees who call
attention to waste, fraud, and
abuse in government operations.
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This Research Environment overview is part of the Ethical Researcher series
developed in the framework of the Path2Integrity project, a European Union
Horizon 2020 research and innovative programme that raises awareness
about research integrity, while educating on how to argue in favour of
responsible research and reliable research results. The main goal is to
explain how important it is for researchers and society to sustain a culture
of research integrity.

Please, also
check the
following
overviews on:

Researcher accountability
Mentorship
Publication
Transparency versus
protection of data and results

Research Integrity
Is the quality safeguard of science and technology, the social
sciences, and the humanities.
Protects the reputation and careers of researchers and research
organizations.
Contributes to social progress, trust and accountability in science
and technology, the social sciences, and the humanities.
Avoids negative social impacts and wasted resources, time,
and efforts.
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