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The UK national research assessment exercise (RAE) is reaching its grand finale and on 18 December, the results will be made public. On 5 January, confidential reports will be made available to academic institutions. Before the results have time to arrive and the impact is celebrated or commiserated, we have already switched off RAE 2008 and turned on REF 2013. This is evidenced in the reported 22 institutions that are involved in piloting the new REF assessment process (Higher Education Funding Council for England, 2008a).

We need a robust system to ensure equitable allocation of research funds. However, it is important to note: research funding allocation is a global issue. There are no valid and reliable measurement systems available and the Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) is acting appropriately by piloting the new bibliometric citation index: ‘As bibliometric techniques have the potential to provide robust and usable indicators of research quality across a number of disciplines. However, citation data should be used with caution to construct indicators that can be used in research assessment. They must be constructed using robust methods, the indicators should be interpreted by experts who understand the limitations and the patterns of citation behaviour in that discipline, and they should be used alongside other indicators of research quality’ (HEFCE, 2008b).

Our RAE provides individual and institutional assessment data analyses on publications, research grants, students, environment and peer review. The now ‘outdated’ UK RAE was assessed in relation to the rest of the world and was congratulated on its overall comprehensive approach (Thelwall, 2008). In comparison to other countries, it is surprising to discover that somewhere like the US has no national system for research assessment, and funding allocation depends on competitive grants with national evaluations of little concern. Peer review forms only a small part of the Australian research evaluation system with greater emphasis placed on research income (Thelwall, 2008). 

Leaving 2008 RAE in the hands of the assessors let us move forward to prepare ourselves for success in REF 2013. Guidance at this stage is difficult and although I have sought advice from the UK’s eminent academics, the repeated nature of the response is familiar and similar: focus remains on publication, peer review, research grants and citations. Therefore, the important message is to develop a deeper understanding of publication impact factors (IF) and bibliometrics.
  
Bibliometrics is an electronically-supported process in which measures of the number of publications, their properties, word frequencies, citation analysis, co-word analysis and author details can be collated at the touch of a button. The recognised index systems are the Institute for Scientific Information (ISI) and Science Citation Index (SCI) developed by Eugene Garfield in 1955 (Garfield, 2006) primarily to support scientific literature searching. In 1992, Garfield sold ISI to Thomson Scientific who provide citation data on approximately 7000 of the 23,000 journals available. It is useful to note that new competitors, Google Scholar and Scopus (Elsevier Science) are now producing large-scale online databases, which contain embedded citation indices (Thelwall, 2008). However, the original value of citation systems remains the same as its primary focus was and is to provide researchers with citation data that enables them to know how other researchers have cited a research paper and whether or not the research has been updated. It also provides data on scattered publications in non-mainstream journals thus ensuring collective knowledge acquisition. The ability to review citations and produce statistics on their numbers, all articles by an author, research group or country led to the development of the IF. 

Noble assumptions that counting citations would be a reliable measure of scientific value were evidenced in the perception that the more influential the research was, the more likely it was to be cited (Mowday, 1997). However, it was not long before many of the process’ and system’s limitations were identified: lack of assessment of the citations’ quality, poor comparability between subject specific groups and across groups, self-citation and the bias towards English language (Dong and Mondray, 2005). 

The formula for determining the IF is calculated by the number of citations from ISI-indexed articles published in year x to articles in the journal published in the years x-1 and x-2, divided by the number of citable items published in years x-1 and x-2.

New developments are constantly facing us and one important new challenger is ‘webometrics’. This name is given to the quantitative analysis of all web data. One major advantage of the webometrics is the speed at which citation data can be produced. One major disadvantage is the lack of quality control.  

In conclusion, our preparation for REF 2013 must be to keep our focus on doing high-quality research that makes a difference to public health and wellbeing. IF is going to continue to be a major indicator of research output. With rapidly developing new technologies and five years for globalisation impact, who can really plan with confidence for a sea of change? 
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