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Responsible metrics: 
what’s the state of the art?



Overview
• What are responsible metrics?
• Why should we care?
• How to implement a responsible metrics policy
• How to actually do metrics responsibly
• Who is responsible for responsible metrics?
• A call for research evaluation literacy



Responsible metrics is what?

• A movement that seeks to ensure that the use of 
metrics in the evaluation of research is done 
responsibly mitigating against perverse effects 
and unintended consequences.



WHY BOTHER?



Metrics can kill people







Responsible metrics lead to better 
decisions
• Comparing SSH with STEM on citation counts…
• Comparing early & late-career academics on h-

index…
• Judging anyone by their ResearchGate score…
• …just isn’t going to lead to a sensible decision, 

let alone a fair one.



Responsible metrics statements
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Own responsible metrics principles
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Inspiration for RM statements
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How to implement a responsible 
metrics policy



The need to accept your policy is 
just the beginning

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC

https://www.liberties.eu/en/news/munich-court-reverses-conviction-for-promoting-whistleblowing/17113
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/


The need to consider the advise-
police-judge spectrum

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed 
under CC BY-SA

This Photo by Unknown 
Author is licensed 
under CC BY

http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/file:tackling_anti-social_behaviour_on_patrol.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/
http://flickr.com/photos/anniemole/2855643750
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


The need for ownership at senior 
level
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The need to manage upwards
From a mailing list:

“…there’s a desire to have…a metric (and they are 
keen on just one) against which to evaluate the 

performance of our research…. I’d be very 
interested to hear anyone else’s experiences …in 
dealing with the expectations of senior managers 

with this sort of thing.”



How do you actually DO metrics 
responsibly?



One concept, many interpretations
Q: How has your policy affected your use of 
metrics in practice?

– Avoid ALL metrics
– Ban certain metrics
– Reduce use of metrics
– Use metrics in line with policy
– Use metrics alongside peer review
– Use metrics in context
– Develop new metrics
– Use a wider range of metrics



Introducing the INORMS   SCOPE 
model

Start with your values
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START with what you value



START with what you value

• Not with the data you have available
– The Streetlight Effect

• Not what others value
• University autonomy: use it or lose it

“If my h-index is the answer, what is the question?”



The streetlight effect



START with what you value

• Not with the data you have available
– The Streetlight Effect

• Not what others value
• University autonomy: use it or lose it

“If my h-index is the answer, what is the question?”



CONTEXT



Understand who & why you’re 
evaluating



Use of FWCI in measuring to understand

International Comparative Performance of UK Research Base – 2016 report on 2011-2014 data
https://www.elsevier.com/__data/assets/pdf_file/0018/507321/ELS-BEIS-Web.pdf

https://www.elsevier.com/__data/assets/pdf_file/0018/507321/ELS-BEIS-Web.pdf


Use of FWCI to identify staff for redundancy…



Do we need to evaluate at all?

• Huge growth in incentivising behaviour through 
measurement

• Campbell’s Law: “The way you measure me is 
the way I’ll behave”

• Measuring is not always the best way to 
incentivise behaviour







OPTIONS



Options
• Is your measure a suitable proxy for what you’re 

measuring?
• Quantitative measures are for quantifiable things…

– Citations, publications, money, students
• Qualitative measures for qualifiable things…

– Quality, diversity, excellence, value
• Beware using quantitative indicators as a proxy for 

qualitative things
– Citations ≠ quality
– Ranking position ≠ excellence



“Never mind the quality, feel the width”





Alan Dix
University of Birmingham and Talis

http://alandix.com/ref2014/

Doing metrics responsibly
ARMA Liverpool 2017 

metrics are 
rubbish 
but …

people are worse
(far)



PROBE



Probe for potential negative impacts

1. Who does this discriminate against?
2. How could this be gamed?
3. What might the perverse incentives and 

consequences be?
4. Do the benefits of measuring outweigh the cost 

of measuring?
5. Is evaluating research actually going to make it 

any better?





Does the cost outweigh the benefit?
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Probe for potential negative impacts

1. Who does this discriminate against?
2. How could this be gamed?
3. What might the perverse incentives and 

consequences be?
4. Do the benefits of measuring outweigh the cost 

of measuring?
5. Is evaluating research actually going to make it 

any better?



You don’t fatten a pig by weighing it

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-ND

http://www.kittlingbooks.com/2011/02/scene-of-crime-with-leighton-gage.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/3.0/


EVALUATE your evaluation…



That’s how we can 
evaluate responsibly.  
But who’s ‘we’?
Who’s responsible for 
responsible metrics?

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC 
BY-SA

http://www.mrscienceshow.com/2010/06/bring-us-your-burning-science-questions.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


The research evaluation 
food chain
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"nothing will do more to foster change in accordance 
with the principles set out in this report than concerted 
work and institutional change in the area of rewards 

and incentives” 

DOI: 10.2777/836532





Funders – Plan S



Gunashekar, S., Wooding, S. & Guthrie, S., 2017. How do NIHR peer review panels use bibliometric 
information to support their decisions? Scientometrics, 112(3), pp.1813–1835.

Funders



Wellcome Trust OA 
policy



Governments





Top Ten



University 
rankings



Data vendors



The need for Evaluation Literacy

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

https://www.aliem.com/2013/02/does-assessment-drive-learning/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


Responsible metrics requires 
responsible people

• Robust
• Humble
• Transparent
• Diverse
• Reflexive



Universities

29%
The proportion of Librarians surveyed whose 

LIS degree included bibliometrics



Bibliometric Competencies



Statistics for responsible bibliometrics





Workpackage 1:
Rating the rankers
• What if Rankers are no longer at 

the top of the food chain?
• Rate the rankers criteria: 

https://inorms.net/activities/resea
rch-evaluation-working-group/

• Key themes:
– Responsibility
– Transparency
– Measuring what matters
– Rigour

https://inorms.net/activities/research-evaluation-working-group/


Workpackage 2: Briefing 
materials for senior 
managers
• Set of powerpoint slides with notes to brief 

senior leaders on responsible research 
evaluation

• Based on SCOPE model
• Adapted to different settings (CC-BY)
• Translated into many different languages



Join the conversation!

• Start a conversation about responsible 
metrics in your own setting

• Start with what you/your institution values
• Join the broader conversation:

– INORMS-RES-EVAL@jiscmail.ac.uk
discussion list

– Lis-Bibliometrics@jiscmail.ac.uk discussion 
list

mailto:INORMS-RES-EVAL@jiscmail.ac.uk
mailto:Lis-Bibliometrics@jiscmail.ac.uk


This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-NC-ND

Better to light a candle than 
curse the darkness.

http://trymon1980.deviantart.com/art/candle-in-the-dark-510767292
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


Thank you for listening
Dr Elizabeth Gadd
Research Policy Manager (Publications)
Loughborough University

Skype: lizziegadd
Twitter: @lizziegadd
Email: e.a.gadd@lboro.ac.uk

http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4509-7785
http://about.me/elizabeth.gadd

mailto:e.a.gadd@lboro.ac.uk
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-4509-7785
http://about.me/elizabeth.gadd
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