Some thoughts on the ERA 2010 Assessment Process and Some Suggestions for TASA to consider for 2012.
These comments are in response to the TASA Executive Committee’s request that I write a short piece about how TASA might respond to the 2010 and, more importantly, 2012 ERA exercise.
I assume that there are variations in the quality of sociological research across the discipline and that the average quality of research at an institution can be measured through an exercise like ERA. I also think that although the ERA 2010 process had flaws which TASA should encourage the ARC to address, the 2010 exercise did identify real relative differences between units of evaluation in the average quality of sociological research. 
My short list of recommendations is as follows:
1. Lift the “low-volume threshold” to a minimum of 50 outputs, preferably indexed journal articles, alternatively indexed journal articles and/or books/book chapters, in the research output reference period.

In ERA 2010, if an institution had 30 or more research outputs in a six year reference period (1/1/03 – 31/12/08) in the 1608 Field of Research (FOR) code in Sociology across all types of output (authored books, book chapters, journal articles, conference papers ) it had to make a Sociology submission. Authored books count 5 for weighting purposes. This threshold is very easy to achieve and allows institutions with almost no research presence in sociology, or whose outputs consist solely of unrefereed conference papers, to put in a sociology submission.  In 2010, Sociology was submitted by 34/41 institutions. Across all disciplines (over 150 4 digit FOR codes), only three or four disciplines had more university submissions than this.  If a comparatively large number of institutions with very small numbers of low quality publications (e.g. unrefereed conference papers, edited book chapters that are not really research) have to submit in 1608, the national picture that emerges is that there are many places where sociological research is of poor quality.

In 2010 it is broadly true that the Low Volume Threshold only applied to disciplines in the Humanities and Creative Arts and the Social, Behavioural and Economic Sciences. Other disciplines had to meet a threshold of 50 indexed journal articles (i.e. articles that were in journals indexed by the citation supplier, Scopus). A similar narrow recommendation for sociology would set the minimum only in terms of indexed journal articles, while a broader recommendation, that is closer to our publication practice, would set it as a combination of journal articles and books/book chapters. Other things being equal, setting the threshold value higher than 50 is likely to lift the average quality rating across the country.

It is hard to overstate the importance of this recommendation, in my view. If you restrict submission in Sociology to those units of evaluation with 50 refereed, indexed journal articles and books/book chapters you will effectively eliminate other units of evaluation that are likely to be in the bottom of the quality distribution. This is very likely what happened in the other discipline clusters, and is potentially one reason why they appear so much stronger than sociology (and other disciplines subject to the LVT). 

2. Remove conference papers from the list of eligible publication outputs. 

Conference papers are early or intermediate research outputs produced on the way to a final product. They are typically subject to considerable revision before being published. Assessing research quality by assessing the quality of conference papers is like assessing a PhD thesis by reading early drafts and chapter outlines.

3. Remove book chapters in edited books or require the research component of edited book chapters to be identified explicitly in the institutional submission.

Many chapters in edited books blur the lines between textbook material and research, or have been written for other purposes, such as to appeal to a non-academic, non-researcher audience. At best, book chapters are subject to only light peer review, and being asked to submit a chapter in an edited book, or asking a contributor to write for your book, implies a commitment to publish. The probability of having a book chapter rejected is effectively zero. Since much of what is published in book chapters is not research, and will be published regardless of quality, edited book chapters are likely to pull an average quality assessment down. There is also no way, in ERA, to reliably measure the quality of book chapters because too many book chapters are submitted (see next point).

The radical way to address this is to eliminate book chapters in edited books as an acceptable research output. This seems to me to ignore that many such chapters are genuine research and thus should be assessed. An alternative recommendation is to require that book chapters in edited books formally meet the ARC’s research definition (this was a requirement of ERA2010, but I don’t know if it was enforced) and require an institution to demonstrate this in its submission. The ARC definition of research is a contribution that creates new knowledge or new understandings, and allows, among other things, the synthesis of existing work if this is done in a creative way. 

4. Confine peer review to (bits of) authored books only. 

Peer review is a necessary requirement for research evaluation in sociology, but only if reviewers read the right things and assess in consistent and transparent ways. In 2010, 3537 publication outputs were submitted in 1608. Only 170 of these were books while 1800 were book chapters and conference papers. Institutions were encouraged to nominate 20% of these for peer review -  assume approximately 700 publication outputs to be read and reviewed. Across all disciplines, ERA used over 500 peer reviewers to assess in 157 research areas. If we assume that 5 peer reviewers were used for Sociology (a very generous assumption), each would still have to read approximately 140 outputs and they would have to make reliable quality judgments for each. And in this scenario, each publication would still only be read by one reviewer and thus subject to only one individual’s judgment.  

Much more likely is that peer reviewers chose what to read and read only a very small fraction of nominated outputs. This introduces a large amount of “process unpredictability” into the peer review process, particularly, when, for books, book chapters and conference papers, there are no objective criteria available for gauging research quality (understood here as impact on the immediate field of study). Given that we need peer review because of the diversity of types of publication output in sociology, let’s have it confined to those outputs that researchers would typically regard as their mature published work – their authored books. This would result in many fewer outputs to peer review, and would mean that what gets reviewed is much more representative of what is submitted.

To avoid bias that results when institutions nominate what is peer reviewed, we could also suggest that a random sample of books (with the percentage small enough to allow proper rigorous peer evaluation) for each unit of evaluation, be selected by the ARC.

Given the journal ranking system, and my next comment about citation metrics, I do not see a need to peer review (again) indexed journal articles. They have already been reviewed during the journal submission process.

5. Introduce citation metrics for indexed journal articles. 

ERA produces quality ratings within disciplinary codes. Disciplines are not compared to one another when assigning an ERA rating. Disciplines that used citation metrics in 2010 were subject to discipline-specific benchmarks (e.g. citations per paper for Australian and world publications in a particular discipline area such as Quantum Physics), and an institution’s publications were compared to these benchmarks. These benchmarks are objective because they are derived independently from citation practices, and because they apply equally to all institutions. If all Australian universities compare favourably against a world benchmark, all will score highly in the ERA rating process. Sociology citation counts are lower than in some other disciplines, and the major citation suppliers do not fully cover the journals that sociologists publish in. However if the lack of coverage affects all universities equally, no-one is advantaged or disadvantaged. And since disciplines are not compared, sociology as a whole does not suffer if citation counts are lower than in other areas. Furthermore, if all universities do well against a world benchmark, all can score highly. And if Australian sociology improves its position over time against a benchmark, all universities can move up. When the discipline rejected citation metrics in ERA 2010 it rejected the use of an objective benchmark against which everyone could potentially do well.

There is another critical reason for including citation based measures. The journal ranking process for Sociology is imperfect, and many articles in lower-ranked journals attract many citations. Using citation measures protects these articles and these journals from some of the vagaries of the journal ranking system. They are another way to deal with measurement error in the journal rankings (see point 6).

6. Make sure that Research Evaluation Committees take account of all indicators when assigning quality ratings. 

It is a basic tenet of measurement theory that multiple indicators are preferable to single indicators for measuring complex phenomena. A single indicator may contain systematic or random error that either biases a measurement up or down, or introduces noise. Multiple indicators with random error see measurement errors cancel each other out, eliminating noise and highlighting what is being measured. Multiple indicators with different sources of bias also see measurement errors cancel out. Given the difficulties of measuring research quality, using many different valid measures (e.g. different types of valid research outputs, esteem measures and peer-reviewed research income) will be more accurate and fairer (less likely to particularly advantage or disadvantage groups) than an over-reliance on a smaller number of indicators. The key point here, though, is that indicators must be valid and capable of reliable (i.e. consistent on repeated application) measurement. As noted, I do not believe that conference papers are valid indicators of research quality. I am also somewhat sceptical that many book chapters in edited books are valid measures of quality, but even if they are, their volume means that their quality is extremely hard to assess reliably in an ERA-style assessment process.

7. Have the ARC produce some transparent guidelines about what “world standard” for a discipline means.

The Research Evaluation Committees appear to have an extremely difficult job given the volume and variety of material submitted. While citation benchmarks provide an objective metric for assessing international standards, to my knowledge, similar objective benchmarks do not exist for other types of research outputs, or for esteem or peer-reviewed research income. If Research Evaluation Committees have to assign ratings against a “world standard”, this standard should comprehensively and objectively reflect research practices in a given discipline. In disciplines where journal articles are the norm, and citation metrics are reliable and valid indicators of research quality that are very highly correlated with esteem and income measures, citation benchmarks provide a valid and reliable “world standard”. For other disciplines, panels have to rely much more on their judgement. In particular, in the Social, Behavioural and Economic Sciences, and Humanities and Creative Arts, there is more ambiguity and less quality data from which to make judgements about “world standard”. Some time and money needs to be spent developing appropriate benchmarks for other quality indicators, or assessing relationships between citation-based benchmarks and performance on other measures, so that valid and reliable world standards are available for assessment in SBE and HCA. 
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