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Abstract 

The University of Antwerp started research assessments per discipline that include a site visit by an 

international panel of peers in 2007. A few years later we reported that for research teams in the 

sciences basic metrics like group size, h-index and efficiency in publishing in top journals predicted 

panel assessments of quality and productivity (Engels et al, 2013). Upon the completion of the second 

cycle of research assessments in the current academic year 2024-2025, we ask ourselves (1) to what 

extent the stated aim of improving the quality and impact of research has been achieved, and (2) what 

shape the third cycle of research assessments will take. For this third cycle, the need to reconcile 

quantitative and qualitative approaches, responsible use of metrics, transparency and inclusivity are 

top priorities.   

In this paper we first analyze and reflect upon the evolution, the results and the lived experiences of 

the UAntwerp research assessments since 2007. We then present our proposal for the third cycle of 

UAntwerp research assessments that will focus on creating contexts in which research can flourish. 

To achieve this, the assessments will take achievements and bibliometric and other indicators as 

context elements rather than as elements of assessment. Our aim is to launch a system of more 

responsible research assessments that will be fully formative and future-oriented, with validated 

dashboards capturing inputs, process elements, outputs, and impacts as context elements for 

qualitative assessments .  

Introduction 

Research assessment needs to consider input, process, output and impact of research, 

whereby impact involves both scholarly-academic impact as well as broader cultura l, 
economic and social impact (Moed, 2017). In practice, however, research assessment 

too often mainly relates to bibliometric indicators of journal articles indexed in 
citation indexes such as Web of Science or Scopus. Even though bibliometric ians 
have repeatedly stressed the important limitations of the use of bibliometrics when 

assessing individual researchers (e.g. Wouters et al., 2013), it seems that the 
omnipresence of bibliometric indicators has taken over research assessment at many 
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levels (Wilsdon et al., 2015), leading to calls to seriously rethink their use (CoARA, 
2022; Zhang & Sivertsen, 2020), as well as fierce debate about bibliometrics versus 

peer review (Abramo, 2024).  
In our modest opinion, a debate that is just as important is how to conceive 
responsible research assessments that do consider input, process, output and impact 

of research, thereby integrating qualitative and quantitative approaches. Since 
research assessment and research behaviour co-evolve (OECD Global Science 

Forum, 2025), and science has become a team effort in a majority of cases, there is 
a pressing need to rethink research assessment of teams. Such research assessments 
should welcome inclusive research and a diversity of outputs and impacts, while 

emphasizing the importance of a research context, research environment, and 
research process conducive to responsible research and innovation with impact. In 

this paper we explore, after two cycles of research assessments of teams at the 
University of Antwerp, how the next cycle of research assessments at our univers ity 
can be brought more in line with the ambitions of the responsible research assessment 

agenda (Global Research Council, 2024).  

Investments in and evaluation of university research in Flanders 

According to the regional innovation scoreboard of the European Commiss ion, 
Flanders is an innovation leader. The region scores particularly well in terms of 
international scientific co-publications and public-private co-publications, 

illustrating the large extent of internationalization of university research and the 
strong integration of innovation ecosystems in the region. Although government 
expenditures on R&D remain well below 1% of the regional GDP, business 

expenditures on R&D have increased significantly over the last decade and are 
currently well above 3% (IDEA Consult, 2024) As for Europe as a whole, boosting 

productivity and competitiveness are major challenges, all the more so since 
increased private investments in R&D seem not to translate in productivity increases 
as expected. 

Flanders is well known for its system of performance-based funding of univers ity 
research (Debackere & Glänzel, 2004; Engels & Guns, 2018). At the occasion of the 

Nordic Workshop on Bibliometrics and Research Policy 2023, Engels & Guns 
analyzed the co-evolution of the PRFS with bibliometric performance indicators and 
reported an initial increase in per capita productivity. In the longer term, scholarly 

productivity and impact seem to have stabilized at a relatively high level, which also 
shows in the bibliometric indicators of the aforementioned regional innovation 

scoreboard. Holding such a position becomes less evident given the intense global 
competition for talent and infrastructure in science and technology, and may over 
time result in a slight or gradual reduction of competitiveness.  

Less well known than the Flemish PRFS is that universities in Flanders have a legal 
obligation to assess the quality of their research activities (Engels et al., 2013). These 

research assessments resemble systems in the Netherlands and Norway (Sivertsen, 
2017), whereby research assessment at the level of departments or research teams 
takes place without direct financial consequences for the university or the 

departments and teams involved. In other words, these assessments take place per 
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discipline and are intended as exercises to gather input and evidence on how to 
maintain and further improve quality and impact of university research. Like 

universities in Sweden (van den Besselaar & Sandström, 2020), universities in 
Flanders are autonomous in the organisation of these research assessments per 
discipline. 

In addition, universities for many years also had a legal obligation to evaluate each 
university professor at least every five years (recently this legal obligation has been 

relaxed). Although Flemish universities were in principle free to decide on how to 
conduct such individual evaluations, some universities set up complex quantitat ive 
systems involving, among other elements, annual performance and goal setting 

reviews (DORA, 2023). The reform of those systems and the fact that all Flemish 
universities and the Flemish Rector’s Conference (VLIR) where among the first 

signatories of the Coalition on Advancing Research Assessment (CoARA), 
illustrates that each of the Flemish universities is seeking a balance between 
expectations for productivity and impact, and nurturing academic freedom and 

diversity in research. In the next section, we delve deeper into how we balance these 
aspects in research assessments of teams at UAntwerp.  

Research assessments of teams at the University of Antwerp 

In 2007, the Research Board of the University of Antwerp decided to introduce a 
systematic external quality assessment of its research, through a discipline-spec ific 

approach and involving site visits by external peer reviewers (Engels et al, 2013). 
Since then, consecutive site visits took place according to a rotating system, in which 
each year the research groups belonging to two disciplines have been assessed. This 

way, all disciplines at the University of Antwerp have been evaluated twice since 
2007. The Research Board opted for a protocol which is similar to the Dutch research 

assessment protocol (Standard Evaluation Protocol or SEP - since 2021 renamed 
Strategy Evaluation Protocol). Each international peer panel presents its assessments 
on four criteria – quality, productivity, societal engagement & impact, and viability 

- according to a five-point scale: (5) excellent, (4) very good, (3) good, (2) 
satisfactory, and (1) unsatisfactory. The panel provides  a textual motivation for each 

score. Next to scoring the groups, the panel also reflects and provides feedback on 
the research policy of the department and/or faculty to which the groups belong and 
makes suggestions for the further development of research policy at the level of the 

department, the faculty, and the university (Houben, 2023). 
The stated aim of the assessments is improving the quality and the impact of the 

research. By assessing the performance of the groups against their mission, strategy, 
and future plans, the panel members provide feedback on the past performance and 
current situation of each of the groups and are able to provide recommendations 

towards the future. Each assessment is to be regarded as a guiding principle, a means 
of self-reflection and positioning one’s team in the research system. Although the 

units of assessment are the research teams, the assessment is strongly related to 
research policy within the department, the faculty, and the university. By assessing 
all groups within a department or faculty, the panel gets a broader picture and can 

make recommendations to each aggregation level where it sees fit. After all, 
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difficulties in the research agendas of the groups often are related to obstacles within 
the research policy on a higher level. As such, each assessment report provides each 

level recommendations by an international expert panel about the research itself, the 
research context and the research policy.  
Ever since 2007 the assessment dossiers prepared in view of each visit emphasize a 

holistic approach, diversity, transparency, and validity. In the dossiers each research 
team provides qualitative context in the form of their mission, strategy, 

achievements, and a SWOT-analysis. Quantitative measures and indicators, that are 
known to and validated by the researchers in the discipline and each of the research 
groups prior to the submission of the preparatory documents to the expert panel, 

support these narratives. These quantitative indicators included information on 
inputs (e.g. overview of academic and technical staff, as well as doctoral and 

postdoctoral researchers; overview of funding acquired), process (e.g. duration of 
doctoral trajectories), as well as output (e.g. doctorates awarded; publications ; 
patents), and impact (e.g. citations; spin-offs launched). In terms of scholarly 

outputs, the approach can be considered broadly in line with the recommendations 
of the Leiden Manifesto (Hicks et al., 2015), e.g. the inclusion of outputs in a 

diversity of languages and beyond international citation databases, and decided upon 
in consultation with the researchers in the discipline of focus. Still, the channels of 
publication and, where applicable, their impact factors are provided, as are personal 

bibliometric profiles of the professors in the group, leading to a possibility for focus 
on specific kinds of outputs (e.g. publications in high impact journals) over others. 
Over time we have put more emphasis on societal impact and incorporated 

information on Open Science practices, as well as on research integrity and a 
diversity of research outputs. The university research affairs office also applies a co-

creation approach in the assessment process, by taking into account discipline 
specific characteristics and needs throughout the process. Such a way of evaluating 
has gained more and more attention since the creation of the SCOPE Framework 

(INORMS, 2021). UAntwerp professors also suggested potential panel members and 
chairs (Rahman et al., 2016). The entire process was also carried out in a transparent 

way by granting the professors and researchers access to all documentation and 
information with regard to the research assessment, including all the details behind 
numeric tables and graphs that the research affairs office prepares for the 

international expert panel (cf. Hong Kong Principles for assessing research, Moher 
et al., 2020).  

Observations after two cycles of research assessments  

In this section we provide a brief summary of observations after two cycles of 
research assessments at the University of Antwerp. We specifically zoom in on three 

aspects: 
- The correlation of the assessment scores. As research groups receive scores on 

quality, productivity, impact and viability, we ask ourselves to what extent 
these ordinal scores correlate with each other. The higher the correlations, the 
more difficult panels might find it to differentiate these predefined dimens ions 

during their assessments. Very high correlations may indicate a need to limit 



41 

 

the number of dimensions to assess, while dimensions that are less correlated 
indicate areas that might be in need of additional attention. 

- The evolution of assessment scores from the first to the second cycle of 
assessments. Houben (2023) already reported, over halfway the second cycle, 
a clear increase of scores. Here we analyse this evolution upon the completion 

of the entire second cycle, and zoom in on the evolution of the scores for each 
of the four criteria. 

- Lastly, we consider the main recurring issues that expert panels commented 
on, and what they might imply for the setup of the research assessments.      

Correlation of scores 

We calculate Spearman’s rho correlations for the assessment scores within the first 
assessment cycle and within the second assessment cycle. Within each cycle, one 

expert panel per discipline assessed all the research teams within the given field. All 
correlations are positive and statistically significant (p<.001), yet the correlations in 
the second cycle are lower than in the first cycle, implying more variation of the 

scores per group in the second cycle. Especially in the first cycle, the high 
correlations seem to indicate the difficulties panels may experience to assess these 

predefined dimensions of the performance of teams separately. In the second cycle 
we still observe moderate correlations, although some panels were more inclined to 
e.g. assess impact and/or viability differently than the quality and productivity 

dimensions.  
 
Table 1. Correlations of scores for quality, productivity, impact, and visibility in the 

first (upper right triangle) and the second (lower left triangle) cycle of research 

assessments. 

Table Quality Productivity Impact Viability 

Quality - .76** .76** .75** 

Productivity .60** - .73** .65** 

Impact .43** .49** - .73** 

Visibility .45** .53** .50** - 

    Note. ** p <.001 

 
Evolution of scores 

We performed Mann-Whitney U tests for nonparametric assessment scores to 

evaluate the differences between scores awarded by the international expert panels 
to the research groups in the first cycle (N = 136) and those awarded in the second 

cycle (N = 112). The results indicate statistically significant differences between the 
scores on all criteria: quality (z = 4.07, p < .001), productivity (z =4.47, p = .001), 
impact (z = 2.34, p = 0.019), and viability (z = 2.27, p = 0.027) with higher scores 

on these parameters in the second cycle (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. Scores per assessment criterion during the 1 st (136 groups) and the 2nd cycle 

(112 groups) of research assessments. 

 

Van Drooge et al. (2013) observed a similar inflation of scores in the Netherlands. 
Since the members of an expert panel in the second cycle receive the assessment 
report from the first cycle, they often make comparisons with previous 

recommendations and scores. As many groups try to live up to these 
recommendations, panel members tend to reward the groups with a higher score than 

in the previous cycle. Indeed, the intensity of research at Flemish universities, e.g. in 
terms of number of researchers per professor, has steadily increased at least until 
2020, thus providing support for higher scores in terms of productivity. At the same 

time, the evidence is mixed at best when it comes to per capita productivity of 
research outputs, or quality and impact of research. Therefore we consider the 

gradual increase of scores for quality, productivity, and impact likely to represent a 
learning or habituation effect, whereby the teams learn to position themselves more 
strategically whereas the assessors reward positioning and results that are in line with 

their expectations and recommendations.  
The increasing scores for viability, however, probably also represents another effect, 

that of further clustering of research groups. Indeed, even though the UAntwerp  
added two new faculties (in Applied Engineering and in Design Sciences), and two 
new departments (in Revalidation Sciences and in Applied Linguistics) in 2014, the 

number of research groups in the second cycle is considerably lower than in the first 
cycle, mainly due to mergers of groups into somewhat bigger wholes. Indeed, with 

the current total of 112 research groups, the average group now brings together 4 full 
time equivalent of professorial appointments, while this used to be 3 FTE. 
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Recuring themes in the self-assessments and the expert panel reports 

In terms of recurring themes addressed in the expert panel reports, we distilled five 

main themes across all assessments. A major observation is that very few aspects of 
these themes seem to relate to one of the assessment dimensions specifically.    
Not surprisingly, a first recurring theme concerns the attraction and retention of 

talent. Indeed, research cannot do without talented and well-trained researchers at all 
levels, from PhD candidates to professors. Hence research groups and departments 

often brought up this challenge, while the expert panels repeatedly stressed the 
importance of investing in early career researchers, their training and their career 
paths. 

Secondly, research groups and departments frequently brought up funding for 
research as a theme, often with concerns regarding the high competition for grants 

and fellowships, and the extensive uncertainty that comes with low success rates at 
all levels (e.g. at the Flemish and European level). We find this also in the panel 
reports, in particular the recommendation to strengthen support in the pre-award 

phase.  
Thirdly, the units frequently commented on the need for state of the art research 

infrastructure, including the cost of maintenance of such infrastructures. The expert 
panels for their part underscored the importance of research infrastructure, while also 
emphasizing the need for collaboration and efficiency gains, and the need to 

prioritize long-term investment in technical staff and infrastructures. 
Fourthly, the high workload of researchers and professors is a recuring theme, 
attributed to a range of issues such as administrative overload and teaching load. 

Indeed, the expert panels recommended several times to (re)balance teaching and 
research, while also suggestion increasing administrative support. 

We note that the expert panels tend to link these themes to the future research 
performance of the teams, although rarely specifically to the dimensions of quality, 
productivity or impact. Just like the medium to high correlations of these 

assessments, this seems to illustrate the impossibility for the expert panels to 
disentangle these different dimensions during the assessments. The same holds for 

other recuring recommendations, such as the suggestion to strengthen the 
international profile and networking of the university.  
The expert panels linked only a few themes or topics explicitly to quality, 

productivity or impact of the research. For example, some panels recommended to 
aim explicitly for high impact journals, while others encouraged to focus more on 

societal impact. An often recurring theme was the need to facilitate and stimula te 
interdisciplinary research and to tackle the hurdles that researchers experience to 
engage in such research, which panels often linked to the innovativeness and (future) 

societal impact of the research. 
Overall we observe that the main recurring themes in the expert panel reports, across 

all disciplines and across the two assessment cycles, rarely relate directly to one of 
the dimensions of the assessment. Rather they tend to relate to the research context, 
the organisation, and the (research) policies at the departmental, the faculty, and the 

university level.  
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Towards a new framework of responsible research assessments 

Currently we are preparing, in close interaction with the Research Board of the 

university, the third cycle of research assessments. In line with the SCOPE 
framework (INORMS, 2021), a first focus of these discussions concerns the purpose 
of the research assessments. In particular, we suggest a refined notion of the purpose 

of the research assessments. Instead of the purpose ‘to improve the quality and the 
impact of the research’, we suggest a more specific purpose ‘to contribute to a 

context that is conducive to high quality research with high impact on science and/or 
society’. This explicitly includes recognizing values of academic freedom, diversity 
and inclusivity of research, and contribution to the prosperity and well-being in the 

region and beyond. 
In order to attain this ambitious goal, we intend to prioritize a thorough 

understanding of the context of the research as a starting point for all assessments. 
This will include both the broader context of research in Flanders, as well as 
continuous monitoring through dashboards of each research unit’s performance in 

terms of inputs, process, outputs, and impact. We aim for more ethical and 
responsible use of all available indicators, by positioning them explicitly as 

background information to the mission and strategy of each research team and 
making this information permanently available to each team. This context per 
research team will provide the background for an analysis of strengths, weaknesses, 

threats, and opportunities by each cluster that is to be assessed. This qualitat ive 
SWOT analysis will then serve as the main input to a panel of experts.  
In terms of aggregation level, we intend to evolve towards broader clusters, larger 

then one discipline or department and perhaps sometimes involving several facult ies 
at once. Hence the research teams will become the building blocks of an assessment, 

rather then the units of assessment. What will be assessed, with a view of maximal 
alignment, is the research context, the organization, and the research policy at the 
level of the departments, the faculties, and the university. This ‘assessment’ will not 

be a numerical assessment, but will take the format of a set of recommendations, in 
order to foster collaboration, and aligned strategies at all levels, taking into account 

the needs of a variety of stakeholders, from early career researchers, to professors 
and research group leaders as well as heads of department, deans, and the rector 
team. 

Conclusions 

The University of Antwerp conducts research assessments of research teams since 

2007. Over the years the approach of the assessments has evolved, e.g. gradually 
paying more and more attention to context and process elements. With the third cycle 
of assessment in preparation, we advocate a thorough rethink of the assessment 

approach, refocusing on the research context, the organization, and the research 
policy at the level of departments, faculties, and the university in order to align more 

with the ambitions of responsible research assessments. At the occasion of the ISSI 
2025 Special Track FRAME, we will reflect on our experience of conducting 
research assessments since 2007 and the state of play of the preparation of a third 

cycle of responsible research assessments. The focus of our presentation will be the 
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challenge of integrating contextual quantitative indicators and qualitative SWOT 
analyses in the assessment of research. 
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