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Background

• Growing recognition of need for research intelligence and performance 
management frameworks and metrics

• Frustration over tools available

– Duplication of effort, manually intensive systems, and overall inefficiency

– Dissatisfaction with data and tools available to integrate information

– An appetite for more detailed research intelligence and for more sophisticated data 
tools and systems

• Frustration over availability of metrics to make sensible measurements

– Different stakeholders demand similar information differently

– Limitations of external benchmarking through inconsistent definitions and calculations



Research information 

management UK study, 2010

• www.researchdatatools.com/downloads/2010-research-
information-management-2.pdf

• Joint Imperial-Elsevier JISC-funded study of research 
information management 

– Institutions should work more collaboratively with each other

– Institutions and funders should work together to identify 
commonality in systems and processes

– Institutions should develop stronger relationships with suppliers 

– An agreed national framework for data and metric standards is 
needed

– Suppliers should participate in the development of data and 
metric standards 

– Institutions should be encouraged to develop long-term system 
strategies focussed on core research management processes 
and information needs
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Benchmarking

• With no holistic approach, it is not unusual for 
institutions to submit different information for the same 
data point in various external data-gathering exercises 

– Impossible to benchmark meaningfully without clear and 
shared data elements and metrics driven by institutions

• Institutions have allowed the demands of external 
stakeholders to determine the data and the data-
definitions they collect and measure

• Benchmarking requires the combination of data from 
institutions, suppliers (proprietary) and third parties



Second phase project: Snowball

• Overall goal: to facilitate external benchmarking by 
ensuring that institutions can confidently benchmark 
against their peers

• Self-funded, voluntary project 

• Aims of second phase

– Institutions define metrics and consensus method of 
calculation

– Define all possible sources of the data elements for 
the metrics

– Establish a three-year roadmap for ‘snowball effect’ to 
ensure adoption in sector





Define the landscape of research activities



Data collection experiment

• Each of the Snowball partner institutions would collect and 
contribute data on ten anonymised researchers

• Key challenges institutions faced:

– Data were not readily available 

– The request had to be completed manually 

– Data were spread across multiple departments and/or systems with 
different ownerships within the institution and therefore permissions 
were needed to access it

– The time period to gather the data was too short

– Some concerns about confidentiality, especially in relation to third 
stream (i.e. commercial) activity; spin-out, patenting, and licensing 
information was viewed as commercially confidential

– Engagement with industry was difficult to report as some of such 
activities were not mapped to the researchers involved







Key lessons

• Key lessons taken from the data collection 
experiment included:

– The availability of data

– Manual labour in data collection

– Definitions

– Confidentiality

• Affirmation of Snowball vision:

– "very worthwhile"

– "the right thing to be doing"

– "hugely valuable"



Key conclusions

• Strong support for consistently defined, standardised metrics 
to enable cross-institutional benchmarking from common data 
sources, with analytical tools on top

• There is a strong need to integrate data from different sources 
to increase the scope of the metrics that can be generated

• The method of data collection employed was a struggle and 
not scalable

• Despite the significant challenges identified, all involved 
strongly endorsed the concept of an analytical tool that 
enables comparison and benchmarking between institutions 
and across denominators



Current activity

• Expert group has reached consensus on 
definitions of data elements and method of 
calculation of priority metrics and denominators 

• Working on a scalable way of building priority 
metrics for all researchers in partner institutions

– Initially with three of the eight institutions with experts 
advising to ensure approach is scalable

• Developing relations with funders to source data

• Using data from all three types of data sources: 
institutional, proprietary and third party



Sample metric: success rate

Description: proportion of all applications on which a decision has been recorded in HEI 

system that were successful

Exclude:

• Applications without a decision

• Applications of collaborative partners

• Outlines, expressions of interest, extensions, supplements, studentships, Doctoral 

Training Centres / Grants / Awards

• Industry funding

Read out:

• HEI financial year (August-July) and rolling 12 month period

• Absolute value, number and %

• Normalised by researcher

Denominators:

• HESA cost centre and institution

• Funder type and individual funding bodies (RCs aggregated as well as individually)



Medium term aims

• Establish a UK sector-wide standard for institutional performance 
metrics 

– Come to shared, agreed understanding of what institutions, funders, 
and other stakeholders wish to measure and benchmark against

• Enable all UK HEIs and other key stakeholders to develop the 
capability to deploy standardised metrics for benchmarking and 
reporting

– Snowball methodology for calculating metrics and the framework that 
they sit in will be made freely available across the sector

• Work with entities that hold data on multiple institutions

• Easier collaborations with suppliers and more effective and efficient 
data management

• Regular updates published – first output in press now



www.projectsnowball.info (coming soon…)
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