
DEVELOPMENT OF A PERFORMANCE ASSESSMENT SYSTEM FOR SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH

41

DEVELOPMENT OF A PERFORMANCE ASSESSMENT SYSTEM FOR
SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH ORGANISATIONS, AS A PART OF THE ONGOING
RAPID REFORM
I.Dezhina

The period April–May 2014 saw intensifi caƟ on of the 
eff orts aimed at determining the principles and proce-
dures for assessing the performance of scienƟ fi c research 
organizaƟ ons. The necessity of such an assessment and 
the main rules for its conduct are outlined in the RF Gov-
ernment’s Decree No 979, of 1 November 2013, ‘On 
Introducing AlteraƟ ons into Decree of the Government 
of the Russian FederaƟ on of 8 April 2009, No 312’1. The 
principles on which the assessment should be based, in 
accordance with the Decree, are as follows:

• the assessment should be conducted by inde-
pendent organizaƟ ons;

• scienƟ fi c research organizaƟ ons should be ar-
ranged into reference groups irrespecƟ ve of 
their departmental subordinaƟ on, with due 
regard for their specifi c fi eld and the types of 
scienƟ fi c research conducted by them;

• the assessment should rely on the same indi-
cators as are applied for assessing the perfor-
mance of scienƟ fi c research organizaƟ ons in 
the developed countries2.

In early 2014, it was planned that the assessment 
procedures would be further adjusted with due regard 
for the opinions expressed by the scienƟ fi c research 
community, and in parƟ cular the directors of insƟ tutes 
subordinated to the Russian Academy of Sciences 
(RAS). Since then, scienƟ sts, on their own iniƟ aƟ ve, 
have been puƫ  ng forth proposals concerning pos-
sible alteraƟ ons to the assessment procedures. How-
ever, it was only at the second conference of repre-
sentaƟ ves of scienƟ fi c research personnel of the RAS 
on 25 March 2014 that head of the Federal Agency 
for Research OrganizaƟ ons (FARO) Mikhail KoƟ ukov 
fi nally confi rmed that RAS personnel would indeed 

1  hƩ p://pravo.gov.ru:8080/page.aspx?67047
2  For more details concerning these parameters, see SituaƟ on 
in Russian Science and InnovaƟ on Sector // Russian Economy in 
2013. Trends and Outlooks. (Issue 35) – M.: Gaidar InsƟ tute 2014. 
P. 367–369.

The performance assessment system for scien  fi c research organiza  ons, which is currently being developed in 
Russia, has become an integral part of the ongoing reform in this country’s scien  fi c research complex The as-
sessment principles and criteria are determined by the RF Government’s Decree issued in November 2013; the 
opinion poll among the directors of research ins  tutes was conducted by the Federal Agency for Research Organi-
za  ons in April and May 2014. This gave rise to a new wave of debate concerning the parameters to be applied 
in the assessment. An analysis of the main trends in this debate shows that the issue as to the purposes of the 
assessment has been overlooked.

be involved in deve loping the proposed performance 
assessment system for scienƟ fi c research organiza-
Ɵ ons3. Later, on 16 April 2014, the FARO sent a leƩ er 
to directors of scienƟ fi c research organizaƟ ons, asking 
them to submit, by 25 April, their comments on vari-
ous assessment parameters – that is, eff ecƟ vely within 
10 days. This caused another surge of criƟ cism aimed 
at the government. Such a response originated by no 
means only from the fact that too liƩ le Ɵ me was al-
loƩ ed for the discussion of such serious an issue. The 
FARO’s leƩ er asked for comment not only on the as-
sessment parameters or procedures – it addressed, in 
fact, the fundamental principles on which the assess-
ment was to be based. Thus, it looked as if the FARO 
had decided to launch the enƟ re project anew and 
complete it within a record short Ɵ me. The Agency 
was interested, among other things, in answers to the 
following quesƟ ons:

• frequency of performance assessments;
• the reliance on only quanƟ taƟ ve data, or the 

necessity to back them up with experts’ esƟ ma-
Ɵ on assessment;

• the feasibility of assessing the performance not 
only of scienƟ fi c research organizaƟ ons, but sci-
enƟ fi c research groups;

• the principles for enrolling members in the ex-
perts’ boards4.

In accordance with the approved government plan, 
the development of assessment procedures should be 
fi nalized by 1 July 20145, which means that even the 

3  FANO privlechet sotrudnikov RAN k razrabotke sistemy ot-
senki eff ekƟ vnosƟ  insƟ tutov [The FARO Will Involve the RAS Per-
sonnel in the Development of the System for Assessing the Per-
formance of InsƟ tutes. RIA NovosƟ , 25 March 2014. hƩ p://ria.ru/
science/20140325/1000989328.html
4  LeƩ er of the FARO of Russia to directors of scienƟ fi c research 
organizaƟ ons, 10 April 2014, No 007-181-07.
5  Second leƩ er by Academician Alexey Parshin on experts’ as-
sessment of scienƟ fi c research orgaizaƟ ons to the FARO on 27 April 
2014. See hƩ p://www.saveras.ru/archives/9059
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FARO will have too liƩ le Ɵ me at its disposal for pooling 
and processing the submiƩ ed proposals, and for making 
the fi nal decision – given the fact that even insƟ tutes 
that share the same fi eld of study may off er diff erent 
points of view. The short Ɵ melines for decision-making 
in this case remind us of the way the reorganizaƟ on of 
three state academies was carried out – swiŌ ly, without 
a discussion, and without assessing its possible conse-
quences. This Ɵ me, the same administraƟ ve approach 
is applied in developing the performance assessment 
procedures for research insƟ tutes.

The main target for the criƟ cism voiced by the scien-
Ɵ fi c research community against the government per-
formance assessment project was the choice of the level 
of an organizaƟ on and not that of a laboratory, based 
on the principle of division of the organizaƟ ons into re-
ference groups, as well as the reliance on bibliometric 
data – whose limitaƟ ons are very well known. ScienƟ sts 
are almost enƟ rely unanimous in their opinion that an 
assessment at the insƟ tute level will result in data dis-
torƟ ons, especially because there are many mulƟ disci-
plinary research insƟ tutes in this country, as well as in-
sƟ tutes with unique specializaƟ on, whose performance 
it will be nearly impossible to assess in the framework of 
such an approach. The procedures for conducƟ ng the as-
sessment and selecƟ ng the experts were also discussed, 
including the possibility of aƩ racƟ ng internaƟ onal ex-
perts. Opinions diff er – with a slight prevalence of those 
against the involvement of foreign experts.

There was no single opinion concerning reference 
groups, either. Some believed that reference groups 
represent an approach that provides formal grounds 
for closure of research insƟ tutes – and these would be 
by no means always poorly performing ones. Others 
considered reference groups to be important, but only 
as a basis for comparing laboratories, and not enƟ re 
insƟ tutes. According to many of the parƟ cipants in 
the discussion, insƟ tute branches must not be closed 
down – instead, the assessment results may show the 
ways to upgrade and support the weak ‘links’. How-
ever, even a comparison made on the basis of biblio-
metric data at the laboratory level may be biased to-
wards those who work in more popular fi elds, where 
citaƟ ons can be noted more oŌ en.

The argumentaƟ on against preferenƟ al reliance on 
bibliometric data was supported by references to for-
eign experiences. The most popular in this connecƟ on 
has become the recent  experience of the UK, where 
the government introduced a new achievement as-
sessment methodology in the fi eld of science (Re-
search Excellence Framework)1. Indeed, this iniƟ aƟ ve 

1  Research Excellence Framework 2014. Panel Criteria and 
Working Methods. hƩ p://www.ref.ac.uk/media/ref/content/pub/
panelcriteriaandworkingmethods/01_12.pdf

had been discussed for several years before fi nally be-
ing implemented, it is well-grounded, and each fi eld 
applies its own measurement criteria and assessment 
procedures. The key elements of this system are as-
sessments at the level of departments and laborato-
ries, and the use of bibliometric data only as a second-
ary tool. Moreover, the journal impact factors – as well 
as the overall number of works published by a given 
scienƟ fi c research group – are not taken into consid-
eraƟ on. Bibliometric data may be applied only for the 
purpose of supporƟ ng and adjusƟ ng experts’ esƟ ma-
Ɵ ons. Experts, in their turn, assess the quality of pub-
licaƟ ons of each research laboratory (or group) on the 
basis of four best publicaƟ ons over the last 5 years. The 
number of citaƟ ons and other types of bibliometric 
analysis are not applied in the assessment of research 
results in social studies in humaniƟ es. In the fi eld of 
economics and econometrics, available citaƟ on data 
are taken into consideraƟ on whenever they are neces-
sary as supplementary informaƟ on, and the absence 
of citaƟ ons from a given study does not infl uence the 
results of its assessment. And fi nally, one more impor-
tant consideraƟ on is the purpose of introducing such 
a system: the assessment results are used as a basis 
for redistribuƟ ng the fi nancing fl ows between admin-
istraƟ ve structures and for determining the number of 
addiƟ onal jobs that can be created in one or other de-
partment of a given insƟ tute. 

The UK experience appears to be convincing, it has 
already been tested in a pilot mode, and so the Russian 
government – who have proclaimed their reliance on 
methods for assessing ‘the performance level of sci-
enƟ fi c research organizaƟ ons in the developed coun-
tries’ – can take it into consideraƟ on. This experience 
becomes even more relevant if we point out the fact 
that, in contrast to the UK – where no reforming takes 
place in the fi eld of science, and so the discussions as 
to its possible improvement may be lengthy – in Russia 
the situaƟ on is such that we cannot aff ord to spend 
years on the discussion of government plans. 

The consolidated opinion of acƟ ve representaƟ ves 
of the scienƟ fi c research community is refl ected in the 
leƩ er of the Council of the Society of Researchers to the 
Chairman of the RF Government ‘On the Performance 
Assessment of ScienƟ fi c Research OrganizaƟ ons’2. The 
leƩ er states that ‘the core assessment target must be-
come laboratories and research groups, and not enƟ re 
insƟ tutes. And the assessment must essenƟ ally rely on 
expert opinions, and not simply on quanƟ taƟ ve perfor-
mance indicators. The subdivision of all scienƟ fi c re-

2  LeƩ er of the Council of the Society of Researchers to the 
Chairman of the RF Government ‘On the Performance Assessment 
of ScienƟ fi c Research OrganizaƟ ons’ of 28 April 2014. See hƩ p://
www.saveras.ru/archives/9102



DEVELOPMENT OF A PERFORMANCE ASSESSMENT SYSTEM FOR SCIENTIFIC RESEARCH

43

search organizaƟ ons into three categories (the leaders, 
the stable ones, and those with no prospects for deve-
lopment) on the basis of their quanƟ taƟ ve parameters 
cannot be recognized as acceptable’. In this connecƟ on, 
‘it is necessary to adjust Decree No 979 without delay’. 
Thus, the main message of the leƩ er is that the proposed 
key approaches must be rethought once again without 
haste, because the more rapid procedures envisaged by 
the FARO may result in irreparable mistakes. 

On 22 May 2014, an expert session took place, where 
the directors of insƟ tutes formerly enjoying an ‘academ-
ic’ status aƩ empted to develop a common viewpoint. 
The outcome of this meeƟ ng is yet another confi rma-
Ɵ on of the fact that it is not easy to achieve a consensus 
even inside the scienƟ fi c research community. In fact, 
no majority-approved decisions with regard to such is-
sues as the feasibility of creaƟ ng reference groups, as 
well as the status of experts and the methods of their 
selecƟ on were made at the caucus. Among the posiƟ ve 
results, we may point to the inclusion in the draŌ  reso-
luƟ on of the provisions sƟ pulaƟ ng that an assessment 
should be based on experts’ esƟ maƟ ons (with due re-
gard for quanƟ taƟ ve data), and that insƟ tutes must in-
dependently select the data that will be then submiƩ ed 
for the consideraƟ on by experts. 

At the same Ɵ me, the government has not re-
leased any statements – and this aspect remained 
pracƟ cally unmenƟ oned – as to what specifi c purpose 
an assessment should be tailored to. The purposes 
may be di ff erent, and they will ulƟ mately determine 
the assessment principles. Thus, for example, an as-
sessment may have the purpose of determining the 
number of personnel, organizaƟ ons and insƟ tutes, in 
order to make proper cuts. In this case, some targets 
must be off ered for the planned reducƟ on. For exam-
ple, the targets were clearly set when the PRND sys-
tem (performance indices for scienƟ fi c research) was 
introduced for a three-year period in the RAS. All the 
insƟ tutes were told to reduce the number of their re-
search personnel by 20% within three years, without 
any consideraƟ on for the actual performance level of 
each insƟ tute. The results were monitored, some op-
Ɵ mizaƟ on was achieved, the salary level somewhat 
increased, and so the clearly stated purpose was 

achieved (this is not the place to discuss whether that 
purpose was reasonable). Thus, if the goal is to op-
Ɵ mize the exisƟ ng network of scienƟ fi c research or-
ganizaƟ ons subordinated to the FARO, some targets – 
are least approximate – must be off ered, for instance 
‘reducƟ on of the scienƟ fi c research personnel by no 
more (or no less) than by x%’.

In order to achieve this goal, an iniƟ al assessment 
would be advisable, with some modest targets, so 
as to understand the actual scale of the forthcoming 
personnel cuts. For example, it can be esƟ mated how 
many specialists, in the last 5 years, published less 
than 5 arƟ cles in the journals entered in the Higher At-
testaƟ on Commission’s list. This could serve as a sort 
of iniƟ al, rough baseline.

However, if the goal is to more effi  ciently distribute 
available funding, and so, to merge insƟ tutes working 
in the same fi eld and undertake some similar mea-
sures, – another approach will be necessary, with re-
liance on assessments at the level of laboratories, in 
the framework of each specifi c fi eld of research. The 
fi rst step can be a preliminary discussion, on the ba-
sis of groups consisƟ ng of representaƟ ves of insƟ tutes 
o peraƟ ng in adjacent fi elds of research, aimed at 
elaboraƟ ng a consolidated opinion on the assessment 
principles to be applied in each given fi eld of research. 
It must be emphasized that the unit to be assessed 
must be a fi eld of research, and not an insƟ tute or its 
structural subdivision. 

The degree of specifi city of each fi eld can be diff e-
rent. Thus, for example, if the approximate number of 
redundant workforce is to be assessed, a more general 
division into fi elds of science may be possible. How-
ever, if the goal is to opƟ mize the performance of the 
exisƟ ng system without necessarily reducing the num-
ber of insƟ tutes, the by-fi eld subdivision must be more 
detailed, and give consideraƟ on also to the new areas 
of research. 

And fi nally, as the year-long moratorium on trans-
acƟ ons involving the Academies’ property and altera-
Ɵ on to the personnel structure is to be over by the 
year-end 2014, the remaining months can be used for 
preparing for fi nal approval the proposals concerning 
assessment procedures.


