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Abstract
The Agreement on Reforming Research Assessment (Coalition for Advancing Research Assessment, 2022) addresses the assessment of researchers, research proposals, and research performing organizations and units. Our contribution is relevant for the assessment of units within organizations. We describe how the main principles and requirements of the Agreement have inspired a new institutional-level framework at Aalborg University (DK) with the aim to deliver data, statistics, and indicators to support internal strategic development, research assessment and resource allocation. The framework was designed on request from the rectorate and in collaboration with the deans of the four faculties with feedback from their project steering group and the university’s representative bodies. 

1. Introduction
We describe an institutional-level framework with the aim to deliver data, statistics, and indicators to support internal strategic development, research assessment and resource allocation within a university, in our case Aalborg University in Denmark. The units of assessment are the faculties and their departments, not the individual researchers. 

The new framework is inspired by the Agreement on Reforming Research Assessment (Coalition for Advancing Research Assessment, 2022 – hereinafter: the Agreement), which seeks to “induce a research culture that recognises collaboration, openness, and engagement with society” by recognizing “the diverse outputs, practices and activities that maximise the quality and impact of research”. The words thereby emphasized indicate the main elements of the framework as visualized in Figure 1. 

The left-hand side with “Publication points” represents a bibliometric indicator that balances the measurement of publication output and citation impact across all fields. It is comparable and may serve internal resource allocation, and it is designed to ensure “responsibly used quantitative indicators where appropriate”, as called for in the Agreement. The right-hand side of Figure 1 represents the broader range of activities and competences called for in the Agreement. Here, the emphasis is on societal interaction: collaboration with society, visibility in society, and open research practices. We start by explaining this latter part of the framework.


Figure 1. The Aalborg Framework to promote research quality, collaboration, openness, and engagement with society.
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2. Statistics on societal interactions and open research practices
Societal interaction (often called ‘impact’) is not easily measured or documented (Bornmann, 2013; Sivertsen & Meijer, 2020; Thelwall, 2021). Open research practices have the same problem. Examples and narratives need to be based on evidence (Hill, 2016). Institutional or national research information systems are promising solutions to this problem (Sivertsen, 2019; Sivertsen & Rushforth, 2022). Aalborg University applies Pure, an institutional research information system originally developed on our campus and then commercialized by Elsevier for the world market. 

Pure is designed to register a broad range of research activities among the employees in categories prioritized by their departments. Our new framework prioritizes relevant categories for the documentation of societal interaction and open research. We have also extended the system by establishing a quality-assured database of media coverage of the university’s achievements in research as well as a database of patents originating from the university. 

It must be recognized, however, that even when partly solving the documentation problem, it is difficult to provide comparable indicators of societal interaction and open research at department level. Media coverage and patenting, for example, vary among fields and neither of them may provide the complete picture of societal interaction (Thelwall, 2021). With whom, how, and for what purposes societal interaction can be expected to occur, also basically differs among fields of research (Sivertsen & Meijer, 2020). For this reason, the term ‘statistics’, not ‘indicators’, is used on the right-hand side in Figure 1. Statistics may inform strategy development, performance agreements and annual reports at the department level without being comparable across units. 

The Agreement on Reforming Research Assessment uses the terms ‘indicators’ and ‘metrics’ throughout, but not the term ‘statistics’. With the Agreement’s ambition to guide organizational-level as well as individual-level assessments, the term is probably needed (Sivertsen & Rushforth, 2022).



3. The bibliometric indicator
The left-hand side with “Publication points” represents a further development of the bibliometric indicator that served national and internal performance-based resource allocation in Denmark until 2022 (Aagaard, 2018). Unlike most other bibliometric indicators, but similarly to its Finnish (Pölönen, 2018) and Norwegian (Sivertsen, 2018) counterparts, the Danish bibliometric indicator was developed and maintained in collaboration with the academic communities, it was inclusive in fully representing all scholarly publication formats and languages used in all fields of research, and it was balanced by providing a comparable measurement of research activity across all fields. It was, however, criticised for not covering citation impact, and, with reference to the San Francisco Declaration on Research Assessment (DORA, 2012), for focusing on the publication channel instead of the value of the individual publication. 

Our solution introduces citation impact to the publication indicator and removes the focus on the venue of the publication. The solution is based on a proposal first presented at the STI Conference in Valencia in 2016 (Sivertsen, 2016) and in a report to the Danish Ministry of Research and Education (Uddannelses- og forskningsministeriet, 2019). Field-normalized citations counts (Waltman & van Eck, 2015) are added with an influence on the score reflecting the degree of coverage of the publications of the field in the citation database. The indicator is still inclusive by covering all scholarly publication practices in all fields. The method for calculating the contributions of co-authors ensures comparability across all fields of research (Sivertsen et al., 2019). The construction of the indicator makes it applicable only at the department level or at higher levels of aggregation. For technical reasons, it is not possible to calculate the indicator at the level of individual researchers. Hence, the indicator is designed to ensure “responsibly used quantitative indicators where appropriate”, as called for in the Agreement.

4. A modification of existing practices
The new framework does not impose fundamental changes on Aalborg University. For several reasons, the inspiration from the Agreement has been welcomed throughout the organization, and there has been consensus about the framework so far in the implementation process. 

The vision of the Agreement “is that the assessment of research, researchers and research organisations recognises the diverse outputs, practices and activities that maximise the quality and impact of research”. This vision corresponds well to the self-defined official aims of 
Aalborg University as “a mission-oriented university”: “Through partnerships with the outside world, we strive to contribute to missions where we have strong research insight. We strive to play an active role in finding solutions to current – and future – global challenges and make a difference to the world around us.”

Aalborg University (as the other seven Danish universities) receives a relatively high proportion of block funding which also includes resources for research to be spent internally. The degree of autonomy is also relatively high. How to further allocate the resources from the rectorate via the faculties down to the departments is up to the university to decide. The allocation is partly based on indicators, partly on performance agreements, and partly on strategic priorities decided by formally responsible bodies at different levels within the university. The new framework does not change these procedures. With the inspiration from the Agreement, it only modifies the existing procedures by further developing the bibliometric indicator so far used for reallocation, and by providing new sources and forms of statistics for performance agreements and strategic development.

None of the modified annual procedures for resource allocation and strategic development at the organizational level will include peer review by external experts. This decision is mainly practical, not principal, but it could be perceived as contradicting the second of the four core commitments of the Agreement: “Base research assessment primarily on qualitative evaluation for which peer review is central, supported by responsible use of quantitative indicators.” It is normal practice in the Nordic countries to follow this principle in all contexts where individual researchers are applying for recruitment or promotion and in all contexts where there is an assessment of individual applications for external funding. 

At the organizational level, however, the tradition in the Nordic countries is to use research assessment based on external peer review for formative purposes only without implications for resource allocation. The funding of organisations is instead based on summative assessments with the use of performance indicators, other explicit criteria, and performance agreements (Sivertsen, 2023). The Nordic countries thereby differ from the United Kingdom’s unique combination of research assessment and resource allocation in the Research Excellence Framework (Sivertsen, 2017). There is need for further discussion of how the second of the four commitments in the Agreement applies to summative versus formative research assessment at the organizational level (Sivertsen & Rushforth, 2022).

The new framework at Aalborg University is an early implementation of the Agreement which can be expected to create experiences and discussions about how the core principles will work in practice. Some early-stage reflections will conclude this paper. 

5. Bibliometric measurement
In the process of measuring research, some elements of research practice are lifted out of context and examined while other elements are overlooked. James Vincent writes in his book on the history of measurement: “Measurement is a tool that reinforces what we find important in life, what we think is worth paying attention to” (Vincent, 2022; p. 19). On the other hand, measurement and evaluation can be experienced as “not a noble presence but a repressive tyrant” (p. 18). Excessive measurement and management are also well described by Berg & Seeber (2016) in the book “The Slow Professor”, but mostly with relevance for the individual level which we avoid by designing a framework for the department level and an indicator that cannot be used below this level.

Still, measurement is a tool of control which imposes limits on life. Excessive measurement and inappropriate measurement (Vincent, 2022, p. 321) are the problems now addressed by the Agreement. It calls for the abandonment of “inappropriate uses in research assessment of journal- and publication-based metrics” in the third core commitment. How does this principle apply on the Aalborg framework?

As explained in section 3, inspired not only by the Agreement, but also by DORA, our solution introduces citation impact to the publication indicator and removes the focus on the venue of the publication, thereby changing the weight from a journal-based to a publication-based indicator. The level of the journal (as assessed by expert panels, not by Journal Impact Factors) is no longer part of the measurement and only provided as statistical information for strategic development in the right-hand side of Figure 1. There was agreement on the continuing need for this information, not for assessing individual publications or researchers, but for assessing the varying quality of journals and their editorial procedures. At the same time, we have developed an indicator for direct measurement and comparison which is inclusive and balanced.
We leave it open for discussion whether there is inappropriate use of journal- and publication-based metrics in the new framework. Our model is dynamic and may be adjusted if needed. The Agreement encourages that practises are evaluated when new insights and evidence is present. This principle is also laid out in another guide to research evaluation, the Leiden Manifesto: “Scrutinize indicators regularly and update them” (Hicks et al, 2015).

6. Local implementation of an international agreement
DORA, the Leiden Manifesto, and recently the Agreement, are examples of international initiatives and agreements aimed at changing research assessment practices in local contexts. Such agreements often rely on broader normative ideas and ambitions (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998; Zwingel 2017), in this case, e.g., the focus of open science, the FAIR principles, and the sharing of knowledge (European Commission. Directorate General for Research and Innovation. 2017). The Agreement’s focus on alternative methods and a broader diversity of outputs demonstrates the EU’s ambition to challenge the use of solely quantitative indicators and in general to introduce a more responsible use of metrics in research assessments. However, as indicated by Sivertsen & Rushford (2022), the more concrete implications of the normative requirements of the Agreement still need to be developed, and the translation of the norms from the supranational to the local level might be challenging.  

Finnemore and Sikkink (1998) argue that “new norms never enter a normative vacuum but instead emerge in a highly contested normative space where they must compete with other norms and perceptions of interest” (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998, 989). In other words, normative contestation or resistance is important for how we relate the “logic of appropriateness’’ to norms and the creation of new norms. Hence, to promote a new norm, the process needs to “take place within the standards of “appropriateness” defined by prior norms” (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998, 989). Further, to challenge existing logics of appropriateness, the new normative ideas may even need to be explicitly “inappropriate”. 

The argument could be turned to cover the opposite direction of implementation: If accepted and implemented at Aalborg University, would it be possible to use the ideas and practices of the new framework (and the inspiration from the Agreement) for an implementation at a national level where comparable research assessments are needed as well? Could the local applicability of the framework be translated to a more aggregated level? After the governmental dismissal of the Danish bibliometric indicator at the national level, there is still need for legitimate criteria for funding allocation and for new sources and forms of statistics that cover a broader array of research activities including societal interaction and open research.

Again, relying on norm translation theory, the answer to the question probably depends on the acceptance at the national level of normative ideas that were originally translated from the supranational level where their development was supported by the European Commission, Science Europe, and the European University Association. Danish organizations are active at the European level and will readily recognize the Agreement’s main principles of broadening the basis for research assessment and introducing responsible use of indicators. The fact that the new framework has been received and implemented at Aalborg University without much resistance is an indication that a more general organizational-level implementation of the Agreement is within reach. 

7. Conclusion
As pointed out by Sivertsen & Rushforth (2022), the Agreement’s approach to research assessment at the organizational level is so far less developed than for the contexts for individual level assessment. Statistical information and indicators are addressed by the Agreement with scepticism, but they can be more adequate at the organizational level than at the individual level. A careful use of indicators and statistics can even be regarded as more responsible and transparent than decisions taken in closed rooms. The Aalborg framework might be an early test of how the Agreement can be further developed in this direction. 

Author contributions
All three authors collaborated on all parts of the paper. We also worked together on the development of the new Aalborg framework and on the report in Danish which is presently the basis for the local discussion, decision, and implementation process. We have no competing interests in the development of the framework or in writing the final report or this paper.

Open science practices
The framework was designed on request from the rectorate and in collaboration with the deans of the four faculties with feedback from their project steering group and the university’s representative bodies. 
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