
TESTING 
TIMES
The boot’s on the other foot as anxious academics await 
their results in the Research Assessment Exercise, writes 
Howard Davies.

Many readers of LSE Magazine will recall 
those tense periods between the sub-
mission of written work and the return of 

the marked script. Would the professor or lecturer 
fully appreciate the subtlety of your analysis, the 
power of your reasoning, and the elegance of your 
prose? The most extreme version of that tension, 
of course, occurs at examination time. The weeks 
between writing the exam and receiving a degree 
class are not ones many will wish to relive. 

So spare a thought at present for LSE’s hard 
working faculty. Because, just at the moment, the 
boot is firmly on the other foot. Our faculty are 
awaiting a verdict on their work, in the context of 
the British Government’s Research Assessment 
Exercise. Though this is not true in all countries 
by any means, here there is a systematic assess-
ment every few years of the quality of research 
output in our universities. And that assessment 
has a decisive influence on the distribution of 
Government research funds for the next five years 
or more. So it really matters financially, and also 
in terms of academic reputation.

These assessments do not happen very often, 
but when they do they are a time of high anxiety for 
academics across the country. The last one occurred 
in 2001, and resulted in a ranking of each subject 
department in each university, on a scale of 1 to 5 
– though at the top of the scale there were also 5* 
departments. LSE had one 4-ranked department 
at that time, and all the rest were either 5 or 5*, 
which was a very good outcome. Depending on the 
way all these scores are aggregated, various league 
tables could be produced, but the one we (naturally) 
preferred had the LSE second, on average, behind 
Cambridge and above Oxford.

This time, though, the marking system has been 
changed, and is perhaps even more anxiety making 
for the individual academic than the old version. As 
before, each faculty member who carries out quality 
research – which in LSE’s case is almost everyone – 
was required to submit their four best papers, book 
chapters or similar. For each subject there is a panel 
made up of highly respected professors from that 
discipline. This time each panel is required to read all 

these submissions and grade them on a four point 
scale under the guidance of super panels managing 
similar discipline areas. The definitions of the four 
points are rather complicated, but a grade 4 is meant 
to be given only to a paper which has genuinely 
shifted the paradigm in the study of the subject, and 
advanced the sum of human knowledge in a material 
way. The rest is a bit like the star system used in the 
Michelin guides, where 1* is merely ‘interesting’, while 
a 3* paper is ‘definitely worth a visit’.

Following the categorisation of each of the 
submitted papers, a rating for the whole depart-
ment is produced, but that rating will be a bar 
graph of the star qualifications for the members 
of that department whose work was submitted, 
adjusted in minor ways to incorporate a rating of 
the department’s overall research environment and 
public esteem. So this time there will be something 
of a smooth curve of results for departments, rather 
than the categorisation into distinct boxes as was 
the case last time. Of course, the newspapers will 
undoubtedly convert these curves into some sort 
of numerical league table, and universities are all 
guessing how this might be done. 

For each university there is certainly a ‘black 
box’ dimension to all this. We do not know quite 
how each individual panel will approach its work. 
We do not know whether they will all operate 
in the same way, or rather differently. We don’t 
quite know where the borderline between the 
star classifications will lie. But, whatever these 
uncertainties, we will certainly have to live with 
the outcome.

That outcome will then be used by the Funding 
Council to determine research fund allocations by 
university, though the precise way in which that 
will be done has not yet been disclosed. Will there 
be a weighting of funding towards really excellent 
departments in top universities? Or will the avail-
able money be spread out in a more even way? 
The answers to those questions will depend on 
the steepness of the line which the bean counters 
draw through these different classification levels. 
Is this a good system? Well, there is much controversy 
about it. Some argue that, as a result, academics 

are almost pathologically focused on their research 
output, at the expense of other aspects of the job, 
notably teaching. They also say that the judgements 
reached by these panels are bound to be somewhat 
subjective. On the other hand, an exercise of this 
kind undoubtedly creates some sharper incentives 
for academics to produce material, and to publish 
it in top, peer-reviewed journals.

Whatever the balance of these arguments, the 
next results will appear before the end of the year 
and we shall have to deal with them. There is 
already a debate about what should happen next 
time, and opinion is moving in favour of a greater 
use of citation counts, in other words the number 
of times which a paper is referred to by other 
academics in the field, which is a loose proxy for 
quality and impact. Unfortunately, it is one which 
can more easily be used in the sciences than in 
the humanities and social sciences, where citation 
practice is rather different.

How well will LSE do? Frankly we do not know 
at this stage. We believe our submission was a 
strong one in all the areas in which we work. But it 
would be a dramatically strong performance if we 
were to maintain our second position of 2001. So, 
in the meantime, if you see a particularly nervous 
looking member of the faculty on your travels, it 
is probably wise not to ask how many stars he or 
she expects to earn in the Research Assessment 
Exercise. They will get to know soon enough. And 
just as many of you did when you were here, they 
will probably argue that the examiners were drunk, 
or mad, or both.  n

Howard Davies
is director of LSE.
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A London memento 
with a touch of class

Titmuss continued to argue for the principle of a 
service free at the point of use in powerful writing 
and teaching; his last series of lectures, in the New 
Theatre in the East Building in 1973, was given to 
packed audiences who knew he had only a few 
months to live. 

Abel-Smith became an adviser to successive 
Labour secretaries of state for health in the 1960s 
and 1970s – setting off from the School by half past 
eight to be there before his minister with an hour 
of work already done. He was involved in plans 
to restructure the NHS with Richard Crossman – 
plans that were overtaken by the new Conservative 
government of 1970. He was also involved in 
advising ministers to put in place a robust statisti-
cal method for allocating cash to local areas in a 
way that would match the likely demands different 
kinds of populations would put on local services. 
This gradually corrected the huge unfairness in the 
distribution of health services that originated long 
before the NHS was created. I serve with Gwyn 
Bevan on the committee charged with continuing 
that task and Peter Townsend has chaired the 
Welsh equivalent. 

It was not until the late 1980s that another major 
attempt to rethink the funding and organisation of 
the NHS took place. This time there were no LSE 
academics involved from the inside. But when 
Mrs Thatcher set up her fundamental review of 
the service and asked for evidence, three of us 
produced a combined response: Nick Barr, Julian 
Le Grand and myself. Some kind of mixed private 
public insurance model was being explored at the 
time. We challenged this. Market and information 

failures were so great in 
health, we argued, that the 
private insurance route for 
funding health was not a 
good one. It could lead to 
health price inflation and 
land the Treasury in even 
more trouble, quite apart 
from issues of fairness. 
Nor was large additional 
funding advisable before 
the service had been 
made more effective. We 
suggested experiments 
with more decentralised 
competition. I was later to 
hear from a reliable source 
that this line of argument proved influential, but 
who is to know, there were many others! When 
Blair found a decade later that more money was, 
indeed, not a panacea, he turned to Julian le Grand 
for advice at Number 10. 

What is clear is that a former LSE director was 
important in putting the idea of a comprehen-
sive national health service on the political map. 
Successive LSE academics have played a part in 
sustaining the intellectual, economic and moral 
case for a service free at the point of use and advis-
ing on how this could be achieved with humanity 
and efficiency. But in the end it is arguably not policy 
advice that has made most difference but rather 
the professional life of past students – research-
ers, community physicians, other doctors, medical 
social workers and managers and indeed more 

than one secretary of state (Virginia Bottomley and 
Frank Dobson spring instantly to mind) – who have 
been trained at the School to use evidence about what 
works and what does not and to apply that evidence in 
a fearless way. That is the kind of work that colleagues 
in LSE Health and elsewhere are continuing to do and 
there is still a long way to go.  n

Howard Glennerster 
is professor emeritus of social policy at LSE. He is 
author of British Social Policy: 1945 to the present 
(Blackwell 2007).
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