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1 Introduction 
Research assessments based on this protocol serve different aims and have different target 

groups. The primary aim of the evaluation of natural sciences is to reveal and confirm the 

quality and the relevance of research performed at Norwegian Higher Education Institutions 

(HEIs), and by the institute sector and regional health authorities and health trusts. These 

institutions will hereafter be collectively referred to as Research Performing Organisations 

(RPOs). The assessments should serve a formative purpose by contributing to the 

development of research quality and relevance at these institutions and at the national level.  

1.1 Evaluation units  
The assessment will comprise a number of administrative units submitted for evaluation by 

the host institution. By assessing these administrative units in light of the goals and 

strategies set for them by their host institution, it will be possible to learn more about how 

public funding is used at the institution(s) to facilitate high-quality research and how this 

research contributes to society. The administrative units will be assessed by evaluation 

committees according to sectoral affiliation and/or other relevant similarities between the 

units.  

The administrative units will be invited to submit data on their research groups to be 

assessed by expert panels organised by research subject or theme. See Chapter 3 for details 

on organisation. 

Administrative unit An administrative unit is any part of an RPO that is 

recognised as a formal (administrative) unit of that RPO, with 

a designated budget, strategic goals and dedicated 

management. It may, for instance, be a university faculty or 

department, a department of an independent research 

institute or a hospital.  

 Research group Designates groups of researchers within the administrative 

units that fulfil the minimum requirements set out in section 

1.2. Research groups are identified and submitted for 

evaluation by the administrative unit, which may decide to 

consider itself a single research group. 

 

1.2 Minimum requirements for research groups 
1) The research group must be sufficiently large in size, i.e. at least five persons in full-

time positions with research obligations. This merely indicates the minimum number, 

and larger units are preferable. In exceptional cases, the minimum number may 

include PhD students, postdoctoral fellows and/or non-tenured researchers. In all 

cases, a research group must include at least three full-time tenured staff. Adjunct 

professors, technical staff and other relevant personnel may be listed as group 

members but may not be included in the minimum number.  
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2) The research group subject to assessment must have been established for at least 

three years. Groups of more recent date may be accepted if they have come into 

existence as a consequence of major organisational changes within their host 

institution.  

3) The research group should be known as such both within and outside the institution 

(e.g. have a separate website). It should be able to document common activities and 

results in the form of co-publications, research databases and infrastructure, 

software, or shared responsibilities for delivering education, health services or 

research-based solutions to designated markets.    

4) In its self-assessment, the administrative unit should propose a suitable benchmark 

for the research group. The benchmark will be considered by the expert panels as a 

reference in their assessment of the performance of the group. The benchmark can 

be grounded in both academic and extra-academic standards and targets, depending 

on the purpose of the group and its host institution. 

1.3 The evaluation in a nutshell  

The assessment concerns:  

• research that the administrative unit and its research groups have conducted in the 

previous 10 years  

• the research strategy that the administrative units under evaluation intend to pursue 

going forward 

• the capacity and quality of research in natural sciences at the national level 

The Research Council of Norway (RCN) will: 

• provide a template for the Terms of Reference1  for the assessment of RPOs and a 

national-level assessment in natural sciences. 

• appoint members to evaluation committees and expert panels 

• provide secretarial services 

• commission reports on research personnel and publications based on data in national 

registries 

• take responsibility for following up assessments and recommendations at the 

national level. 

RPOs conducting research in natural sciences are expected to take part in the evaluation. 

The board of each RPO under evaluation is responsible for tailoring the assessment to its 

own strategies and specific needs and for following them up within their own institution. 

Each participating RPO will carry out the following steps:  

1) Identify the administrative unit(s) to be included as the main unit(s) of assessment  

2) Specify the Terms of Reference by including information on specific tasks and/or 

strategic goals of relevance to the administrative unit(s) 

 
1 The terms of reference (ToR) document defines all aspects of how the evaluation committees and expert 
panels will conduct the [research area] evaluation. It defines the objectives and the scope of the evaluation, 
outlines the responsibilities of the involved parties, and provides a description of the resources available to 
carry out the evaluation. 
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3) The administrative unit will, in turn, be invited to register a set of research groups 

that fulfil the minimum criteria specified above (see section 1.2). The administrative 

unit may decide to consider itself a single research group.  

4) For each research group, the administrative unit should select an appropriate 

benchmark in consultation with the group in question. This benchmark can be a 

reference to an academic level of performance or to the group’s contributions to 

other institutional or sectoral purposes (see section 2.4). The benchmark will be used 

as a reference in the assessment of the unit by the expert panel. 

5) The administrative units subject to assessment must provide information about each 

of their research groups, and about the administrative unit as a whole, by preparing 

self-assessments and by providing additional documentation in support of the self-

assessment.  

1.4 Target groups 
- Administrative units represented by institutional management and boards 

- Research groups represented by researchers and research group leaders 

- Research funders 

- Government 

The evaluation will result in recommendations to the institutions, the RCN and the 

ministries. The results of the evaluation will also be disseminated for the benefit of potential 

students, users of research and society at large.  

This protocol is intended for all participants in the evaluation. It provides the information 

required to organise and carry out the research assessments. Questions about the 

interpretation or implementation of the protocol should be addressed to the RCN. 
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2 Assessment criteria 
The administrative units are to be assessed based on five assessment criteria. The five 

criteria are applied in accordance with international standards. Finally, the evaluation 

committee passes judgement on the administrative units as a whole in qualitative terms. In 

this overall assessment, the committee should relate the assessment of the specific tasks to 

the strategic goals that the administrative unit has set for itself in the Terms of Reference.  

When assessing administrative units, the committees will build on a separate assessment by 

expert panels of the research groups within the administrative units. See Chapter 3 

‘Evaluation process and organisation’ for a description of the division of tasks. 

2.1 Strategy, resources and organisation 

The evaluation committee assesses the framework conditions for research in terms of 

funding, personnel, recruitment and research infrastructure in relation to the strategic aims 

set for the administrative unit. The administrative unit should address at least the following 

five specific aspects in its self-assessment: 1) funding sources, 2) national and international 

cooperation, 3) cross-sector and interdisciplinary cooperation, 4) research careers and 

mobility, and 5) Open Science. These five aspects relate to how the unit organises and 

actually performs its research, its composition in terms of leadership and personnel, and 

how the unit is run on a day-to-day basis. 

To contribute to understanding what the administrative unit can or should change to 

improve its ability to perform, the evaluation committee is invited to focus on factors that 

may affect performance.  

Further, the evaluation committee assesses the extent to which the administrative unit’s 

goals for the future remain scientifically and societally relevant. It is also assessed whether 

its aims and strategy, as well as the foresight of its leadership and its overall management, 

are optimal in relation to attaining these goals. Finally, it is assessed whether the plans and 

resources are adequate to implement this strategy.  

2.2 Research production, quality and integrity 
The evaluation committee assesses the profile and quality of the administrative unit’s 

research and the contribution the research makes to the body of scholarly knowledge and 

the knowledge base for other relevant sectors of society. The committee also assesses the 

scale of the unit’s research results (scholarly publications, research infrastructure developed 

by the unit, and other contributions to the field) and its contribution to Open Science (early 

knowledge and sharing of data and other relevant digital objects, as well as science 

communication and collaboration with societal partners, where appropriate). 

The evaluation committee considers the administrative unit’s policy for research integrity 

and how violations of such integrity are prevented. It is interested in how the unit deals with 

research data, data management, confidentiality (GDPR) and integrity, and the extent to 

which independent and critical pursuit of research is made possible within the unit. Research 

integrity relates to both the scientific integrity of conducted research and the professional 

integrity of researchers. 
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2.3 Diversity and equality 
The evaluation committee considers the diversity of the administrative unit, including 

gender equality. The presence of differences can be a powerful incentive for creativity and 

talent development in a diverse administrative unit. Diversity is not an end in itself in that 

regard, but a tool for bringing together different perspectives and opinions.  

The evaluation committee considers the strategy and practices of the administrative unit to 

prevent discrimination on the grounds of gender, age, disability, ethnicity, religion, sexual 

orientation or other personal characteristics.  

2.4 Relevance to institutional and sectoral purposes  
The evaluation committee compares the relevance of the administrative unit’s activities and 

results to the specific aspects detailed in the Terms of Reference for each institution and to 

the relevant sectoral goals (see below).  

Higher Education Institutions 

There are 36 Higher Education Institutions in Norway that receive public funding from the 

Ministry for Education and Research. Twenty-one of the 36 institutions are owned by the 

ministry, whereas the last 15 are privately owned. The HEIs are regulated under the Act 

relating to universities and university colleges of 1 August 2005. 

The purposes of Norwegian HEIs are defined as follows in the Act relating to universities and 

university colleges2 

- provide higher education at a high international level. 

- conduct research and academic and artistic development work at a high international level. 

- disseminate knowledge of the institution's activities and promote an understanding of the 

principle of academic freedom and application of scientific and artistic methods and results 

in the teaching of students, in the institution's own general activity as well as in public 

administration, in cultural life and in business and industry. 

In line with these purposes, the Ministry for Research and Education has defined four overall 

goals for HEIs that receive public funding. These goals have been applied since 2015:  

1) High quality in research and education 

2) Research and education for welfare, value creation and innovation 

3) Access to education (esp. capacity in health and teacher education) 

4) Efficiency, diversity and solidity of the higher education sector and research system 

The committee is invited to assess to what extent the research activities and results of each 

administrative unit have contributed to sectoral purposes as defined above. In particular, the 

committee is invited to take the share of resources spent on education at the administrative 

units into account and to assess the relevance and contributions of research to education, 

focusing on the master’s and PhD levels. This assessment should be distinguished from an 

 
2 https://lovdata.no/dokument/NLE/lov/2005-04-01-15?q=universities  

https://lovdata.no/dokument/NLE/lov/2005-04-01-15?q=universities
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assessment of the quality of education in itself, and it is limited to the role of research in 

fostering high-quality education. 

Research institutes (the institute sector)  

Norway’s large institute sector reflects a practical orientation of state R&D funding that has 

long historical roots. The Government's strategy for the institute sector3 applies to the 33 

independent research institutes that receive public basic funding through the RCN, in 

addition to 12 institutes outside the public basic funding system. 

The institute sector plays an important and specific role in attaining the overall goal of the 

national research system, i.e. to increase competitiveness and innovation power to address 

major societal challenges. The research institutes’ contributions to achieving these 

objectives should therefore form the basis for the evaluation. The main purpose of the 

sector is to conduct independent applied research for present and future use in the private 

and public sector. However, some institutes primarily focus on developing a research 

platform for public policy decisions, others on fulfilling their public responsibilities.  

The institutes should:  

- maintain a sound academic level, documented through scientific publications in 

recognised journals   

- obtain competitive national and/or international research funding grants  

- conduct contract research for private and/or public clients  

- demonstrate robustness by having a reasonable number of researchers allocated to 

each research field 

The committee is invited to assess the extent to which the research activities and results of 

each administrative unit contribute to sectoral purposes and overall goals as defined above. 

In particular, the committee is invited to assess the level of collaboration between the 

administrative unit(s) and partners in their own or other sectors.  

The hospital sector 

There are four regional health authorities (RHFs) in Norway. They are responsible for the 

specialist health service in their respective regions. The RHFs are regulated through the 

Health Enterprises Act of 15 June 2001 and are bound by requirements that apply to 

specialist and other health services, the Health Personnel Act and the Patient Rights Act. 

Under each of the regional health authorities, there are several health trusts (HFs), which 

can consist of one or more hospitals. A health trust (HF) is wholly owned by an RHF. 

Research is one of the four main tasks of hospital trusts.4 The three other mains tasks are to 

ensure good treatment, education and training of patients and relatives. Research is 

important if the health service is to keep abreast of stay up-to-date with medical 

developments and carry out critical assessments of established and new diagnostic methods, 

 
3 Strategy for a holistic institute policy (Kunnskapsdepartementet 2020)  
4 Cf. the Specialist Health Services Act § 3-8 and the Health Enterprises Act §§ 1 and 2 

https://www.regjeringen.no/contentassets/fd8d0dff9a594a81a5960bc4d15f9cac/instituttstrategi.pdf
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treatment options and technology, and work on quality development and patient safety 

while caring for and guiding patients. 

The committee is invited to assess the extent to which the research activities and results of 

each administrative unit have contributed to sectoral purposes as described above. The 

assessment does not include an evaluation of the health services performed by the services.  

2.5 Relevance to society  
The committee assesses the quality, scale and relevance of contributions targeting specific 

economic, social or cultural target groups, of advisory reports on policy, of contributions to 

public debates, and so on. The documentation provided as the basis for the assessment of 

societal relevance should make it possible to assess relevance to various sectors of society 

(i.e. business, the public sector, non-governmental organisations and civil society). 

When relevant, the administrative units will be asked to link their contributions to national 

and international goals set for research, including the Norwegian Long-term Plan for 

Research and Higher Education and the UN Sustainable Development Goals. Sector-specific 

objectives, e.g. those described in the Development Agreements for the HEIs and other 

national guidelines for the different sectors, will be assessed as part of criterion 2.4.  

The committee is also invited to assess the societal impact of research based on case studies 

submitted by the administrative units and/or other relevant data presented to the 

committee. Academic impact will be assessed as part of criterion 2.2. 
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3 Evaluation process and organisation 
The RCN will organise the assessment process as follows: 

• Commission a professional secretariat to support the assessment process in the 

committees and panels, as well as the production of self-assessments within each 

RPO  

• Commission reports on research personnel and publications within [research area] 

based on data in national registries 

• Appoint one or more evaluation committees for the assessment of administrative 

units. 

• Divide the administrative units between the appointed evaluation committees 

according to sectoral affiliation and/or other relevant similarities between the units. 

• Appoint a number of expert panels for the assessment of research groups submitted 

by the administrative units.  

• Divide research groups between expert panels according to similarity of research 

subjects or themes. 

• Task the chairs of the evaluation committees with producing a national-level report 

building on the assessments of administrative units and a national-level assessments 

produced by the expert panels.  

Committee members and members of the expert panels will be international, have sufficient 

competence and be able, as a body, to pass judgement based on all relevant assessment 

criteria. The RCN will facilitate the connection between the assessment levels of panels and 

committees by appointing committee members as panel chairs. 

3.1 Division of tasks between the committee and panel levels 

The expert panels will assess research groups across institutions and sectors, focusing on the 

first two criteria specified in Chapter 2: 'Strategy, resources and organisation' and 'Research 

production and quality' The assessments from the expert panels will also be used as part of 

the evidence base for a report on Norwegian research within natural sciences (see section 

3.3).   

The evaluation committees will assess the administrative units based on all the criteria 

specified in Chapter 2. The assessment of research groups delivered by the expert panels will 

be a part of the evidence base for the committees' assessments of administrative units. See 

figure 1 below. 

The evaluation committee has sole responsibility for the assessments and any 

recommendations in the report. The evaluation committee reaches a judgement on the 

research based on the administrative units and research groups’ self-assessments provided 

by the RPOs, any additional documents provided by the RCN, and interviews with 

representatives of the administrative units. The additional documents will include a 

standardised analysis of research personnel and publications provided by the RCN. 
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Norwegian research within  [research area] 

 

Figure 1. Evaluation committees and expert panels 

 

The evaluation committee takes international trends and developments in science and 

society into account when forming its judgement. When judging the quality and relevance of 

the research, the committees shall bear in mind the specific tasks and/or strategic goals that 

the administrative unit has set for itself including sectoral purposes (see section 2.4 above). 

3.2 Accuracy of factual information   

The administrative unit under evaluation should be consulted to check the factual 

information before the final report is delivered to the RCN and the board of the institution 

hosting the administrative unit. 

3.3 National level report 

Finally, the RCN will ask the chairs of the evaluation committees to produce a national-level 

report that builds on the assessments of administrative units and the national-level 

assessments produced by the expert panels. The committee chairs will present their 

assessment of Norwegian research in [research area] at the national level in a separate 

report that pays specific attention to: 

• Strengths and weaknesses of the research area in the international context 

• The general resource situation regarding funding, personnel and infrastructure 

• PhD training, recruitment, mobility and diversity 

• Research cooperation nationally and internationally 

• Societal impact and the role of research in society, including Open Science 

This national-level assessment should be presented to the RCN. 
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Appendix A: Terms of References (ToR) 

[Text in red to be filled in by the Research-performing organisations (RPOs)] 
 

The board of [RPO] mandates the evaluation committee appointed by the Research Council 
of Norway (RCN) to assess [administrative unit] based on the following Terms of Reference.  
 
Assessment  
You are asked to assess the organisation, quality and diversity of research conducted by 
[administrative unit] as well as its relevance to institutional and sectoral purposes, and to 
society at large. You should do so by judging the unit’s performance based on the following 
five assessment criteria (a. to e.). Be sure to take current international trends and 
developments in science and society into account in your analysis.  

a) Strategy, resources and organisation  

b) Research production, quality and integrity 

c) Diversity and equality  

d) Relevance to institutional and sectoral purposes  

e) Relevance to society  

For a description of these criteria, see Chapter 2 of the [research area] evaluation protocol. 
Please provide a written assessment for each of the five criteria. Please also provide 
recommendations for improvement. We ask you to pay special attention to the following [n] 
aspects in your assessment:  

1. … 

2. … 

3. … 

4. … 

… 

[To be completed by the board: specific aspects that the evaluation committee should focus 
on – they may be related to a) strategic issues, or b) an administrative unit’s specific tasks.]  
 
 
In addition, we would like your report to provide a qualitative assessment of [administrative 
unit] as a whole in relation to its strategic targets. The committee assesses the strategy that 
the administrative unit intends to pursue in the years ahead and the extent to which it will 
be capable of meeting its targets for research and society during this period based on 
available resources and competence. The committee is also invited to make 
recommendations concerning these two subjects.  
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Documentation  
The necessary documentation will be made available by the [research area] secretariat at 
Technopolis Group 
 
The documents will include the following:  
 

• a report on research personnel and publications within [research area] commissioned 
by RCN 

• a self-assessment based on a template provided by the [research area] secretariat 

• [to be completed by the board]  
 

Interviews with representatives from the evaluated units 
Interviews with the [administrative unit] will be organised by the evaluation secretariat. Such 
interviews can be organised as a site visit, in another specified location in Norway or as a 
video conference. 
 
Statement on impartiality and confidence 
The assessment should be carried out in accordance with the Regulations on Impartiality and 
Confidence in the Research Council of Norway. A statement on the impartiality of the 
committee members has been recorded by the RCN as a part of the appointment process. 
The impartiality and confidence of committee and panel members should be confirmed 
when evaluation data from [the administrative unit] are made available to the committee 
and the panels, and before any assessments are made based on these data. The RCN should 
be notified if questions concerning impartiality and confidence are raised by committee 
members during the evaluation process.  
 
Assessment report  

We ask you to report your findings in an assessment report drawn up in accordance with a 

format specified by the NATEVAL secretariat. The committee may suggest adjustments to 

this format at its first meeting.  A draft report should be sent to the [administrative unit] and 

RCN by [date]. The [administrative unit] should be allowed to check the report for factual 

inaccuracies; if such inaccuracies are found, they should be reported to the [research area] 

secretariat no later than two weeks after receipt of the draft report. After the committee 

has made the amendments judged necessary, a corrected version of the assessment report 

should be sent to the board of [the RPO] and the RCN no later than two weeks after all 

feedback on inaccuracies has been received from [administrative unit]. 
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Appendix B: Data sources 
The lists below shows the most relevant data providers and types of data to be included in 

the evaluation. Data are categorised in two broad categories according to the data source: 

National registers and self-assessments prepared by the RFOs. The RCN will commission an 

analysis of data in national registers (R&D-expenditure, personnel, publications etc.) to be 

used as support for the committees' assessment of administrative units. The analysis will 

include a set of indicators related to research personnel and publications. 

• National directorates and data providers 

• Norwegian Directorate for Higher Education and Skills (HK-dir) 

• Norwegian Agency for Quality Assurance in Education (NOKUT) 

• Norwegian Agency for Shared Services in Education and Research (SIKT) 

• Research Council of Norway (RCN) 

• Statistics Norway (SSB) 

National registers  

1) R&D-expenditure  

a. SSB: R&D statistics 

b. SSB: Key figures for research institutes 

c. HK-dir: Database for Statistics on Higher Education (DBH) 

d. RCN: Project funding database (DVH) 

e. EU-funding: eCorda 

2) Research personnel 

a. SSB: The Register of Research personnel  

b. SSB: The Doctoral Degree Register 

c. RCN: Key figures for research institutes 

d. HK-dir: Database for Statistics on Higher Education (DBH) 

3) Research publications 

a. SIKT: Cristin - Current research information system in Norway 

b. SIKT: Norwegian Infrastructure for Bibliometrics 

(full bibliometric data incl. citations and co-authors) 

4) Education  

a. HK-dir/DBH: Students and study points 

b. NOKUT: Study barometer 

c. NOKUT: National Teacher Survey 

5) Sector-oriented research  

a. RCN: Key figures for research institutes 

6) Patient treatments and health care services  

a. Research & Innovation expenditure in the health trusts  

b. Measurement of research and innovation activity in the health trusts  

c. Collaboration between health trusts and HEIs 

d. Funding of research and innovation in the health trusts  

e. Classification of medical and health research using HRCS (HO21 monitor) 
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Self-assessments  

1) Administrative units 

a. Self-assessment covering all assessment criteria 

b. Administrative data on funding sources 

c. Administrative data on personnel 

d. Administrative data on the division of staff resources between research and 

other activities (teaching, dissemination etc.) 

e. Administrative data on research infrastructure and other support structures 

f. SWOT analysis 

g. Any supplementary data needed to assess performance related to the 

strategic goals and specific tasks of the unit 

 

2) Research groups 

a. Self-assessment covering the first two assessment criteria (see Table 1) 

b. Administrative data on funding sources 

c. Administrative data on personnel 

d. Administrative data on contribution to sectoral purposes: teaching, 

commissioned work, clinical work [will be assessed at committee level] 

e. Publication profiles 

f. Example publications and other research results (databases, software etc.) 

The examples should be accompanied by an explanation of the groups’ 

specific contributions to the result 

g. Any supplementary data needed to assess performance related to the 

benchmark defined by the administrative unit 

The table below shows how different types of evaluation data may be relevant to different 

evaluation criteria. Please note that the self-assessment produced by the administrative 

units in the form of a written account of management, activities, results etc. should cover all 

criteria. A template for the self-assessment of research groups and administrative units will 

be commissioned by the RCN from the [research area] secretariat for the evaluation. 
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Table 1. Types of evaluation data per criterion 

Evaluation units 

Criteria 
Research groups Administrative units 

Strategy, resources and 

organisation  

Self-assessment 

Administrative data 

Self-assessment 

National registers 

Administrative data 

SWOT analysis 

Research production and quality Self-assessment 

Example publications (and other 

research results) 

Self-assessment 

National registers 

Diversity, equality and integrity  Self-assessment 

National registers 

Administrative data 

Relevance to institutional and 

sectoral purposes  

 

 Self-assessment 

Administrative data 

Relevance to society 

 

 Self-assessment 

National registers 

Impact cases 

Overall assessment Data related to: 

Benchmark defined by 

administrative unit 

Data related to:  

Strategic goals and specific tasks 

of the admin. unit 

 


