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Revisiting the Objectives of the PBRF 

Terms of Reference Issue Paper 1:  
Revisiting the Objectives of the PBRF 

Purpose

This paper provides supporting information for the members of the Performance-Based 
Research Fund (PBRF) Review panel, as they look at one of the six issues in the Terms of 
Reference (ToR) for the Review – revisiting the objectives of the PBRF. 

The ToR state that the Review will consider whether the current objectives need to be further 
modified to ensure the PBRF meets current and future challenges and priorities in the 
research system and in the research-led teaching environment.  

The objectives are being discussed at this stage of the Review to give an overview of what 
they look like currently, and to provide a forum for discussion on the merits of refreshing 
these and some potential directions for any changes you may recommend. This will likely be 
a topic that is revisited throughout the Review. 

Background

The objectives of the PBRF  

The primary objectives of the PBRF are to: 

- Increase the quality of basic and applied research at New Zealand’s degree-granting
tertiary education organisations (TEOs)

- Support world-leading teaching and learning at degree and postgraduate levels

- Assist New Zealand’s TEOs to maintain and lift their competitive rankings relative to
their international peers

- Provide robust public information to stakeholders about research performance within
and across TEOs.

In doing so, the PBRF will also: 

- Support the development of postgraduate student researchers and new and
emerging researchers

- Support research activities that provide economic, social, cultural, and environmental
benefits to New Zealand, including the advancement of Mātauranga Māori

- Support technology and knowledge transfer to New Zealand businesses, iwi and
communities.

The PBRF is intended to drive research excellence within and throughout tertiary education. 
It is designed to increase the tertiary sector’s capability in terms of both influencing and 
driving new knowledge production and social change. It is also designed to use that 
research to inform teaching and learning practices.  
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Revisiting the Objectives of the PBRF 

 

Excellence is not just about the production of high-quality research articles, books, 
exhibitions and other forms of research output. It includes all of the following: 
 

- The production and creation of leading-edge knowledge  
 

- The application of that knowledge  
 
 

- The dissemination of that knowledge to students and the wider community, and 
 

- Supporting current and potential researchers (e.g. postgraduate students) in the 
creation, application and dissemination of knowledge. 

 
Importantly, the PBRF has a set of guiding principles. These help to give effect to the PBRF 
objectives and are the foundation of the fund’s implementation:  
 

- Comprehensiveness: the PBRF should appropriately measure the quality of the full 
range of original investigative activity that occurs within the sector, regardless of its 
type, form, or place of output.  
 

- Respect for academic traditions: the PBRF should operate in a manner that is 
consistent with academic freedom and institutional autonomy.  

 
- Consistency: evaluations of quality made through the PBRF should be consistent 

across the different subject areas and in the calibration of quality ratings against 
international standards of excellence.  

 
- Continuity: changes to the PBRF process should only be made where they can bring 

demonstrable improvements that outweigh the cost of implementing them.  
 

- Differentiation: the PBRF should allow stakeholders and the Government to 
differentiate between providers and their units on the basis of their relative quality.  

 
- Credibility: the methodology, format and processes employed in the PBRF must be 

credible to those being assessed.  
 

- Efficiency: administrative and compliance costs should be kept to the minimum, 
consistent with a robust and credible process.  

 
- Transparency: decisions and decision-making processes must be explained openly, 

except where there is a need to preserve confidentiality and privacy.  
 

- Complementarity: the PBRF should be integrated with new and existing policies, 
such as Investment Plans, and quality assurance systems for degrees and degree 
providers.  

 
- Cultural inclusiveness: the PBRF should reflect the bicultural nature of New Zealand 

and the special role and status of the Treaty of Waitangi (te Tiriti o Waitangi), and 
should appropriately reflect and include the full diversity of New Zealand’s population. 
 

The Tertiary Education Commission will be giving a more in-depth presentation on the 
guiding principles at your meeting. 
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Revisiting the Objectives of the PBRF 

 

History of the PBRF objectives  

 
The objectives of the PBRF were originally agreed in 2002 and the primary purpose of the 
PBRF has remained unchanged – namely, rewarding and encouraging high-quality research 
and research-led teaching and learning at New Zealand’s degree-granting organisations.  
 
The PBRF objectives were reviewed and modified in 2014, following the 2012/13 review. 
The revised primary objectives include a new focus on international research rankings, 
reinforcing the PBRF aims to assist universities to maintain and lift their research 
performance in international rankings, by incentivising and rewarding research excellence. 
Additional objectives were added to recognise the contribution that the PBRF makes to the 
Government’s wider priorities in tertiary education, science, research and innovation. An 
explicit reference to the advancement of mātauranga Māori was also added to strengthen 
support of greater knowledge and use of Māori language, tikanga Māori, and development of 
Mātauranga Māori is an important contributor in improving the educational success of Māori.  
 
It is important to note that, as with all of the issues in the ToR, there are interdependencies 
between modifying or refreshing the objectives of the PBRF and any other recommendations 
you may make. For example, recommendations to better recognise a more diverse spectrum 
of research activity may need to be included within the PBRF objectives. We suggest that 
recommendations around modifying the PBRF objectives are considered again at the end of 
the Review process, to ensure these align with any other recommendations you may make.  
 

Issue  
 
Scope of the Review and Revisiting the Objectives of the PBRF 
 
We anticipate that the objectives will remain broadly the same, however there is scope to 
amend them to reflect the changing research environment and any other recommendations 
you might choose to make. 
 
This Review will look at ways to improve the effectiveness of the PBRF within the context of 
an increasingly collaborative research environment. It will consider how research can have a 
greater impact on the outcomes of New Zealand and its people. While this Review is not 
intended to fundamentally redesign the PBRF, a refresh of the PBRF, its core aims, and the 
capacity and capability of the PBRF to meet the evolving environment of research and 
tertiary education is warranted. This Review provides an opportunity to re-evaluate 
objectives in light of the PBRF’s purpose to ensure that excellent research in TEOs is 
encouraged and rewarded. 
 
The PBRF occupies a unique place in the research system, as it also sits across the tertiary 
education system, where it recognises the importance of research. The PBRF objectives 
continue to reflect the place of research within tertiary education in New Zealand and is why 
it is administered by the Tertiary Education Commission (TEC). Therefore it is important that 
the PBRF objectives are understood within the intention of this fund, and that any changes to 
these objectives should align with this purpose and within this context.  
 

Context of the current PBRF objectives  

 
The current objectives cover a wide range of factors, and this is indicative of the capability-
development role of the PBRF. They also indicate Government’s expectations about 
research within the tertiary education system.  
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Revisiting the Objectives of the PBRF 

 

Within the tertiary education system, the PBRF has a unique role to play in the teaching and 
learning sphere, as well as the research sphere. Although these are distinct aspects of 
tertiary education, they are mutually reinforcing. This is supported through the PBRF 
objective to support world-leading teaching and learning. This is also an important aspect of 
the statutory requirements which includes research-led teaching for universities.  
 
The PBRF was designed to reward all types of research, particularly those that are not well 
supported or recognised by other funding streams, e.g. creative arts, indigenous research, 
social sciences. Supporting a full and diverse spectrum of research, activity and researchers 
is encouraged within the tertiary education system and throughout research in New Zealand. 
It is crucial that any heavy-focus on science and innovation research does not lead to the 
exclusion of other research subjects and areas. The PBRF objectives therefore currently 
include a focus on supporting a broad range of research.  
 
The tertiary education system plays an important role in the workforce development of the 
research system. As one of the PBRF’s objectives, the fund is designed to support 
postgraduate student researchers and early career researchers.  
 
 

Sector perspectives of the PBRF objectives  
 
In mid-2018, as part of the development of the ToR for the 2019 Review of the PBRF, 
Ministry officials spoke with researchers throughout the tertiary education sector about the 
PBRF. There were some perspectives captured pertaining to the objectives of the PBRF:  
 

‘A number of other significant issues have emerged since PBRF was adopted…, with 
many TEU members expressing concern in their submissions that the mechanism is 
flawed, costly, unfair, and at odds with the core purpose and objectives of research in 
our tertiary institutions.’  
 

– Tertiary Education Union (TEU) 
 

‘[We] Need to ask the question of whether the rationale and policy objectives of the 
PBRF are still valid. The objective of PBRF (to increase quality of research) has been 
met and the PBRF process has helped to support the lifting of research performance 
across university sector and their international rankings (ie delivering world-class 
research). [The] Review should examine whether the objectives/principles are still 
relevant, and whether or not they need to change.’  
 

– DVC Research and Enterprise, University of Otago.  
 

Benefits of the current PBRF objectives  
 
The current articulation of the PBRF objectives affords flexibility to both TEOs and individual 
researchers. They do not currently restrict the definition of research or research quality too 
tightly, and do not privilege specific types of research or research activities over others. 
Additionally, the definition of excellence is broad and is used to reward a range of research 
activity, knowledge generation, application and dissemination. The PBRF objectives 
effectively state the intention of the fund, and do not obstruct the function or processes of the 
PBRF.  
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Revisiting the Objectives of the PBRF 

 

A potential drawback of the current PBRF objectives  
 
The PBRF objectives are intended to guide the function and purpose of the fund, and not to 
provide a framework for further monitoring. A criticism of the PBRF objectives is that they are 
not specifically monitored or evaluated as part of the PBRF processes. They remain high-
level and aspirational, and while the design and implementation of the PBRF processes are 
aligned with these objectives – it is unknown how well these objectives have been achieved.  

 

Areas for Consideration  
 
Simplifying the Objectives of the PBRF  
 
As previously mentioned, the PBRF objectives cover a broad range of factors and 
aspirations. Some of these factors arguably include aspects of the tertiary education system 
that would exist regardless of the PBRF. This could be interpreted as too many expectations 
for a fund that has a specific purpose and function. The PBRF objectives could be simplified 
to reflect the behaviours, activities and connections that are expected in order to support the 
purpose of the fund – namely, high-quality tertiary education research and research-led 
teaching. This is the key area for opportunity to review the objectives in light of the purpose 
of the PBRF.  

 
Aligning the Objectives with the TES and other education strategies  

 
The Tertiary Education Strategy (TES) sets out the Government’s long-term strategic 
direction and medium-term priorities for tertiary education that give effect to the 
Government’s overarching education outcomes. The TES is for the whole tertiary system 
(including research in TEOs). A further purpose of the TES is to enable reforms, tertiary-
facing initiatives, and investment in the tertiary education system, as well as supporting the 
TEC to communicate the Government’s tertiary education priorities to providers.  
 
The TEC is required to give effect to the TES priorities and TEOs are required to show how 
they deliver on the priorities in their investment plans. The PBRF is the major implementing 
mechanism for improving research capacity and capability at TEOs. The TES is therefore 
likely the most relevant education strategy you may consider as part of revisiting the PBRF 
objectives, and the alignment with the TES. 
 
The Ministry is developing a new TES, as the current TES (2014-2019) will expire this year. 
Public consultation on this draft TES is due to commence soon. It will be helpful to consider 
this draft in view of the objectives of the PBRF, however a final TES is unlikely to be 
available before the conclusion of your Review. 
 

Aligning the Objectives with the Research, Science and Innovation Strategy 
(RSI)  
 
The Research, Science and Innovation strategy sets out how research, science and 
innovation will play a central role in delivering on the Government’s agenda as they look to 
tackle big challenges such as the transition to a zero-carbon economy. There may be cause 
to update the objectives to reflect the current direction within the research system, and any 
new or emerging areas of priority. There is the opportunity to refresh the language used in 
the current objectives to align with concepts and terms used in research system strategic 
work. A draft RSI strategy will soon be released for public consultation, and it will be helpful 
to consider this. Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment officials will also be 
coming to present on the strategy and the linkages they see with the PBRF.  
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Revisiting the Objectives of the PBRF 

 

 
Potential for moving to measurable PBRF objectives  
 
In their current form, the PBRF objectives cover a wide range of factors and are not used as 
measurable indicators. Although a few of the objectives could be measured to some extent, 
they would be difficult to attribute to the PBRF. For example it is not possible to specifically 
attribute any aspect of the international rankings of TEOs to their PBRF activities and 
performance.  
 
Changing the function of the objective to impart a performance element would therefore 
likely require changes to the objectives themselves. This puts at risk the content that the 
objectives already cover. It also poses an assertion that the only useful objectives for a fund 
like the PBRF are those that are easily measured and reported. Unmeasurable objectives 
can still be valuable, ie as a signal to the sector around expectations and purpose. 
 
Introducing further measurable targets would likely create higher compliance overhead and 
transaction costs, and may adversely impact individual researchers, TEOs and TEC. The 
flexibility of the current objectives may also be lost through attempts to prescriptively define 
and measure the objectives.   

 
Refreshing the Objectives of the PBRF to align with recommendations made 
as part of the 2019 Review  

  
There may be a need to amend the wording of the objectives to reflect any 
recommendations made to improve the PBRF. The importance of the interdependencies of 
the ToR issues is a key consideration, and for this reason you may wish to continue 
reviewing these objectives throughout the course of this Review.  
 

  

Proa
cti

ve
ly 

Rele
as

ed



 

7 

Revisiting the Objectives of the PBRF 

 

Annex 1: International comparisons  
 
Overall, the objectives of different performance-based research funds are difficult to 
compare due to the contextual differences between research systems and the needs of 
different jurisdictions. However, it can be useful to see the articulation of objectives and how 
these are used in different international systems to support research investment and 
research excellence.  

 
United Kingdom 
 
The Research Excellence Framework (REF) aims to secure the continuation of a world-
class, dynamic and responsive research base across the full academic spectrum within 
higher education in the United Kingdom. They look to achieve this through three purposes 
for the REF: 
 

- To provide accountability for public investment in research and produce evidence of 
the benefits of this investment 
 

- To provide benchmarking information and establish reputational yardsticks, for use 
within the higher education sector, and for public information 
 

- To inform the selective allocation of funding for research 

 
Hong Kong 
 
The University Grants Committee (UGC) has set six objectives for the Research Excellence 
Framework (REF) exercise in 2020, they are to: 
 

- Assess the research quality of UGC-funded universities to provide assurance of their 
research performance using international standards 
 

- Identify excellent research across the spectrum of submissions made by universities 
in order to drive excellence and encourage world-class research 
 

- Produce assessment outcomes to inform the distribution of part of the research 
portion of the UGC Block Grant in a publically accountable manner, and provide 
direction to develop/enhance the research funding schemes administered by the 
UGC/Research Grants Council 
 

- Provide accountability for public investment in research and produce evidence of the 
benefits of this investment 
 

- Provide robust benchmarking information and establish reputational yardsticks for 
use within the UGC sector and for public information 
 

- Delineate universities’ areas of relative strength and identify emerging research 
areas and opportunities for development. 

 

Australia – It is important to note that the ERA and EI are not currently coupled with 

funding. 
 
Excellence in Research for Australia (ERA): ERA identifies and promotes excellence across 
the full spectrum of research activity in Australia’s higher education institutions. Through 
ERA the Australian Research Council is tasked with identifying excellence in research, by 
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comparing Australia's university research effort against international benchmarks, creating 
incentives to improve the quality of research and identifying emerging research areas and 
opportunities for further development. 
 
The objectives of ERA are to: 
 

- Establish an evaluation framework that gives government, industry, business and the 
wider community assurance of the excellence of research conducted in Australian 
higher education institutions 
 

- Provide a national stocktake of discipline level areas of research strength and areas 
where there is opportunity for development in Australian higher education institutions 
 

- Identify excellence across the full spectrum of research performance 
 

- Identify emerging research areas and opportunities for further development 
 

- Allow for comparisons of research in Australia, nationally and internationally, for all 
discipline areas. 

 
Engagement and Impact Assessment (EI): The inaugural EI took place in 2018. EI 2018 
aimed to encourage greater collaboration between universities and research end-users by 
assessing how well researchers engaged end-users of research, and showing how 
universities translated their research into economic, social, environmental, cultural and other 
impacts. The EI 2018 assessment is a companion exercise to Excellence in Research for 
Australia (ERA) 2018, and data collected for ERA 2018 forms part of the EI 2018 
assessment. 

The objectives of the EI assessment are to: 

- Provide clarity to the Government and the Australian public about how their 
investments in university research translate into tangible benefits beyond academia 
 

- Identify institutional processes and infrastructure that enable research engagement 
 

- Promote greater support for the translation of research impact within institutions for 
the benefit of Australia beyond academia 
 

- Identify the ways in which institutions currently translate research into impact. 
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