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Foreword

One of the better antique maxims, reportedly found in the forecourt to the Temple of Apollo at Delphi, 
is ‘Know Thyself’.  It has been read in so many ways: Aristophanes offers ‘Know yourself, how ignorant 
and stupid you are’ while it figures on a memento mori mosaic from the convent of San Gregorio in 
Rome (below), and it is found in authors from Hobbes to Hofmannsthal.  For a scholarly community 
which develops as quickly and ambitiously as the one that the Royal Musical Association represents, 
knowing yourself is important, not only to keep up with changes in the anatomy of the discipline but 
also to be able to speak authoritatively to those who would like to know more about the study of music.

The 2014 Research Excellence Framework, and its 2008 predecessor, the Research Assessment Exercise, 
provided data that allow us genuinely to ‘know ourselves’.  Getting a sense of the proportions of the 
discipline this way moves us away from anecdote, which risks moving so easily from polemic to policy, 
and towards a hard-edged, no-nonsense, look at what we do.  Clearly there are limitations as we try 
and make the results from the exercise a proxy for the architecture of the discipline: the 2014 REF only 
reflects the work of those employed by universities – and not perhaps its most innovative scholars: its 
graduate students (a similar analysis of PhD submission has already been undertaken and requires 
nothing more than update), but in general the analysis undertaken here serves well as a proxy for the 
state of the discipline both in late 2013 and in late 2007.  I am grateful to Professor Simon McVeigh 
and Dr Richard Lewis (Goldsmiths, University of London), assisted in the later stages by Professors 
Michael Clarke (University of Huddersfield) and  Thomas Schmidt (University of Manchester), for 
sustained and painstaking work in assembling the data and its commentary, and to the RMA’s Michael 
Byde for turning it into a useable set of web pages and downloadable pdf.

Mark Everist 
President, The Royal Musical Association
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The Project and Headline Conclusions

The Research Excellence Framework (REF), a national assessment exercise carried out in 2014, provides 
a unique snapshot of music research across British universities and conservatoires. In 2015 the RMA 
commissioned an analysis of the submissions and a comparison with the similar Research Assessment 
Exercise in 2008. The analysis reveals for the first time the rich diversity of British music research, as 
well as some shifting directions:

•	 56 institutions submitted music research to specialist sub-panel 35 (2399 items, slightly down from 
2539) [Table 1]

•	 Composition and related creative practice amounted to 32%, performance 8%, text-based 
publications 60% (in 2008, 31%, 12%, 57%)

•	 Within composition, score-based outputs maintained a slim majority (55%, 65%) but there has been 
an increase in technology-based practice with or without acoustic instruments (31%, 27%), and 
especially in multimedia projects and installations (11%, 3%) [Table 4]

•	 Within publications, those in historical and related theoretical studies are also still in the majority 
(60%, 69%), yet most other sub-disciplines (including ethnomusicology, popular music studies, 
computer studies, psychology) have shown modest increases, eclipsed by the rise of film music 
studies from 2% to 5%  [Table 2]

•	 Within those areas that can be readily dated (primarily historical studies and performance), no 
significant changes in distribution can be identified:

to c1600   12%, 11% 
17c-18c     24%, 24% 
19c     20%, 21% 
c1900-1945  18%, 17% 
post 1945    26%, 27%

although the total sample was 17% down in terms of absolute numbers [Table 5]

•	 A surprising 631 relevant items were submitted to a wide range of other sub-panels [Table 7], 
producing striking percentage rises in music computing, psychology and health, in popular music 
studies and cultural industries, in education and philosophy, as well as installations and multimedia 
projects [Tables 2 and 4]; 51% of these items were journal articles, double the proportion in the main 
sample [Table 6]

•	 A new element of REF 2014 was Impact outside academia, and again the analysis reveals a remarkable 
range, with Case Studies spanning almost every area of text-based and practice research, as well 
as all time periods [Tables 2-5]
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Research Excellence Framework (REF)

In 1986 research across British universities and specialist colleges was centrally assessed for the first 
time and government funding was allocated according to the outcome. Similar exercises have taken 
place every few years, culminating in the Research Excellence Framework 2014 (www.ref.ac.uk). 
Research was assessed under three headings:

• Outputs   (up to four publications or other forms of research output per researcher)

• Impact  (outside academia, including two or more case studies)

• Environment  (a statement of research strategy and other measures)

The high level of achievement in Music across the three categories can be seen from the results 
themselves.  The following table gives the overall percentages achieved across the whole of Unit of 
Assessment 35 – Music, Drama, Dance and Performing Arts:

4*  3* 2* 1* unclassified

Overall quality 29 39 24 6 2
Outputs 25.0 37.1 27.7 8.5 1.7
Impact 38.8 41.3 16.4 1.7 1.8
Environment 36.4 40.3 19.7 3.5 0.1

where starred levels reflect quality (in terms of originality, significance and rigour) as follows: 

4* world-leading; 3* internationally excellent; 2* recognised internationaly; 1* recognised nationally
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Methodology and Selection Procedures

For 2014 outputs and impact case studies, the analysis focussed on submissions to UoA 35 – 
Music, Drama, Dance and Performing Arts. Where a Music Department or conservatoire submitted 
separately, all items were analysed; otherwise a judgment was made as to which items to include. As a 
proxy to indicate the level of submission to other UoAs, Table 7 presents an analysis of titles containing 
‘music’ and related terms.  A similar process was applied to 2008 outputs (UoA 67 – Music). 

Some caveats should be noted: 

• In both these exercises, institutions were free to select which staff and outputs to enter, so the 
results do not reflect the sum total of research in the discipline.

• Because items could be offered as ‘double-weighted’ (plus a reserve) the data will not correspond 
exactly to the items actually assessed. In REF2014, around 4% of items were proposed for double-
weighting.

Furthermore, precise categorisation can be problematical in individual cases and might actually 
misrepresent the cross-boundary nature of the research. There are clear overlaps between research 
in music psychology and in education, and between ethnomusicology and popular music studies; 
while hardly any area does not relate in some way to performance studies. Aesthetics and analysis 
are similarly pervasive; and even the distinction between text-based research and creative practice is 
not entirely clear-cut. To attempt to mitigate this effect, some multiple categorisations were admitted, 
meaning that absolute totals in the Tables will not necessarily match precisely. 

Some categories have been allocated datings, by century rather than traditional ‘musical periods’. 
Again, multiple datings were admitted. 

The categorisation of composition and related creative practice was particularly challenging, and 
was the subject of extensive consultation. In order to avoid misleading or subjective interpretations 
of idiom or function, the categories adopted reflect musical forces and types of venue in as objective a 
way as possible.

Categorisation of Impact Case Studies in REF2014

Each submission included from two to four impact case studies (depending on the number of 
researchers submitted). The underpinning research was identified in the case study, forming the basis 
of the analysis presented here. Since many ICSs spanned a range of different kinds of research, they 
often fitted multiple categories, so no attempt has been made to allocate percentages. It should be 
stressed that this is not an analysis of the cited impact itself (which often extended much more widely 
into education, health, the creative industries, and so on); but only attempts to identify the research 
area from which the impact derived.
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Sources

All data analysed is in the public domain:
REF2014 submissions: results.ref.ac.uk/DownloadSubmissions

REF2014 reports: www.ref.ac.uk/panels/paneloverviewreports/ (UoA 35 in Panel D pp. 92–109)

RAE2008 submissions: www.rae.ac.uk/submissions/

RAE2008 reports: www.rae.ac.uk/pubs/2009/ov/ (UoA 67 in Panel O)

For Music, Drama, Dance and Performing Arts in REF2014, results by institution can be seen at: 
results.ref.ac.uk/Results/ByUoa/35 
 
and in an interpretation of rank order at: 
www.timeshighereducation.com/sites/default/files/Attachments/2014/12/17/x/o/z/sub-14-01.pdf  
(pp. 37–9).
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