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About me
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● Mattias Björnmalm
● Deputy Secretary General of CESAER
● BSc from Lund University
● MSc from KTH Royal Institute of Technology
● PhD from University of Melbourne with Prof Frank Caruso
● Marie Curie post-doc at Imperial College London with 

Prof Molly Stevens
● My research primarily nanomaterials and bioengineering
● Moved to full-time science advocacy in 2019 at CESAER

● More details

https://chemical.eng.unimelb.edu.au/nano
https://www.stevensgroup.org
https://scholar.google.com/citations?user=O551snUAAAAJ&hl=en
https://www.cesaer.org/about/history/
https://www.cesaer.org/news/mattias-bjornmalm-appointed-deputy-secretary-general-1046/
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Association at a glance

Founded in 1990 as a not-for profit
association and hosted by KU Leuven
on its science and technology campus

Acknowledged stakeholder 
organisation for European Research 
Area, European Education Area and 
European Strategy for Universities

Over 1,400 volunteers and leaders 
from our Members are engaged 
in our association

We unite 57 leading research-intensive 
specialised and comprehensive 
universities of science and technology 
from 27 countries in Europe and beyond
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Our Members at a glance

Our Members educate over
1.1m students
of which 200,000 are international students 

Our Members unite and employ over
96,000 academic staff

Under Horizon 2020,

awarded €5 billion
worth of European research funding

Including

9,464 Collaborative Projects
2,499 MSCA Fellowships

our Members have been 1,150 ERC Projects



57 Members from 27 countries
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https://www.cesaer.org/members/


A changing landscape



Where we come from: Roles and responsibilities of 
universities
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● Magna Charta Universitatum 
● Lima Declaration

○ ‘Future of mankind depends largely on 
cultural, scientific and technical 
development, and that this is built up in 
centres of culture, knowledge and research 
as represented by true universities’ as 

○ ‘Trustees of the European humanist tradition’
○ Foundational principles: Academic freedom 

and institutional autonomy

● This enables universities to expand upon their 
tradition in releasing transformative forces and act 
as autonomous agents of change

http://www.magna-charta.org/magna-charta-universitatum
https://www.cesaer.org/content/7-administration/legal-affairs/values/lima-declaration.pdf
https://www.cesaer.org/news/release-unprecedented-transformative-forces-1207/
https://www.cesaer.org/news/release-unprecedented-transformative-forces-1207/


Where we come from: New public management
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● 1980s-1990s re-organisation of public service 
organizations to be more ‘businesslike’ with 
intention to improve efficiency using key 
concepts from private sector, including:

○ Set measurable targets
○ Monitor performance 
○ Foster competitiveness

● Car factory: targets for success can include 
reducing amount of raw material needed (e.g. 
steel) and increasing number of cars produced

● University: how to measure success?
Hood (1991)

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9299.1991.tb00779.x


Promises and perils of measuring ‘success’
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Examples include:

● Global ranking tables
● Excellence labels and initiatives
● Journal impact factor
● H-index

Benchmarking indicators have many shortcomings, but 
can be valuable when deployed judiciously as part of 
broader efforts for organisational learning and institutional 
development.

Recommended resources to learn more:

● Next generation metrics
● The Metric Tide
● ‘Excellence R Us’
● Mis-Measuring Our Universities: Why Global 

University Rankings Don’t Add Up

https://www.cesaer.org/news/next-generation-metrics-545/
https://www.ukri.org/publications/review-of-metrics-in-research-assessment-and-management/
https://www.nature.com/articles/palcomms2016105
https://doi.org/10.3389/frma.2021.680023
https://doi.org/10.3389/frma.2021.680023


Towards culture change
“A culture change is needed within universities. As a 
community, we have been seduced by simple but stifling 
interpretations of what an excellent researcher is and what 
they should do. This has been driven largely by assessment 
and reward structures that put undue focus on narrow, 
simple-to-measure indicators and criteria. 

“Action is overdue, and it must happen at several levels.”

- Rik Van de Walle (President of CESAER and Rector of 
Ghent University) in op-ed in Research Europe 

10

https://www.cesaer.org/news/reform-is-overdue-648/


Responding to changing landscape



Growing acknowledgement of the need for change
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● San Francisco Declaration on Research Assessment (DORA; 2012)

○ “Do not use journal-based metrics, such as Journal Impact Factors, as a surrogate 
measure of the quality of individual research articles, to assess an individual 
scientist’s contributions, or in hiring, promotion, or funding decisions.”

○ CESAER endorsed DORA in 2020 and the encouraged all Members to sign it

● Leiden Manifesto (2015)

● Hong Kong Principles (2020)

● European Agreement of Reforming Research Assessment (2022)

○ “While acknowledging that this Agreement does not have any legally binding effect, it 
represents a public commitment to contribute actively and constructively to reforming 
research assessment.”

https://sfdora.org
https://www.cesaer.org/news/cesaer-signs-dora-697/
http://www.leidenmanifesto.org
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.3000737
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/news/all-research-and-innovation-news/reforming-research-assessment-agreement-now-final-2022-07-20_en
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Full text of European Agreement on Reforming Research Assessment, FAQ and full summary presentation

https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/news/all-research-and-innovation-news/reforming-research-assessment-agreement-now-final-2022-07-20_en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-07/rra-agreement-faq.pdf
https://www.cesaer.org/content/6-representation/2022/core-group-reform-research-assessment/20220708-assembly-meeting-3-all-slides.pdf
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Full text of European Agreement on Reforming Research Assessment, FAQ and full summary presentation

https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/news/all-research-and-innovation-news/reforming-research-assessment-agreement-now-final-2022-07-20_en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-07/rra-agreement-faq.pdf
https://www.cesaer.org/content/6-representation/2022/core-group-reform-research-assessment/20220708-assembly-meeting-3-all-slides.pdf
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Full text of European Agreement on Reforming Research Assessment, FAQ and full summary presentation

https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/news/all-research-and-innovation-news/reforming-research-assessment-agreement-now-final-2022-07-20_en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-07/rra-agreement-faq.pdf
https://www.cesaer.org/content/6-representation/2022/core-group-reform-research-assessment/20220708-assembly-meeting-3-all-slides.pdf
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Full text of European Agreement on Reforming Research Assessment, FAQ and full summary presentation

https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/news/all-research-and-innovation-news/reforming-research-assessment-agreement-now-final-2022-07-20_en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-07/rra-agreement-faq.pdf
https://www.cesaer.org/content/6-representation/2022/core-group-reform-research-assessment/20220708-assembly-meeting-3-all-slides.pdf
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Full text of European Agreement on Reforming Research Assessment, FAQ and full summary presentation

https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/news/all-research-and-innovation-news/reforming-research-assessment-agreement-now-final-2022-07-20_en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-07/rra-agreement-faq.pdf
https://www.cesaer.org/content/6-representation/2022/core-group-reform-research-assessment/20220708-assembly-meeting-3-all-slides.pdf
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Full text of European Agreement on Reforming Research Assessment, FAQ and full summary presentation

https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/news/all-research-and-innovation-news/reforming-research-assessment-agreement-now-final-2022-07-20_en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-07/rra-agreement-faq.pdf
https://www.cesaer.org/content/6-representation/2022/core-group-reform-research-assessment/20220708-assembly-meeting-3-all-slides.pdf


Shaping the landscape



Why now?
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● Rare shared focus among political level, funders, 
universities and researchers

● Problem elaboration > awareness raising > decision 
phase (> implementation)

● Choice is to act today to help shape the future, or 
follow the path laid down by those who do

News article with quotes

Council conclusions adopted 
by all EU member states

https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/news/all-research-and-innovation-news/reforming-research-assessment-agreement-now-final-2022-07-20_en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/news/all-research-and-innovation-news/reforming-research-assessment-agreement-now-final-2022-07-20_en
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/05/28/improving-conditions-for-research-careers-in-europe-council-adopts-conclusions/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/05/28/improving-conditions-for-research-careers-in-europe-council-adopts-conclusions/


As a (junior or senior) researcher
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● Seek to empower early-career researchers

● Be the change you want to see, including with your 
colleagues and in your team

● Help nurture healthy labs and lab cultures

● Be aware of the important role of Europe for 
research (in addition to local, national and global 
levels)

● Be aware that boosting careers of (young) 
researchers is high on the (political) agenda 

● Know that you can make a difference:
○ Follow the discussion
○ Contribute 
○ Get involved

● Science communication: building trust through 
transparency and engagement - career planning!

http://doi.org/10.1629/uksg.548
https://www.science.org/doi/full/10.1126/science.364.6435.98
https://qbionano.wordpress.com/2018/05/04/commentary-on-mental-health-published-in-nature/
https://www.cesaer.org/news/three-ways-of-looking-at-the-european-research-area-935/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2021/05/28/improving-conditions-for-research-careers-in-europe-council-adopts-conclusions/
http://www.eurodoc.net/news/2021/from-science-and-policy-to-science-policy
https://www.cesaer.org/news/key-technologies-shaping-the-future-foresight-and-strategic-recommendations-1080/
https://www.cesaer.org/news/key-technologies-shaping-the-future-foresight-and-strategic-recommendations-1080/


As an (aspiring) group leader
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● Lead by example

● Resources
○ Toolkits to enable managers to 

support early career researchers 
■ Also valuable for early-career 

researchers to look through!
○ Nature collection How to grow a 

healthy lab

● Engage with management of department 
and university to help guide updates of 
policies and frameworks, and ensure right 
resources are available for you and your 
group members!

https://www.vitae.ac.uk/doing-research/toolkits-to-enable-managers-to-support-the-development-and-progression-of-early-career-researchers
https://www.vitae.ac.uk/doing-research/toolkits-to-enable-managers-to-support-the-development-and-progression-of-early-career-researchers
https://www.nature.com/collections/pmlcrkkyyq/
https://www.nature.com/collections/pmlcrkkyyq/


As a HR professional
● White paper Boost careers of early-stage 

researchers
● White paper Sharing experiences with Human 

Resources Strategy for Researchers

“Early-stage researchers need to be better supported by 
the academic surrounding, government and funders … 
This support will play a key part in redefining culture and 
human knowledge for the better.”

- Vered Behar (Chief HR & Operations at Technion 
R&D Foundation - Israel Institute of Technology)
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https://www.cesaer.org/news/boost-careers-of-early-stage-researchers-451/
https://www.cesaer.org/news/boost-careers-of-early-stage-researchers-451/
https://www.cesaer.org/news/sharing-experiences-with-human-resources-strategy-for-researchers-122/
https://www.cesaer.org/news/sharing-experiences-with-human-resources-strategy-for-researchers-122/


As a university leader
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● Sign DORA

● Sign European Agreement on 
Reforming Research Assessment

● And follow-up
○ DORA resources, case studies and 

institutional development rubric
○ Actively engage with the coalition 

which will be launched to follow-up on 
the Agreement - details 

○ Engage the whole university 
community, including researchers, 
group leaders and HR professionals

https://www.cesaer.org/news/cesaer-signs-dora-697/
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/news/all-research-and-innovation-news/reforming-research-assessment-agreement-now-final-2022-07-20_en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/news/all-research-and-innovation-news/reforming-research-assessment-agreement-now-final-2022-07-20_en
https://sfdora.org/resource-library/
https://sfdora.org/dora-case-studies/
https://www.cesaer.org/news/new-workbook-supports-institutional-strategies-for-modern-research-careers-1262/
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2022-07/rra-agreement-faq.pdf


More information:

● CESAER website
● Contact details
● Annual reports

Contact me at 
mattias.bjornmalm@cesaer.org
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http://www.cesaer.org
https://www.cesaer.org/contact/
https://www.cesaer.org/about/history/

