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1. Introduction
Thank you for agreeing to assist the Australian Research Council (ARC) with Excellence in
Research for Australia (ERA) in 2018. Peer judgement is central to the evaluation processes
and the ARC is grateful to the large number of reviewers who are participating in the
process. Your contributions are vital to the success of ERA and the continued confidence of
the sector and others in the outcomes.

1.1 Using this document
The ERA 2018 Peer Review Handbook details the peer review methodology used by the
ARC in ERA 2018. This handbook is intended to serve as a stand-alone guide to conducting
peer review for ERA. Further detail on the submission process is available on the ARC ERA
website. This document covers the following:


Section 1 provides an overview of the ERA process and the role of peer review.



Section 2 covers the ERA process in detail, including important concepts and
definitions.



Section 3 explains how to conduct peer review. It provides context and further
explanation of how you should consider the review samples you are reading. It
includes guidance on how to write your reports to maximise usefulness to Research
Evaluation Committee (REC) members.



Section 4 is the technical user guide for the System to Evaluate the Excellence of
Research (SEER), the management system that you will use to manage your review
work and submit your reports.

1.2 Overview of the peer reviewer role
As a peer reviewer you will be assigned a sample of research outputs within a Unit of
Evaluation (UoE—see Section 2.1.3) to review, and to report your judgement of the overall
quality of those outputs to the REC members.
You are asked to make an informed judgement about the collective quality of the work that
you have reviewed.
In some instances, you will be the only reviewer reporting on some outputs. Where this
occurs, your analysis will be critical in ensuring that the REC members consider the full
range of outputs within the UoE. In some instances, you will be reporting on outputs that
have been read and reviewed by another reviewer. Multiple assessments of the same work
are important as they provide useful information for the REC members to calibrate the
judgements of quality that reviewers make.
What you bring to the evaluation of the research outputs is your understanding of the
discipline nationally and internationally, disciplinary publishing practices, the major research
issues for the discipline and generally where the frontiers of knowledge are. When you look
at the sample, you will see some research outputs that you know well and other outputs that
you will know less well or not at all.
Your specific roles and responsibilities as a peer reviewer are to:
•

evaluate assigned material and provide a report using the peer review template

•

be diligent in completing tasks allocated to you

•

exercise due skill and care in the performance of your responsibilities
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•

read and comply with the ARC Conflict of Interest and Confidentiality Policy, available
from the ARC website, www.arc.gov.au > Policies & Strategies > Policy > ARC Conflict
of Interest and Confidentiality Policy

•

abide by confidentiality requirements

•

identify instances where you may have a material personal interest (MPI), raise these
with the ARC as soon as you become aware of them and comply with the directions of
the ARC relating to the management of MPI

•

note (and appropriately manage with the ARC as necessary) any relevant sensitive
research outputs.

The peer review process runs from 28 June 2018 to 1 August 2018. All peer reviewers
must review their assigned research outputs and complete peer review reports within this
timeframe. You may be asked to complete additional reviews after this date at the request of
RECs. See Section 3.1.2 for further information on review phases and timelines.
ERA peer reviewers should send all communication on all aspects of ERA by email to
ERA@arc.gov.au.

1.3 Changes for ERA 2018
For reviewers who have participated in previous ERA rounds, the 2018 assessment
methodology will be familiar but we encourage you to read this handbook to refresh your
understanding of the process.
The methodology has remained largely unchanged from previous rounds. This document
has been revised to improve clarity of the language, and other general improvements to the
process have been made to assist peer reviewers in 2018.
Notable changes from ERA 2015 include:


Peer review will now be undertaken in two phases instead of one (see Section 3.1.2).



SEER has been upgraded, and some graphics and processes have changed (see
Section 4 for a full guide to SEER).



Peer reviewers will no longer allocate quality distribution scores for output samples.
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2. ERA background
This section explains the ERA process and the role peer reviewers play in that process. It
covers the objectives of ERA, a high-level view of the peer review process, and important
concepts and terminology for understanding ERA.

2.1 Overview and Structure of ERA
The ARC is responsible for administering ERA, Australia’s national research evaluation
framework. ERA aims to identify and promote excellence across the full spectrum of
research activity, including discovery, experimental and applied research within Australian
higher education institutions.
The objectives of ERA are to:
1.

continue to develop and maintain an evaluation framework that gives government,
industry, business and the wider community assurance of the excellence of research
conducted in Australian higher education institutions

2.

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

3.

identify excellence across the full spectrum of research performance

4.

identify emerging research areas and opportunities for further development

5.

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

ERA evaluates the quality of the research against national and international benchmarks.
ERA assesses the quality of research disciplines at each university—it does not assess or
rate individual researchers.
The indicators used in ERA include a range of metrics such as citation profiles which are
common to disciplines in the natural sciences, and peer review of a sample of research
outputs which is more broadly common in the humanities and social sciences (see the
ERA 2018 Discipline Matrix (available through the ARC website: www.arc.gov.au > ERA >
ERA 2018 Discipline Matrix) for which disciplines use peer review as an indicator).
The ratings for all UoEs are determined by committees of distinguished researchers from
Australia and overseas, known as the ERA RECs. There are eight RECs in total, and each
REC consists of a Chair and around 15-25 expert reviewers who are the REC members. A
list of members for ERA 2018 is available on the ARC website: www.arc.gov.au > ERA >
ERA 2018 Research Evaluation Committee (RECs).
The ARC engages peer reviewers to provide expertise and context to support REC
decisions. Peer review ensures that a breadth of relevant expertise, experience and
perspectives contribute to each evaluation outcome.

2.1.1 Definition of research
All outputs submitted in ERA must meet the definition of research. You should consider this
definition when undertaking your peer review. ERA defines research as the creation of new
knowledge and/or the use of existing knowledge in a new and creative way to generate new
concepts, methodologies, inventions and understandings. This could include the synthesis
and analysis of previous research to the extent that it is new and creative.
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This definition of research is consistent with a broad notion of research and experimental
development comprising “creative and systematic work undertaken in order to increase the
stock of knowledge—including knowledge of humankind, culture and society—and to devise
new applications of available knowledge”1 as defined in the ARC funding rules.

2.1.2 Fields of research (FoR) codes
Disciplines in ERA are defined by the ABS Australian and New Zealand Standard Research
Classification (ANZSRC) FoR codes (available from www.abs.gov.au > Statistics >
Classifications > Australian and New Zealand Standard Research Classification (ANZSRC),
2008). FoRs are structured as follows:


Two-digit FoR code—This is the highest level of the ANZSRC hierarchy. A two-digit
FoR code relates to a broad discipline field and consists of a collection of related fourdigit FoR codes.



Four-digit FoR code—This is the second level of the ANZSRC hierarchy. A four-digit
FoR code is a specific discipline field of a two-digit FoR code and consists of a
collection of related six-digit FoR codes.



Six-digit FoR code—This is the lowest level of the ANZSRC hierarchy. A six-digit
code is a further breakdown of a four-digit FoR code.

Example of the FoR hierarchy

ERA evaluates research at the 22 two-digit and 157 four-digit FoR code levels. The six-digit
codes are used to identify your expertise as a peer reviewer and assist in assigning you to
appropriate UoEs.

2.1.3 Unit of evaluation (UoE)
In ERA, a UoE is defined as the two-digit or four-digit FoR at the submitting institution. It is
made up of the research outputs and other indicators that are assigned to that discipline by
the submitting institution.

1

OECD (2015), Frascati Manual: Guidelines for Collecting and Reporting Data on Research and Experimental
Development, Paris (Page 28).
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Your peer review tasks will be allocated at the four-digit UoE level.

2.1.4 Research output types
The research outputs available for peer review include the traditional range of academic
outputs including journal articles, books, book chapters, and conference publications. ERA
also includes a range of non-traditional research outputs (NTROs) for some disciplines (see
the ERA 2018 Discipline Matrix for details). This accommodates disciplines where there is a
range of experimental works, creative works and analytical research. The NTRO types
include:


Original creative works



Live performance of creative works



Recorded / rendered creative works



Curated or produced substantial public exhibitions and events



Research reports for an external body.

These outputs may be submitted as individual items. Alternatively, where individual works
are derived from the same underlying research endeavour but do not in themselves
constitute research, they may be submitted as a ‘portfolio’, which in ERA constitutes a single
non-traditional research output. A portfolio submitted in ERA has to demonstrate coherent
research content.

2.1.5 Research statements for NTROs
Where institutions nominate NTROs for ERA peer review, they must provide a statement as
part of their submission that identifies the research component of each nominated research
output. The research statement will include reference to the following:


research background—field, context and research question



research contribution—innovation/new knowledge



research significance—evidence of excellence.

Peer reviewers should evaluate NTROs by referring to this research statement alongside the
output itself.

2.1.6 Accessing peer review samples
All peer review items are accessed through SEER through institutionally supported digital
repositories (see section 3.6 of the ERA 2018 Submission Guidelines available from the
ARC website: www.arc.gov.au > ERA > Key Documents > ERA 2018 Submission
Guidelines). SEER ensures that peer review access to these digital repositories is
anonymous. However, if any outputs you access include hyperlinks, clicking on these links
may de-anonymise your access. External material is not to be included in your peer review
and it is important that you do not access such links.
Where it is impractical to digitise the entire research output in their submission, institutions
can digitise and store relevant parts of the research output for ERA peer review (see section
6.3 of the ERA 2018 Submission Guidelines). In such cases, institutions have been
instructed that the digitised content must be sufficient to enable peer reviewers to make
robust judgements on the quality of the output. For example:
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where a book is not available in digital form, the cover page, introduction or first
chapter, index (as appropriate), and other relevant sections of the book (sufficient for a
robust evaluation of the work) must be made available.



in the case of an NTRO such as artworks or sculptures, some digital form (for
example, scanning, audio, or video) is required for peer review. Here, institutions have
been instructed that the combination of the digital form and the research statement
must be sufficient for the peer reviewer to make a judgement of the quality of the
research.

2.2 The role of a peer reviewer
Your role as a peer reviewer is to read a selection of nominated research outputs for an
institution, and then report your views on the quality of those outputs. Specifically, for each
UoE, you will be asked to provide:


a statement outlining the sampling strategy by which you chose outputs to review (see
Section 3.3.1)



an indication of your level of expertise in the area (see Section 3.2.3)



a statement about the approach to research reflected in the sample outputs (see
Section 3.3.2)



a statement about the contribution of the sample outputs to the field of research (see
Section 3.3.3).

You are not expected to form a view on an institution’s performance beyond the particular
sample of research outputs you have read. You are also not required to write individual
reviews of each output. Section 3.3 details what you will need to include in your report.

2.3 Assignment of peer review tasks
REC members will be responsible for assigning tasks to you. ERA peer review assignment
adheres to the following principles:


In all UoEs where external peer review is required, at least two peer reviewers must be
assigned (more will be assigned in larger UoEs).



Assignment of peer reviewers will account for sub-disciplines within each four-digit
Field of Research (FoR). Peer reviewers are matched to their assignments through
their (six-digit FoR) expertise.



REC members assigned to a UoE will also be required to conduct peer review.

You will be assigned a number of UoEs for evaluation, and a target number of outputs to
review for each UoE. You will usually be assigned no more than six UoEs, and the review
target is usually around ten outputs to review per UoE. The assignment process is designed
to ensure that workloads are manageable and ensure nominated peer review outputs are
reviewed by at least one person in each UoE.
In total, a minimum of five individuals will undertake peer review of a UoE (at least two
external peer reviewers, as well as three assigned REC members)2. The mix of REC
members and external peer reviewers is intended to provide a breadth of perspectives, and
include enough expertise to ensure that standards reflect the views of experts in the field.

2

For four-digit UoEs, three REC members are assigned; in the case of two-digit UoEs, additional
REC members and peer reviewers may be assigned.
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You are likely to be assigned to multiple UoEs. This will enable you to include a degree of
comparison in your evaluations and develop a deeper familiarity with the peer review criteria,
however, you should not rank outputs or UoEs against each other.
The ERA evaluation processes have been designed to deliberately exclude reviewers from
the consideration of submissions where they have an identified conflict of interest as per
ARC Conflict of Interest and Confidentiality Policy.

2.4 Responsibilities of a peer reviewer
2.4.1 Confidentiality
As a peer reviewer you are required to comply with the ARC Conflict of Interest and
Confidentiality Policy, which is available on the ARC website.
As a peer reviewer you are required to sign a confidentiality agreement with the ARC prior to
your participation in ERA. The agreement covers all aspects of your work with ERA, and
requires you to maintain confidentiality after the end of your engagement with ERA.
You may inform your direct manager of your role as an ERA peer reviewer on a confidential
basis in order to assist in the management of your work obligations. However, you must not
disclose details of the UoEs you are reviewing.
You must not contact researchers, other peer reviewers or REC members, or institutions
under any circumstances in relation to material that has been submitted for evaluation in
ERA, or seek additional information from any sources. All queries should be directed to the
ARC helpdesk (ERA@arc.gov.au). Peer reviewers must not reveal details about any
evaluation at any time.

2.4.2 Material personal interests
Peer reviewers must avoid actual or perceived conflicts with material personal interests
(MPIs). A material personal interest is an interest of a type that may give rise to a real or
perceived conflict of interest that could be perceived by an external observer as having
inappropriate influence over the peer reviewer’s decisions in relation to a UoE. Once
declared, the ARC will evaluate and determine whether the interest amounts to an actual,
potential or perceived conflict of interest and if so how this will affect the peer reviewer’s
involvement. Each instance will be evaluated on a case by case basis, and typically will
involve reassigning the material to another peer reviewer.
The following are some examples of material personal interests that must be declared:


Being employed by, or holding an adjunct or honorary appointment at, the institution
which has made the submission to which you are assigned.



Having a close personal relationship with someone whose work forms a significant part
of the UoE or peer review task being assigned for evaluation. This could include a
partner, spouse, family member or close friend. Enmity is included in this category.



Being a close collaborator with someone whose work forms a significant part of the
UoE or peer review task which is being assigned for evaluation.



Other interests, including financial interests (for example holding a company
directorship, stock ownership or options, patents, royalties, consultancy or grant) which
could lead to financial gain to a peer reviewer in circumstances where they have
access to information or are able to influence decision-making.
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While most MPIs will be determined before the assignment of evaluation tasks occur, you
may encounter material with which you have a potential MPI during your evaluation. In this
situation you are required to declare any potential or actual MPI as soon as practicable after
it has been identified. You must alert the ARC to any potential MPIs so that the ARC can
confirm with you the appropriate action to take regarding a specific UoE.

2.4.3 Security and sensitivity
Culturally sensitive research outputs
The ARC acknowledges that some submitted research outputs may be culturally sensitive,
and that peer reviewers may encounter research outputs with the potential to cause distress.
Institutions may have included culturally sensitive research outputs in their submission, and
will have specifically identified and advised the ARC of the cultural sensitivity of the research
output. In such cases, the ARC will treat the output accordingly, and flag the sensitivity and
appropriate handling procedures.
If any research material causes offence or serious sensitivity to you as a peer reviewer, you
are asked to raise your concern with the ARC as soon as practicable. In this case the UoE
would normally be reassigned.
Commercially sensitive and Australian Government Security Classified research
outputs
You should not encounter any commercially sensitive or Australian Government Security
Classified materials as a peer reviewer. To be eligible for ERA, all research outputs must
either be published or made publicly available in the ERA reference period. Therefore,
institutions must not submit classified or commercially sensitive outputs that are not publicly
available.

2.4.4 Copyright
To allow you to conduct your review you will have access to, and use of, relevant research
outputs that may be protected by copyright. Acting under Section 183(1) of the Copyright Act
1968 (Cth), the Commonwealth of Australia, as represented by the ARC, has authorised
each peer reviewer to do acts comprised in the copyright of relevant material for the
purposes of ERA. As a result, authorised peer reviewers may make all uses of relevant
material that are necessary or convenient to enable their participation in ERA. The
authorisation is strictly limited to their participation in ERA and will not extend to uses for any
purpose unrelated to participation in ERA.
Access to research outputs is provided strictly for the purposes of conducting evaluation for
ERA. As a peer reviewer, you are not permitted to reproduce or distribute the outputs for any
purpose other than participation in ERA. To ensure appropriate protection of copyright
material in ERA submissions, you must at all times comply with the authorisation.

2.4.5 Research integrity and research misconduct
You are encouraged to read the ARC Research Integrity Policy available on the ARC
website: www.arc.gov.au > Policies and Strategies > ARC Research Integrity Policy and
report alleged breaches of research integrity or research misconduct issues identified in
relation to ARC funded business as per this policy to the ARC Research Integrity Officer.
The policy and contact details for the Research Integrity Officer are available on the ARC
website.
ERA 2018 Peer Review Handbook
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3. Undertaking peer review
This section provides details on how the peer review process works, and how to answer the
questions that will be asked of you as a peer reviewer. For a guide on how to use the ERA IT
system—System to Evaluate the Excellence of Research (SEER)—see Section 4.

3.1 Preliminary considerations
Before commencing peer review, you should be aware of the time frames for review as well
as any sensitivities and material personal interests that may affect your participation.

3.1.1 Sensitivities and material personal interests
As a peer reviewer, you should consider whether you are unable to assess any of your
assignments due to an MPI (see Section 2.4.2). You should also check sensitivity handling
notes (see Section 2.4.3) attached to your assigned UoEs.
If either of these issues arise, you should contact the ARC as soon as possible. The ARC
will review the information you provide and advise you of the appropriate action—such as
withdrawing you from the UoE and reassigning it to another peer reviewer.

3.1.2 Time frames
All peer reviewers will receive an email notification when SEER is open and assigned tasks
are available.
Peer review will be assigned in two stages (Stage 0 and Stage 1 of the broader REC
process). Most peer review will be undertaken in Stage 0. Following Stage 0, RECs will be
able to identify any gaps in peer review and may seek further peer review during Stage 1.
You may be assigned tasks in either or both of these stages.
Stage

Date

Stage 0 tasks assigned

28 June 2018

Stage 0 tasks due

1 August 2018

Stage 1 tasks assigned

3 August 2018

Stage 1 tasks due

6 September 2018

The ARC will advise you if a new task is assigned to you after the commencement of either
stage, this could potentially occur following the declaration of a conflict of interest.
RECs will begin their evaluations immediately following these due dates so it is vital that you
submit all peer review reports on time.

3.2 Peer review material
3.2.1 Selecting outputs to review
Peer reviewers will see the list of UoEs that they have been assigned after logging in to
SEER. Each assigned task involves the review and evaluation of a sample of nominated
research outputs associated with a particular UoE.
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You are not required to read or review every output in a UoE that has been assigned to you.
Each task will include a target number of outputs that you should aim to read, taking into
account the expertise of other reviewers as well as the breadth and size of the peer review
sample. You should aim to read the target number of outputs. This may include outputs with
which you are already familiar, and which you may not need to re-read.
It is up to you to select a sample that you can review with confidence and expertise. Ideally,
your sample should represent a cross-section of researchers, quality, and output types
within the UoE.
Where UoEs span a range of disciplines that an individual ERA peer reviewer could not be
expected to cover (particularly with the two-digit UoEs), you should tailor your selection so
that you are not assessing material significantly outside of your expertise. Other reviewers
will be assigned to ensure appropriate expertise for each UoE.
When selecting outputs you should not be concerned if universities do not appear in the
bylines for their nominated peer review outputs. The ERA 2018 Submission Guidelines
define eligibility of research outputs according to a range of criteria and it is common for
eligible outputs not to include a byline to the submitting university. The ARC has extensive
processes in place to ensure the outputs you are reviewing meet the relevant eligilbity
criteria.

3.2.2 Recording read items
As a peer reviewer, you must indicate each output you read (including those with which you
are already familiar) by marking that output as ‘Read’ in SEER (see Section 4.5.1). Marking
outputs as ‘Read’ will allow you to track your progress through your sample of research
outputs. The REC will also consider the selection of outputs that you and other peer
reviewers have read, to contextualise your report and identify any gaps in coverage that will
need to be filled by additional peer review or REC members’ own reading.

3.2.3 Reviewer expertise
You have been assigned each UoE based on your six-digit expertise within the FoR (see
Section 2.3 for details on peer reviewer assignment), as recorded in your SEER profile.
The peer review report template (see Section 4.5.2) asks you to indicate your expertise for
each assigned UoE on a scale from 1 (lowest expertise) to 5 (highest expertise). Note that
you are indicating your expertise for reviewing the UoE, not your expertise in the discipline in
general. This may result in you listing different levels of expertise for different UoEs, even for
the same FoR code, if one sample contains material more closely aligned to your particular
expertise.
The assumption is that a peer reviewer who rates expertise at 5 is well-qualified to comment
on the outputs they have read. This information will assist REC members to incorporate peer
reviewer reports into the overall evaluation of the UoE under consideration.

3.3 Writing the report
You will write one report for each assigned UoE. Your written statements should be couched
in terms of the overall standard of outputs reviewed—including a general description of the
distribution of the quality of outputs within the sample.
The peer review report consists of a textual response on the overall quality of the sample of
outputs that you review, against the broad criteria of approach and contribution. The report
ERA 2018 Peer Review Handbook

Page 10 of 38

template has a separate section for each of the criteria. The report template allows up to
10,000 characters per criterion (with no formatting characters) for each criterion. It is
expected that the overall length of a report across all criteria will be between about 1000 and
2000 words.

3.3.1 Sampling strategy
The peer review report includes a section for you to describe your sampling strategy. It is
useful for the REC members to have an indication of the range of output types you have
read, to what extent you were familiar with these outputs prior to your evaluation, and to
what extent these outputs were within your disciplinary expertise. This information will assist
REC members in applying the information in your report to their task of evaluating the UoE
as a whole.

3.3.2 Approach
Responding to this criterion allows you the opportunity to provide important disciplinary
context for the benefit of REC members not directly involved in the discipline. Approach is
the approach taken in the group of outputs reviewed, and may include answers to some or
all of the following questions:


What contextual information and common disciplinary practice is relevant for reviewing
the quality of research outputs that were sampled?



Are the methodologies appropriately articulated for work in the discipline?



Are the methodologies appropriate for the research questions or not? If not, what are
the limitations/effects?



Are the venues/outlets appropriate for reporting the research in this discipline?



What does the overall approach taken demonstrate about the quality of the research
sampled?

3.3.3 Contribution
This is the section where REC members will be looking for your judgement about the quality
of the work you reviewed. Contribution is the contribution of the group of outputs reviewed
to the field and/or practice. This may include reference to the following questions:


Is the research timely?



Is the research (in terms of question and/or findings) significant?



What degree of originality and/or innovation is there in the research approach or
research questions?



What is the level of theoretical and conceptual rigour in the research?



Does the research demonstrate depth of discussion and analysis?



Has the research been subsequently used by others?



What is the contribution nationally and/or internationally to the further development of
knowledge and understanding?
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3.4 What makes a good report
RECs rely on peer review reports (as well as their own reading and other indicators from
ERA submissions) when they determine ERA ratings. The following guidance, based on
feedback from REC members who participated in previous ERA rounds, may help you to
maximise the value RECs can get out of your report:
Address the criteria

Address the criteria directly in your report and, as far as
possible, use the terms that are in the report template (like
‘originality’ or ‘significance of the research questions’). This
will allow REC members to more readily draw comparisons
with the views of other peer reviewers.

Provide supporting
evidence and reasoning

REC members may not be reading the same outputs as you
and may not have your expertise, so they will rely on your
report to clearly explain how you arrived at your conclusions.
Avoid brief, unsupported statements. A typical report will be
1000 to 2000 words in total.

Draw clear conclusions

Each sample will contain a range of quality among its
outputs. The overarching question REC members will ask is,
‘What is the judgement of this reviewer about the overall
quality of the outputs reviewed?’

Write collectively about the There may be instances where reference to an individual
sample
work or collection of works may help to explain a larger point
(such as where there are pockets of excellent work in an
otherwise low quality sample), but the REC members are
most interested in judgements of overall quality.
Provide a general
description of the
distribution of the quality of
the sample

Experience has demonstrated that there is often a variety of
quality within a sample of outputs. In your report you should
describe the distribution of the quality of the outputs
sampled, ensuring that the description is in general terms
and not at the level of individual outputs. For example, you
may describe that a sample has a large majority of outputs of
lower quality but also has a few outstanding outputs.
Alternatively, you may report that the sample included
roughly equal levels of low, middle and high quality outputs.

Write to inform a broad
academic audience

The REC members may not share your precise disciplinary
expertise or familiarity with the work which is being reviewed.

Avoid referring to evidence Your report must be based on your reading of the sample of
outside the peer review
research outputs within the context of the discipline. While
sample
reference to disciplinary practices is important, you must
avoid discussion of citation information, journal rankings, and
similar additional evidence. Part of the reason peer review is
used is that the ARC has determined that these metrics are
not reliable indicators for the peer review disciplines. RECs
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will ignore this information when considering the peer review
reports.
Write within the scope of
your expertise

The expectation of REC members in appointing you to peer
review is that you are an expert and able to provide informed
comment on the work, which you have selected for review.
You should generally write within the scope of your
expertise. Be explicit in your report and sampling
methodology comments about where your expertise ends so
that REC members can contextualise your comments, and
know where to consult the reports of other reviewers.

Use the report only for its
intended purpose

If you notice something unusual, or have questions or
concerns, you should email the ARC directly at
ERA@arc.gov.au. It is the responsibility of the ARC, not the
peer reviewers or REC members, to follow up on these
questions/concerns.

Maintain a professional
tone

Be as critical as is necessary, but couch your criticisms in
terms that you would be happy to have published, or that you
might expect of your work from others. The reports are
developed as advice to the RECs and the ARC does not
intend to release the peer review reports either publicly or to
the reviewed groups. However, there may be circumstances
where the ARC is required to release the reports to others.

3.4.1 Report dos and don’ts
The following examples highlight some considerations that make for useful reports. Please
note that these are fictionalised examples based on reports submitted to previous ERA
rounds.
Do: Attempt to review a representative sample
Sampling strategy: I re-read two journal articles and a conference paper that I was
already familiar with. I then selected the papers and book chapters that appeared to be
within my area of expertise based on their titles, and from that sample chose a random
selection to reach my target number of outputs.
You should select your outputs to read in a manner that may reflect the overall quality of the
peer review sample. Avoid selecting only the outputs that you expect to be of particularly
high or low quality, or those published in the most prestigious journals, since this may bias
your selection and give you an inaccurate idea of overall quality.
Do: Clearly explain your reasoning
Contribution: The outputs address current and significant research questions, but do not
make interesting or novel contributions. The researchers have collected very limited data
to support their conclusions and have applied crude analytical frameworks. Several of
the articles do not refer to important reference works in the field. The outputs are unlikely
to have significant international reach because of their lack of originality…
This report clearly explains and supports the reviewer’s reasons for considering this the
sample of outputs to be of low quality. The report considers the quality of the output sample
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as a whole, and uses the terms from the peer review report template to provide consistency
across reports.
Do: Provide your expert opinion
Approach Taken: … The outputs in my sample all clearly explained their methodologies.
The textual and discourse analysis methods used in these outputs are widely used and
considered best practice in the field. Publications clearly explained their methodologies
and appeared in a range of well-established cultural studies journals where they can be
expected to reach the appropriate audience.
This report explains why the research methods are (or are not) appropriate in the context of
the field of research. It also provides an expert opinion on the overall quality of the outputs.
Don’t: Simply repeat what is in the outputs
Approach Taken: … The bulk of the research focuses on cultural studies, using textual
analysis and discourse analysis to examine literary representations of South-East Asian
society. The book I read was an extended critique of Professor Jane Bloggs’s
scholarship on classical poetry…
Your peer review report should not simply outline the content of the sample. RECs are
relying on your judgement about the quality of the research practices in the sample you have
read. You should not assume that REC members know which techniques are appropriate or
current in your specific discipline.
Don’t: Refer to external indicators
Contribution: … None of the journal articles I read had more than 15 citations, indicating
that this research was not widely used by other researchers. Only one of the journal
articles in my sample was published in an A* journal, which is much lower than I would
expect of a highly-performing university in this discipline…
ERA peer review is based on your own expert opinion of the quality of the research outputs.
You must not access external information such as citation metrics. You must also avoid
referring to journal rankings or other external indicators.
Don’t: Review individual outputs
Contribution: The paper on business ethics by McKinney et al. (2015) and the book
chapter on international corporate responsibility by Fletcher and Bridges (2014) were
timely and theoretically sophisticated, making a significant contribution to the field. The
several conference papers by Lamb were of significantly lower quality …
While it may be necessary to refer to individual papers to highlight outliers or trends, your
review should reflect on the overall quality of the sample of outputs.
Don’t: Draw conclusions beyond the sample you have read
Contribution: The university’s archaeology department is very well-regarded by the
international research community. Professor Smith has a long and distinguished history
of field work and publication. In 1989 he wrote ‘A History of the First Crusade’ which is
still considered an essential reference work in the field…
ERA is an evaluation of a collection of research outputs (and other research indicators), over
a specific time period. This report includes irrelevant detail such as general impressions of
the institution’s reputation and publications outside the review sample and reference period.
Your report should be focused on the quality of the outputs you have been assigned to read.
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Don’t: Assume your audience has particular expertise
Contribution: … The research mostly concerns simplicial homology groups using the
Eilenberg-Steenrod axioms. The work has been very influential, and Chen has described
several of these outputs as foundational to his ongoing work…
REC members will have a variety of levels of expertise and familiarity with the discipline.
This report would be more useful if it avoided technical jargon, or at least explained whether
‘simplicial homology groups’ were a timely and significant area of research. REC members
may not know whether ‘Chen’ is an important name and whether this reference represents
clear evidence that the work makes a significant contribution to the discipline.
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4. System to Evaluate the Excellence of Research (SEER)
4.1 Introduction to SEER
Peer reviewers will conduct all of their work online via the ERA IT system, SEER. SEER is
the web-based environment within which peer reviewers access assigned Units of
Evaluation (UoEs), and the sample of peer review outputs nominated for each UoE.
Institutions nominate a sample of outputs for each assessable UoE and provide those
outputs electronically via an institutional repository. SEER is the system where the
evaluation of outputs takes place and peer reviewers record their evaluations.
Selecting an assigned UoE in SEER will provide access to the list of research outputs the
submitting institution has made available for peer review. Clicking on the links provides
access to individual outputs.
Peer reviewers can access the nominated outputs through SEER at any time during the
evaluation process. SEER ensures the anonymity of peer reviewers accessing institutional
repositories. Also see the SEER User Guide on the ARC website: www.arc.gov.au > ERA >
SEER User Guide.

4.2 Logging into SEER
On the login page, enter your username and password. Your username is not casesensitive but your password is.
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4.3 The action centre screen
The action centre screen provides options:


ERA Evaluation—to make peer evaluations



Person Profile—for your own user account details



Committee Nominations—contains details of your nomination.

Within ERA evaluation, click peer evaluations. This takes you to the peer evaluations list.

4.4 The peer evaluations list
Selecting peer evaluations takes you to the peer evaluations list screen shown below.
This screen shows the status and the number of tasks that are to be completed. A task is
one UoE allocated to you to complete. All tasks must be completed by the end of the stage.
You must submit all assigned tasks by 1 August 2018. NOTE—while reviewers will
complete the majority of work by 1 August 2018, reviewers may be assigned to additional
tasks if any gaps are identified in the evaluations. This additional review period will run 3
August 2018 to 6 September 2018.
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The peer evaluations list will present the list of four-digit UoEs assigned to you—see the
screen shown above. At the top right is a search tool so that you can search by Fields of
Research (FoR) code or text.
The task list displays the following summary information about each UoE:


flag—this allows you to set a reminder to return to this UoE later. The ARC does not
use this information as part of the ERA process and is only to aid your work



UoE ID (institution identifier) e.g. UNI 0202 (PCE)



FoR name



institution



last status change



target outputs



status:





draft—no evaluation recorded



valid—both evaluation rating and comment recorded



submitted—both evaluation rating and comment recorded and the
evaluation submitted.

actions—this will allow you to view the items available to you for peer review.

You can sort this list by clicking on the headers on all columns other than the FoR
name column.
While in the peer evaluations list view, you can submit UoEs. This submits the UoEs
that are in the valid state. If you do this, a message will prompt you to confirm the
action. Once submitted, you cannot revise your text for the submitted UoE.
The session times out after fifteen minutes of inactivity. You should save your work as
you go, because it may be lost if you are timed out. If you have finished the session,
use the logout button at the top right hand side of the screen.

4.5 View UoE
Click on edit to view a UoE. You have two tabs—evaluation and view indicators. You can
access the outputs and provide your assessment in the evaluation tab.
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4.5.1 View indicators

This shows you the composition of the UoE sample by output type. Clicking on the relevant
link takes you to a list of those outputs. For example, if you click on conference publications,
you will see this screen:

You can sort the list of items by clicking on the headers on all columns. If you would like
to view the full list of outputs on screen, click on the ‘Total’ link, or alternateively, you can
also download a list of all items flagged for peer review by clicking on the “UoE item
report” which provides an MS Excel extract. The MS Excel extract provides an offline
copy of all peer review items for you to work with.
Column heading descriptions


Authors—the author(s) of the item from the submitting institution



Title—the title of the output



Type—indicates the type of output, e.g. journal article, book, conference paper



Detail—any further detail on where or how the output is published



Year—year of publication
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Apportionment—the percentage an item has been apportioned to this field of research



Has ATSI research—does the output contain Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
research?



Sensitivity type—to identify if there is any sensitivity, for example of a cultural or
confidential nature



Links—click on the link to gain access to the output in an online repository. An item link
should link directly to a research output in the institutional repository



Sensitivity note—any additional information on the sensitivity



Research statement—used for non-traditional research outputs (see ERA 2018
Submission Guidelines for further information about research statements)



Read?—this indicates that you have read this output. Please tick this box for each
output you have peer reviewed. For selection of outputs to review, please refer to
Section 3.2.1.

Portfolio
To view portfolio items requires an additional step. When you click on portfolios of nontraditional research outputs you will see this screen:
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To view further information on each item, click on the item under title.

Evaluation tab—peer reviewer report
By clicking on the evaluation tab, you will find the peer reviewer report template with text
fields to indicate your expertise in the UoE under consideration, and for your comments
under the various report headings. Comments can be up to a maximum of 10,000
characters with no formatting, although it is unlikely that you will need the maximum
character limit.

When you save a rating and/or comment, the status changes on the peer evaluations
screen.
Once back in the peer evaluations screen you can submit your expertise and comments.
Only when an evaluation has both an expertise indicated and a comment (valid state), can
you submit.
You must confirm your request when you select to submit.
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Once you have submitted an evaluation you cannot edit it. If you submit but have not
completed your evaluation, contact the ARC at ERAs@arc.gov.au to request the
evaluation to be re-opened.
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4.5.2 Peer review template
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Appendix A—Eligible institutions and ERA institution
identifiers
An eligible institution is one that meets the criteria of a ‘Higher Education Provider’ under the
Higher Education Support Act 2003 and is listed as a Table A or B provider. A list of eligible
institutions is given below.
Institution

Abbreviation

Australian Catholic University

ACU

Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education

BAT

Bond University

BON

Central Queensland University

CQU

Charles Darwin University

CDU

Charles Sturt University

CSU

Curtin University of Technology[1]

CUT

Deakin University

DKN

Edith Cowan University

ECU

Federation University Australia

FED

Griffith University

GRF

James Cook University

JCU

La Trobe University

LTU

Macquarie University

MQU

MCD University of Divinity[2]

DIV

Monash University

MON

Murdoch University

MUR

Queensland University of Technology

QUT

Royal Melbourne Institute of Technology[3]

RMT

Southern Cross University

SCU

Swinburne University of Technology

SWN

The Australian National University

ANU

The Flinders University of South Australia

FLN
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Institution

Abbreviation

The University of Adelaide

ADE

The University of Melbourne

MEL

The University of Notre Dame Australia

NDA

The University of Queensland

QLD

The University of Sydney

SYD

The University of Western Australia

UWA

Torrens University Australia

TOR

University of Canberra

CAN

University of New England

UNE

University of New South Wales

NSW

University of Newcastle

NEW

University of South Australia

USA

University of Southern Queensland

USQ

University of Tasmania

TAS

University of Technology, Sydney

UTS

University of the Sunshine Coast

USC

University Western Sydney[4]

WSU

University of Wollongong

WOL

Victoria University

VIC

[1] Currently known as Curtin University
[2] Currently known as University of Divinity
[3] Currently known as RMIT University
[4] Currently known as Western Sydney University
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Appendix B—FoR code summary
This appendix provides an overview of the FoR codes which have peer review as an
identified indicator, organised by the two-digit FoR codes. The ERA 2018 Discipline Matrix
shows the complete set of indicators which are relevant for each FoR code.
FoR

Description

01

Mathematical Sciences

0101

Pure Mathematics

08

Information and Computing Sciences

0801

Artificial Intelligence and Image Processing

0802

Computation Theory and Mathematics

0803

Computer Software

0804

Data Format

0805

Distributed Computing

0806

Information Systems

0807

Library and Information Studies

0899

Other Information and Computing Sciences

10

Technology

1005

Communications Technologies

1006

Computer Hardware

12

Built Environment and Design

1201

Architecture

1202

Building

1203

Design Practice and Management

1204

Engineering Design

1205

Urban and Regional Planning

1299

Other Built Environment and Design

13

Education

1301

Education Systems

1302

Curriculum and Pedagogy

1303

Specialist Studies in Education
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FoR

Description

1399

Other Education

14

Economics

1401

Economic Theory

1402

Applied Economics

1403

Econometrics

1499

Other Economics

15

Commerce, Management, Tourism and Services

1501

Accounting, Auditing and Accountability

1502

Banking, Finance and Investment

1503

Business and Management

1504

Commercial Services

1505

Marketing

1506

Tourism

1507

Transportation and Freight Services

1599

Other Commerce, Management, Tourism and Services

16

Studies in Human Society

1601

Anthropology

1602

Criminology

1603

Demography

1604

Human Geography

1605

Policy and Administration

1606

Political Science

1607

Social Work

1608

Sociology

1699

Other Studies in Human Society

18

Law and Legal Studies

1801

Law

1802

Maori Law
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FoR

Description

1899

Other Law and Legal Studies

19

Studies in Creative Arts and Writing

1901

Art Theory and Criticism

1902

Film, Television and Digital Media

1903

Journalism and Professional Writing

1904

Performing Arts and Creative Writing

1905

Visual Arts and Crafts

1999

Other Studies in Creative Arts and Writing

20

Language, Communication and Culture

2001

Communication and Media Studies

2002

Cultural Studies

2003

Language Studies

2004

Linguistics

2005

Literary Studies

2099

Other Language, Communication and Culture

21

History and Archaeology

2101

Archaeology

2102

Curatorial and Related Studies

2103

Historical Studies

2199

Other History and Archaeology

22

Philosophy and Religious Studies

2201

Applied Ethics

2202

History and Philosophy of Specific Fields

2203

Philosophy

2204

Religion and Religious Studies

2299

Other Philosophy and Religious Studies
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Appendix C—SEER supported browsers
Browser

Version

Platform

Level of
Support

Internet Explorer

Current release.

Any version of Windows the
stated Internet Explorer versions
are compatible with.

Fully
Supported

Google Chrome

Current release automatic update must
not be disabled.

Any operating system Chrome is
compatible with.

Fully
Supported

All other browsers
and versions

ARC applications should work in any browser or version not fully supported,
however as testing is restricted to those above, they will not be guaranteed to
function.

Mobile Devices
(tablets, mobile
phones, etc.)

While ARC applications are not specifically designed for mobile devices, they
should work if the device has internet connectivity and is capable of running
a browser.

Peer reviewers must configure web browsers to enable JavaScript, cookies and pop-up
windows when accessing SEER.
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Appendix D—IT troubleshooting
The ARC works closely with institutions to ensure that links to outputs in a repository work
and that the outputs nominated for peer review can be downloaded. There may be instances
where the link is broken or the output is not available, but this will be rare.
The most common download problems are with the reviewer’s internet browser settings, and
can usually be resolved quickly and easily by reviewers. The most commonly reported
problems are with pop-up blockers, Adobe and downloads to temporary folders which are
not immediately apparent. The fix for common browsers for each of these problems is as
follows:

A. Your browser does not prompt you to either open or save the download.
Internet Explorer
1. In Internet Explorer go to the menu item tools and select internet options (N.B. tools
may be a picture of a cog on the top right of the page).

2. Click on security and select internet.
3. Click on custom level button.
4. Under downloads, for file download select enable and click OK.
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If this does not assist, IE stores all downloads to a temporary folder
(C:\Users\username\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Temporary Internet Files)—this may be where
downloads are going.

Google Chrome
1) In Google Chrome, click on the three vertical dots on the far right of the browser toolbar.

2) Select settings then advanced at bottom of page.
3) Go to downloads. Turn on ask where to save each file before downloading. This
section also allows you to change where files are downloaded.
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The downloads page displays a chronological list of all the files you have downloaded. To
open the downloads page—click on the three vertical dots on the far right of the browser
toolbar, select downloads. To open a file, click the filename. To see where the file is located
on your computer, click show in folder.
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Here are the temporary file storage locations for a few common operating systems:
Windows XP—C:\Documents and Settings\[USERNAME]\Local Settings\Application
Data\Google\Chrome\
Windows 7/8—C:\Users\[USERNAME]\AppData\Local\Google\Chrome\User
Data\Default\Cache
Windows 10—C:\Documents and Settings\[USERNAME]\Downloads
Mac OS X—/Users/[USERNAME]/Library/Caches/Google/Chrome

B. Your browser's pop-up blocker may be blocking the download. If you can
disable it, this may solve the problem.
Microsoft Edge
1.

Open Microsoft Edge and click on the three dots, top right of window.

2.

Select settings, then advanced settings.
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3.

Turn off the block pop ups option.

Internet Explorer
A.

Open Internet Explorer, and then click internet options on the tools menu to open the
internet properties dialog box.

B.

Click the privacy tab, and then unclick turn on pop-up blocker.

Google Chrome
1.

Click on the three vertical dots, top right of window on the browser toolbar.

2.

Select settings then advanced at bottom of page.

3.

In the privacy section, click content settings.
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4. In the pop-ups section, turn off blocked.

C. Your Internet browser may not recognise that the file the system is trying to
send you is a PDF. You may need to update your PDF plugin. To install the
latest update of Reader or Acrobat:
Microsoft Edge/Internet Explorer/Chrome
1.

Open Reader or Acrobat.

2.

Choose Help>Check for Updates. If a new update is available, it installs automatically.

D. The Adobe PDF plugin in your browser may be disabled.
Internet Explorer
1.

Select tools > manage add-ons.

2.

Scroll to the section of add-ons for Adobe Systems, and select Abode PDF Reader

3.

If the status of Adobe PDF Reader is disabled, click on the enable button.

Google Chrome
1.

In the Chrome address bar, type chrome://extensions/

2.

Enable the Adobe Acrobat or Adobe Reader plug-in.

3.

Close the extensions tab and restart Chrome.
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Appendix E—Abbreviations
ARC

Australian Research Council

ANZSRC

Australian and New Zealand Standard Research Classification

ERA

Excellence in Research for Australia

FoR

Fields of Research (ANZSRC)

MPI

Material Personal Interest

NTRO

Non-traditional Research Output

REC

Research Evaluation Committee

SEER

System to Evaluate the Excellence of Research

UoE

Unit of Evaluation
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Appendix F—Glossary
Phrase

Description

Discipline

For the purposes of ERA, ‘disciplines’ are defined as four- or two-digit FoR
codes as identified in the ANZSRC.

Discipline Matrix

Specification of which ERA indicators are applied to which disciplines. The
ERA 2018 Discipline Matrix is available on the ARC website and made
available as part of the ERA-SEER 2018 Technology Pack.

ERA peer review

Review conducted of a sample of research outputs by RECs and peer
reviewers as part of the ERA evaluation process.

ERA peer reviewer

Independent expert who undertakes ERA peer review of a sample of
research outputs as part of the ERA evaluation process.

Fields of Research
(FoR)

A hierarchical classification of fields of research set out in the ANZSRC. The
term ‘Fields of Research’ or ‘FoR’ applies to all three ANZSRC levels (twodigit, four-digit and six-digit).

Four-digit FoR

The middle level of the three hierarchical levels within ANZSRC Fields of
Research. An example of a four-digit FoR code is ‘0206-Quantum Physics’.
Within the ANZSRC classification, this level is referred to as a ‘Group’.

Institution

Higher education provider eligible to participate in ERA.

Low volume threshold

A low volume threshold exists for each UoE in ERA. For peer review
disciplines the low volume threshold is the equivalent of 50 submitted
apportioned outputs.

Non-traditional research
output (NTRO)

NTROS are specified categories of research output types defined in the
ERA 2018 Submission Guidelines (see section 4.4.9 of these guidelines).
The types of NTRO are original creative works, live performance of creative
works, recorded/rendered creative works, curated or produced substantial
public exhibitions and events, research reports for an external body and
portfolio.

Peer review

For the purpose of ERA, an acceptable peer review process is one that
involves an assessment or review, before publication, of the research output
in its entirety by independent, qualified experts. Independent in this context
means independent of the author. Note that ‘ERA peer review’ has a
different meaning (see ‘ERA peer review’).

Reference periods

The periods during which research outputs must have been published,
research income reported under HERDC etc.; in order for associated data to
be included in ERA submissions. ERA reference periods vary according to
the research item (see section 3.7 of the ERA 2018 Submission Guidelines).

Research Evaluation
Committees (REC)

The committees which will undertake ERA evaluations. Each committee
represents a grouping of broadly cognate disciplines. Each committee will
include internationally-recognised members with expertise in research
evaluation and broad discipline expertise.
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Phrase

Description

Research statement

For each NTRO or portfolio nominated for ERA peer review, institutions
must submit a research statement of 250 words identifying the research
component of the research output (i.e. how the output meets the definition
of ‘research’).

Sector

Refers broadly to the higher education community and those individuals and
organisations who consider themselves affiliated with the higher education
community.

Six-digit FoR

The most specific (or lowest) of the three hierarchical levels within ANZSRC
Fields of Research. ERA does not collect data or conduct evaluations at this
level. However, the six-digit FoRs are used to identify peer reviewer
expertise and assists in the assignment of peer reviewer work.

Two-digit FoR

The highest of the three hierarchical levels within ANZSRC Fields of
Research. An example if ‘02 Physical Sciences’. Within the ANZSRC
classification, this level is referred to as a ‘Division’.

Unit of Evaluation (UoE)

A discipline for a specific institution. In some contexts, the term refers to the
package of associated ERA information (including submission data,
indicators and evaluation outcomes). While all ERA data collection will be at
the four-digit FoR level for a specific institution, the UoE will be either at the
four-digit or two-digit FoR for an institution.
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