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Snowball Metrics – what and why – a 
recap
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“Unless you have [data] you cannot 
make informed decisions; you would 

be acting based on opinions and 
hearsay.” 

Growing recognition of  the value of  
data/metrics to inform and monitor 
research strategies, to complement but 
not replace existing methods

Frustration over the lack of  a 
comprehensive but manageable 
standard set of  metrics for sensible 
measurements

“[There is little] thought 
leadership and knowledge 
development around best 

practice.” 

Frequent similar 
data requests 
from external 
bodies looking at 
performance in a 
way that is not 
necessarily of  
most value to 
universities 
themselves

“The principle drivers for our systems are often external… 
but they shouldn’t be… a research strategy should… be 
developed… to respond to our strengths and the external 

environment, our systems should be defined to run our 
business.” 



University driven benchmarking

Snowball Metrics enable accurate benchmarking to drive quality and 
efficiency. 

Universities need standard metrics to benchmark themselves relative 
to peers, so they can strategically align resources to their strengths 

and weaknesses 

3/6/2018 5



Benchmarking or ranking?

• Rankings are compiled by various providers; each creates relative 
positions based on certain weightings – some even allow a university to 
choose weightings to create their own ranking. Unsurprisingly, a VC 
chooses the ranking in which his university comes out best to market 
the university to new students 

• Benchmarking has a very different purpose and is a precise activity 
which measures activity (e.g. funding, outcomes such as impact etc) 
through the use of  carefully defined metrics 
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Benchmarking facilitates higher 
ranking

• Rankings are important – they raise the profile of  an institution – we all 
want to be as high as possible in rankings 

• Moving higher in rankings is the result of  improved performance 
• Higher performance comes from using benchmarking 
• To benchmark one needs precise measures of  activity (e.g. funding, 

outcomes such as impact etc) through the use of  carefully defined 
metrics 

• The Snowball partner universities believed that there was no 
robust methodolog y for benchmarking 
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The output of Snowball Metrics
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• The snowball metrics are set out in a ‘recipe    book’ which sets out what 
they are and how to calculate them –www.snowballmetrics.com/metrics

• Examples include:
• Application volume
• Income volume
• Market share
• IP Volume
• Field Weighted Citation Impact

• Metrics can be ‘sliced and diced’ by funder type and by academic discipline, 
and normalised by FTE

http://www.snowballmetrics.com/metrics


The Snowball Metrics Exchange service

• Any institution using Snowball Metrics can become a member of  the Exchange 
service

• The service is free of  charge to use

• Only metric values will be exchanged. Data underlying the metrics will never be 
exchanged and will remain behind the institutions’ firewalls

• CRIS system could communicate directly with exchange service to upload and 
download metrics via APIs

OR

• Institutions can install the service on a server behind their firewall and then use 
spreadsheets to upload and download their metrics



The Snowball Metrics Exchange service

• The institutional members are responsible for generating their own Snowball 
Metrics according to the recipes

• Generate metrics using a management information system OR
• Generate metrics on a spreadsheet

• Once registered with the service each institution can choose to be a member 
of  one or more ‘benchmarking clubs’ or to exchange metrics via ‘one to 
one’ relationships with other members

• Institutions may choose to accept or decline requests to share all or some 
Snowball Metrics – institutions retain control of  their metrics



Responsible Snowball Metrics
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Metrics throughout the research 
process
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The golden rules
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Always use both qualitative and 
quantitative input into your 

decisions

Always use more than one research 
metric as the quantitative input

Using multiple metrics drives desirable 
changes in behaviour 

There are many different ways of being 
excellent

A research metric’s strengths can complement 
the weaknesses of others

Combining both approaches will get you closer 
to the whole story

Valuable intelligence is available from the 
points where these approaches differ in their 

message

This is about benefitting from the strengths of 
both approaches, not about replacing one 

with the other



Dimensions of responsible metrics

•Robustness

• 8 Universities
• Hundreds of hours in development and testing
• Data definitions



Dimensions of responsible metrics

•Robustness

•Transparency

BUT
• Underlying data is not transparent in benchmarking – we 

share metrics not data

• Fully transparent methodology
• Recipe book
• Full data definitions and metric recipes
• Non-proprietary



Dimensions of responsible metrics

•Robustness

•Transparency

•Humility

• The golden rules

Always use both qualitative and 
quantitative input into your 

decisions

Always use more than one research 
metric as the quantitative input



Dimensions of responsible metrics

•Robustness

•Transparency

•Humility

•Diversity

• Accounting for variation by field –
Snowball metrics use academic 
discipline denominator

• A range of indicators across the 
research process



Dimensions of responsible metrics

•Robustness

•Transparency

•Humility

•Diversity

•Reflexivity

• Subject to ongoing review & refinement

• “By the sector for the sector”

• Always open to feedback



Russell Group Benchmarking
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Russell Group Benchmarking Agreement

• Agreement to share input & process metrics every 6 
months:
• Applications volume
• Applications value
• Awards volume
• Awards value
• Success rate – volume
• Success rate – value



University of Leeds
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University of Leeds

• Agreed to share metrics with Russell Group
• Analysis to determine which other institutions we wish to approach
• Requests to share metrics from other UK & International institutions 

considered on basis of:
• Whether they are a competitor (similar performance to Leeds or better) in one or 

more academic disciplines
• Whether we may be interested in collaborating 

• Using data from Snowball benchmarking agreement alongside other 
sources of  data such as SciVal

• Using Snowball metrics definitions in internal reporting and KPIs



Recap: Benefits for universities

23

• Trusted comparison of  metrics on a robust standard (comparing apples to apples)

• Universities are in control

• Methods (recipes) are not proprietary

• Metrics are agnostic to systems or suppliers – anyone can use them for their own 
purposes

• Ability to choose and control with whom one shares/benchmarks (the crossroad / 
traffic light model)

• Ability to benchmark nationally and internationally



Questions?
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