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Abstract

In this study, we analyze first the origins of excellence
strategy are evoked, highlighted by the European Com-
munity in the prolongation of its 2000 Lisbon Agenda
affirming the Strategic. Second, we analyze excellence in
Omani national research strategy 2008–2020 then excel-
lence in the Private University research strategy where we
discussed why the predominant use of excellence criteria
has bias and risk. A pyramid of research skills exists
where researchers and the laboratory of excellence are at
the vertex: we wonder about the relationship that should
be developed between the base and the top of this
pyramid, from equity and efficiency perspectives. Finally,
we propose a reflection on good practices to reach
top-level research, emphasizing collaborative ethics and
shared values. We ask then the question of researchers'
responsibilities, especially those who are well-known, in
raising the whole society's capacity to progress through
intelligence and knowledge.
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Highlights

• Excellence in Omani national research strategy 2008–
2020 was analyzed

• Then, excellence in Private University research strategy
was discussed (why the predominant use of excellence
criteria has bias and risk).

• Finally, a reflection on good practices to reach the
top-level research, emphasizing collaborative ethics and
shared values, was proposed.

1 Introduction

The Research and Innovation Development (R&ID) in a
Private University in a Gulf country conducts a study to
determine how to measure research excellence, particularly
regarding interdisciplinary applied research for develop-
ment. In this paper, the literature review results as part of the
study will be utilized to present the main debates in evalu-
ating research, including impact, peer review process, mea-
surement tools used as indicators, and criteria for assessing
excellence in research.

2 Analysis

A. Excellence: from the managerial vision of Lisbon
strategy to Europe 2020 strategy

The Commission developed in March 2010 Europe 2020
strategy. This new project, aiming for “smart, sustainable,
and inclusive growth” is organized around three axes:
innovation, increasing employment rate, and growth sus-
tainability. It offers several target figures, as an overall
employment rate of 75% (5% more than Lisbon Strategy), a
research budget equivalent to 3% of GDP (resumption of the
previous target, reaffirmed despite the context of deficit
reduction and crisis), a 25% reduction of poverty, and a
reduction of school failure from 15 to 10%. Furthermore, the
Europe 2020 strategy reaffirms the ambitions of the
“energy-climate package” adopted in 2008. Since adopting
this strategy, some countries’ economic situation has dete-
riorated further, with a lingering recession, rising debt,
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unemployment, and poverty increase. So, we need to rethink
the method that has clearly shown its limits.

B. Excellence in national research strategy 2008–2020:
case study the national research strategy in the Sul-
tanate of Oman (from the Research Council)

In order to achieve the vision by 2020 and overcome
research excellence gaps, strategies that address specific
goals were selected; major qualitative goals are enumerated
below:

• Lead in research by continuously tracking local and
international scientific and social trends and responding
to them by adapting research excellence areas.

• Create cutting edge research in oil and gas-related fields.
• Increase research activity in diverse strategic areas of

interest.
• Create strength in policy research for informed decision

making.

C. Excellence in Gulf Private University Research Strategy

1. The effects of scientific priorities display on creativity

The choice of priority themes is well justified by societal
challenges that research must help solve (Wright 2007).
However, putting teams' fierce competition on priority axes
projects has negative consequences. In all cases, it intro-
duces unnecessary relevant distortions between stakeholders,
which could lead to an opportunistic reshaping of teams or
units and generally individualistic behavior. The reduction,
or even disappearance, of recurrent resources concerning
targeted funding is particularly detrimental to teams working
on specific areas and specializations (Bak and Kim 2015) or
new themes that break free from the call for proposals and
international comparisons. Moreover, how to handle a
gateway for unexpected discoveries that undoubtedly smack
scientific serendipity, calling for some degree of investiga-
tion freedom, which may occur in emerging structures not
classified under excellence categories? Creativity needs a
freedom space that allows taking risks from the government
as well as individuals sides, involving not being confined to
only “in fashion topics” but also supporting researchers who
open new paths, running counter to dominant themes current
(O'Gorman et al. 2006) and (Marcella et al. 2017). Support
possibilities at many risks have decreased significantly:
activity changes are heavily penalized by the current funding
patterns and the urgent need to achieve a rapid investment
return.

2. Which criteria assessing “excellence”?

Justification and evaluation of excellence involve the mul-
tiplication of expert committees set in place at all levels,
which has a high cost, not least by the time they require and
cut from research activity time. Moreover, recognition of
excellence in research is based itself on ambiguity. Even if
we stick to the definition given above, excellence is gener-
ally determined from appraisal, often based on current work,
which means, in extreme cases, to recognize as excellent
only what is already achieved and not what is in the way of
achievement. Furthermore, excellence is seldom evaluated
in-depth, taking the example of the end of a research con-
tract; this fact reduces learning processes and the need for
improvement while expecting evaluation feedback. Also,
evaluating excellence in individuals, teams, institutions,
research projects, etc., by a recognized ranking adopted in
research institutions mostly dodges a deep reflection about
the choice of excellence criteria (Belcher et al. 2016).
Evaluation time and criteria discussions between evaluators
are paradoxically reduced, almost in the same proportion as
the increase in evaluation operation number (Hammersley
2008). Implying that assessors’ postulated excellence is
sufficient (Yates 2016), although risks are evident, namely:
evaluators’ specialization, de-contextualization of assessors,
over-representation of certain disciplines (Beerkens 2013)
and criteria opacity (Roebber and Schultz 2011; Petit-Zeman
2003). Gulf Private University (Department of Research and
Innovation) works on offering an instructive example
through appealing “gold standard” methods of evaluation: It
is planned to activate skills variety, gather them in a single
high-level jury (Wooding and Grant 2003; Ware 2011;
Smith et al. 2011). The objective of identifying supposed
“Excellent” researchers is largely in its way of achievement.
Nevertheless, slight selection biases were notable: candi-
dates operating in the best context are the most benefited; “in
fashion areas” of research have all the favors and prefer-
ences. A perfect assessment will, indeed, never be possible
(Boaz and Ashby 2003)!

3. Limits of excellence strategy

The fact that there is a pyramid of skills in the research
community must be considered, where researchers and lab-
oratories known as “of excellence” constitute the pyramid
vertex. Although, if we do only finance proclaimed excel-
lence, the pyramid base will not have the means anymore to
operate, and in extreme cases, excellence will kill the rest!
This, indeed, could most likely be fatal to excellence itself.
Instead, halfway-research between pyramid base and vertex
must not be underestimated. Exploratory research at pyramid
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edges, often full of uncertainty, is edifying; we precisely
need to clear new methods before becoming standardized.
A wide base, far from being an obstacle to innovative and
effective research emergence, is, on the contrary, essential to
the pyramid vertex. This latter, based on the work of all
research stakeholders, will only rise further. The pyramid
height is born from the conjunction between talents and
opportunities: this is exactly what should be cultivated
everywhere by breaking a static and de-motivating model
that stops many researchers from engaging in projects con-
sidered too ambitious for them. Rising and descending
interactions between base and vertex must be questioned
because excellence is multifaceted. The visible excellence,
located at the pyramid vertex, adds a “niche excellence” or
“hidden excellence” established in the middle of the same
pyramid, thus, less considered. The development of highly
dynamic research areas was often preceded by periods,
sometimes very long, where only a few researchers have
been active apart from financing channels and international
competition. This “excellence of niche,” which needed to be
well identified and efficiently protected, could become one
of the highly dynamic research of the future. It is also nec-
essary to reserve a place for “sharp” or a little bit visible
topics, whose disappearance would be a very damaging loss
to intellectual heritage and expertise. Undisclosed high-level
research can exist in teams closely working with
(Olmos-Peñuela et al. 2014) protected by the imperatives of
secret in economic competition. However, this form of
excellence is essential to companies, although it is consid-
ered sparsely visible in terms of public sector evaluation
criteria. The current context implies an urgency to share all
over the Gulf countries' scientific activity fruits and be
attentive to diverse businesses' needs. Innovation often
emerges from laboratories set outside of most prominent
institutions: very high-level scientific production only pros-
pers from royal roads characterizing Gulf Countries elites,
formed by preparatory classes and major prestigious schools.
Technology sectors, International Telecommunication Union
(ITU), and engineering schools of moderate importance are
pathways for all scientists who find jobs relevant to societal
needs. The development of high-level research needs a fer-
tile ground in a specific geographical area (university labo-
ratories, engineering schools, business and industries basins,
and cultural implementations) (Chai and Shih 2016): diver-
sity of skills causes a wealth of leading research ensembles;
MIT in the United States is a good example of such.

4. How to create and stimulate high-level research at
Private University?

The legitimate ambition of research financed by public funds
is to reach a very high level. However, to achieve this target,

it must be taken into consideration that leading research
production has naturally non-programmable dynamics. This
research is not completely limited to a research landscape,
static, and sized by an exact time–space evaluation. It is
primordial to stimulate conditions to attract top researchers
to the Private University of Gulf Countries laboratories.
Passionate spirits about research exist everywhere; the
brightest and most creative researchers will not only be
encountered in the most prestigious universities; laboratories
“of excellence” can occasionally turn into fortresses. The
starting situation is not an absolute determination. This is
why it is important to ensure a multiplicity of
proving-grounds, maintaining pools of expertise, and con-
necting them. The possibility of mobility for all researchers
and responsiveness and adaptation to new situations is
essential to intellectual enrichment. Private Universities must
facilitate trajectories that skew and may change, avoid pre-
mature specialization, generally speaking, create conditions
for the orientation to be rethought throughout the career.
Conversely, when research is initiated, Private Gulf
Universities must ensure its development conditions, espe-
cially its sustainability. Short and medium-term projects
should be able to be extended when they lead to interesting
findings. Generally, the skills of high-quality teams must be
nourished. Nevertheless, the call for proposal logic fre-
quently leads to look for themes obeying novelty more than
creates skills effective mobilization conditions (Goldfarb
2008). Research construction based on duration is neither
opposed to responsiveness nor to new situations adaptation.

5. Excellence exemplary in the disclosure of Science at
Private University

Nowadays, Omani and Gulf Countries society, standing for
knowledge and intelligence, face great challenges in energy,
environment, and health areas, where science has a crucial
role to play. For example, in the Sultanate of Oman, people
with strong and solid scientific knowledge levels are insuf-
ficient. It is necessary to expand this basis forming the
pyramid base whose vertex is research at its highest level,
which deploys relatively in tension to other country needs
such as strengthening national capacities (“capacity build-
ing”). Indeed we must not underestimate the population's
reluctance about science (Berlemann and Haucap 2015) (and
even science stakeholders). Scientifically, proven findings
are challenged by individual opinions (Fife 1979); many
benefits of technologies for everyday life are getting for-
gotten or ignored. However, it is obviously entitled to expect
scientific work at all levels to address the societal challenges
of the future. Research stakeholders, regardless of their level,
have an obligation to raise societal scientific culture. It is
clear that special attention has to be directed to youth
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(Valencia et al. 2015; Németh 2014): for example, Omani
private University students, because they are the force
pipelines that will take over tasks of today's researchers and
engineers (Hossler et al. 2001; Hossler 2001); but technical
and scientific occupations attractiveness is insufficient. In
this respect, visibility and exemplarity of a model repre-
senting the most prestigious laboratories and the most rec-
ognized researchers involve some responsibilities. Research
and scientific approaches disclosure to the public is a
necessity (Ismail et al. 2015). Some Nobel laureates, fields
medals, or other great rewards (big prizes for women sci-
entists, etc.) have well understood and largely contributed to
spread a positive image of science and transmit its taste to
the greatest possible number of public.

D. Recommendations and conclusions

The present study aimed to present the main debates in
evaluating research, including impact, peer review process,
measurement tools used as indicators, and criteria for
assessing excellence in research in the Sultanate of Oman. Its
overuse has trivialized the meaning of the term “excellence”
in any and all contexts. The analysis helped us to generate an
overview regarding the research progress through the private
Omani Universities. Thus, a couple of recommendations
would be beneficial to help these universities reach the
excellence level. It would be better to limit its use in terms of
research operations, substituting the concepts of quality
(Kooli 2019), high-level work, and competitive capacity
instead. Any benefit, selection, award, bonus, or allocation
of credits based on excellence criteria implies adopting strict,
transparent evaluation procedures, especially regarding the
publication of results and the beneficiaries' names. Excel-
lence, by definition, implies differentiation. Therefore, the
evaluators must be required to uphold the principles of
excellence in their evaluations. Moreover, an evaluation
must be based on quality criteria and not exclusively on
bibliometric indicators. The policy of excellence and the
associated funding must provide sufficient means in terms of
basic support and human resources for high-quality teams
that do not necessarily meet the prevailing criteria of

“excellence.” High-level research relies on reacting quickly
to new topics that may be highly original and far removed
from the usual investigation paths. This capacity for rapid
adaptation should be fostered by the decision-makers,
facilitating teams' mobilization to work on these topics
(encouraging mobility, reactivity in funding). We must
ensure the sustainability of high-level research over time.
Too often, the calls for proposals encourage applicants to
pursue only the newest topics, which are determined more in
terms of fashionability than the good use of available
resources. Short- and medium-term projects that have pro-
duced promising results should have the possibility of being
extended. More generally, we must maintain the skill levels
of high-quality teams. The competition induced by the race
for excellence can lead to increased misconduct in the lab-
oratories. We must be aware of the importance of ethics in
training research personnel and implementing the appropri-
ate training mechanisms (Conroy and Smith 2017). Finally,
researchers recognized for their “excellence” have a partic-
ular duty toward the scientific community and the general
public. They are seen as models, and their high profile comes
with a responsibility to share their research and, more gen-
erally, their scientific approach, with the young generation,
the general public, and policy-makers.
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