	

Research or Evaluation or Audit?
The following guidance has been prepared to assist researchers in determining whether their proposed activity should be classified as
· research activity (leading to associated research governance issues such as the requirement for ethical approval prior to the commencement of the activity); or 
· evaluation activity (leading to different governance issues, not normally requiring ethical approval prior to its commencement); or 
· audit activity (which does not require ethical approval prior to its commencement as the focus of audit is on compliance with existing policies, procedures or legislation). 
(Note: in this context, “audit” refers to the UK meaning of “reviewing compliance”, not the U.S. usage of “auditing a class for no academic credit”.)
Researchers should note that there are a number of differences and similarities between these types of activity, and the following table aims to clarify where the important differences arise.  As it can sometimes be difficult to generalise on whether an activity should be defined as research, where researchers remain unsure as to where the boundaries lie between these types of activity, further advice should be obtained from the appropriate Ethics Chair.
IMPORTANT: Researchers should also note that different rules apply to NHS-related research and further guidance must be sought from researchgovernance@abdn.ac.uk.
	Key Features
	Research Activity
	Evaluation Activity
	Audit Activity

	Definition/Purpose
	University definition: “A process of systematic enquiry leading to new insights which contribute to a body of knowledge, effectively shared.” (University Research Governance Handbook)

See also:
Frascati Manual 2015 definition, “Guidelines for Collecting and Reporting Data on Research and Experimental Development”

“Research and experimental development (R&D) comprise 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…. The activity must be novel, creative, uncertain, systematic, transferable and/or reproducible…The term R&D covers three types of activity: basic research, applied research and experimental development.”

	Evaluation is designed to assess the effectiveness, efficiency or impact of a specific programme, service or intervention within its current context.  It involves collecting and analysing data to determine whether an intervention has achieved its intended outcomes, and to identify potential areas for improvement.
	Audit is an independent, objective assurance and consulting process designed to evaluate and improve the effectiveness of an organisation’s governance, risk management and internal control systems.

It has both an assurance and an advisory role: 
· Assurance – verifying that controls, processes and compliance frameworks are operating effectively;
· Advisory – offering insights and recommendations to strengthen governance and risk management.



	Purpose
	Contributes to knowledge in the field, regardless of its practical application.



Conducted to gain, expand and extend knowledge; to generate new theories or discoveries and predict what will happen.
	Designed to use information/facts to judge the worth, merit, value, efficacy, impact and effectiveness of something.

Conducted to assess performance and to provide feedback; to inform decisions; to inform policy making; improve performance and ensure accountability for resources and outcomes.

	Designed to check compliance with recognised standards for e.g.  a process, system, or the operation of an organisation.

Conducted to ensure quality and accountability.

	Scope
	Broad, theoretical or exploratory.

Involves testing hypotheses or exploring new questions.
	Specific, practical and contextual.

Focuses on performance against predefined goals or standards.
	Involves comparing actual practice against predefined criteria.

Focuses on improving quality.


	Data sources
	Often involves systematic data collection and analysis.
	Uses existing data or collects feedback to inform decision making.

	Uses existing data e.g. policies and procedures, financial records, etc.

	Use of results
	Designed to demonstrate or prove.

Provides the basis for drawing conclusions but is not prescriptive.

	Designed to improve.

Provides the basis for decision making.


	Designed to improve the quality of a process or service.

Provides evidence for recommendations for improvements.

	Generalisability
	Intentionally designed (using documented methodology) to be replicable and applicable beyond the immediate context.

	Not designed to produce generalisable findings.
	Designed to produce specific findings in relation to a particular process or service.


	Audience
	Results are intended for wider dissemination and publication (e.g. publications, conferences, reports).

	Results are intended for internal use to improve or justify practices.
	Results are intended for both external and internal use, to verify compliance with agreed standards.

	Participants
	Participants may be randomised or assigned to different interventions.  Less (or no) involvement of stakeholders.

	Almost exclusively involves stakeholders.
	Stakeholders.

	Examples
	Qualitative interviews; questionnaires/surveys; clinical trials; observational studies; qualitative studies.


	Teaching evaluation.


	Curriculum audit; ensuring adherence to UKRI, SFC and funder requirements; auditing grant management processes to confirm funds are used according to sponsor terms; risk management – identifying risks such as fraud, misuse of research funds, or breaches of research ethics.


	Governance requirements
	May require peer review.


May require ethical approval from a research ethics committee (see the Research Ethics Checklist for further guidance).

Must comply with data protection legislation (if obtaining personal data) and institutional policies.

	May require organisational approval or oversight.

Ethical approval is not usually required, but ethical principles (e.g. informed consent, confidentiality) still apply.

Must comply with data protection legislation (if obtaining personal data) and institutional policies.
	Involves external and organisational approval and oversight.

Ethical approval is not required, but ethical principles (e.g. confidentiality) still apply.


Must comply with data protection legislation (if obtaining personal data) and must also comply with the requirements of the audit process and oversight of the University’s Audit & Risk Committee.




When preparing this guidance, the following information sources have been consulted:
· Cohen, Louis; Manion, Lawrence; Morrison, Keith. (2018) Research Methods in Education, 8th edn. London: Routledge, Vol.1, p79-86
· UKRI Medical Research Council and NHS Research Authority 'Is my study research?' decision tool 
· Guidance prepared by Imperial College - 'Educational Research or Evaluation?' 
· Governance Team, University of Aberdeen

