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“If I look back on many years of involvement in 

political decision-making and policy-making 

around science, innovation and R&D, I am 

struck by how much of it tends to turn on gut 

feel of the individuals involved, than on hard 

evidence and analysis. This is ironic, since 

good science is all about testing hypotheses 

against data, empirical results and facts….We 

should, in short, live by our values!”

Stumbling into metascience…



What I’ll aim to cover in ~40 mins:

• Defining metascience (& related terms)

• This metascientific moment

• Why the fresh surge of interest?

• Where RoRI fits in this picture

• 5 priorities for the next 5 years



Are we all metascientists now?





Or meta-
researchers?



Scientists of 
science?



Or researchers on research?



Definitions…. “the science of science itself”

“Meta-research is the study of research itself: its methods, 
reporting, reproducibility, evaluation, and 
incentives…” (Ioannidis et al.)

“Metascience is the scientific investigation of science itself 
with the aim to improve science…” (Center for Open Science)

“Meta-research involves turning scientific methods back on 
the science system itself: to analyse and improve the design, 
management and evaluation of research funding, research 
cultures and decision-making” (RoRI’s definition)





This 
metascientific 
moment (1): 
proliferating, 
distributed 
engagement 
and capability



This metascientific moment (2): 
more recognition of history & plurality
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Metascience is not a discipline, but an orientation or 

mode of engaging with questions and problems that 

most researchers encounter from time to time in the 

systems, networks and institutions we inhabit.

These may centre on how we govern, deliver, evaluate or 

communicate research; how we can make research funding 

and investment more efficient and effective; how we can 

expand the diversity of the people and places that contribute 

to, and benefit from, research; or how we can improve the 

integrity, rigour and reproducibility of research findings. 

Many of us choose at certain points in our career to devote 

time and energy to such questions, typically as a side 

hustle to our main work — turning the methods and tools 

that we’ve mastered elsewhere back on the research 

system itself.







This metascientific moment (3): fresh engagement by 
governments & funders in the potential for evidence-informed 
STI policy & strategy 



The UK: DSIT 
Metascience Unit, 
UKRI funding & 
large-scale 
experiments 



Canada: new multi-agency funding call 



European Union: push for more experimentation at heart of next 
EU Framework Programme (FP10)

“Disruptive, paradigm shifting research and innovation…is unlikely to be fostered 
by conventional procedures and programmes… prevalent in the EU today”. The EU 
should “immediately” establish an “experiment unit” to test out “new 
programmes, evaluation procedures and instruments.” Heitor Report, Oct 2024



China: renewed policy & 
funder investment & 
engagement in science of 
science 



Ireland, Germany, 
Japan, Norway etc



This metascientific moment (4): 
engagement of new institutions & 
sectors





Appollonian vs. Dionysian metascience? (thanks to Stian Westlake)



How much of this is new..? 

New methods: of course building on existing disciplinary & methodological 
strengths, then supplementing these with larger datasets, new metrics and 
now AI tools and techniques;
  
New actors: metascience draws in researchers from across the disciplinary 
landscape, but also those in funding agencies, government ministries, R&D-
based firms, private labs and foundations – all of whom have an interest and 
stake in strengthening the ways we manage, fund and evaluate R&D;

New coalitions: we can see metascience bringing together interests, 
stakeholders and participants in a way that can be unexpected and effective. 
A mix of instrumental and normative.



Why are we seeing 
this surge of interest 
in metascience?



1. Global & national R&D 
investment continues to 
rise, as does volume of 
scientific outputs – bringing 
sharper demands for 
accountability, impact & ROI  



2. A ‘paradoxical’ concern over a 
slowing down in the pace of 
disruptive science & innovation – 
contributing to a wider stagnation 
in economic productivity 



3. Worries about levels of bureaucracy & inefficiency in 
the R&D system and a growing appetite for novel 
funding models and new research institutions 



4. An ongoing crisis of replication, 
reproducibility and research integrity



5. A rapidly-changing landscape 
for scholarly communication 
and open research



6. Pressures in research cultures 
and expanding notions of 
scientific excellence

Already well underway and 
altering the demands and 
expectations placed on 
research, researchers and 
research funding – through 
a heightened focus on 
impact, TDR, team science, 
research culture, EDI etc.



7. Possibilities of new 
technologies & methods for 
measurement & evaluation 
(esp AI-based)

These need to be deployed 
responsibly but potentially 
they break down 
quant/qual divides, and 
combined with other 
methods, point towards 
richer proxies, reduced 
burdens, and real-time 
systems for monitoring 
research  performance.





Building partnerships to enable and 
accelerate progress towards these 
goals has been our focus from the 
start. As RoRI has matured and 
grown, its greatest strength is its 
consortium of partners. 

We now have the active involvement 
of more than 20 research funders 
from 15 countries, who between 
them invest more than US$ 25 bn per 
year

Our partners are typically a vital 
source of data and case studies, or 
provide the strategic spaces in which 
we design and run experiments.





Experiments with research funding 
are growing in scale and ambition, 
but still have a long way to go

There is a need for more robust 
experimental studies, with defined 
baselines and controls—ideally 
involving multiple funders.  

Priority 1: More 
systematic, better-
designed, larger-scale 
experiments with 
funding and evaluation 



https://researchonresearch.org/volkswagen-distributed-peer-review/

https://researchonresearch.org/volkswagen-distributed-peer-review/


Learning from and building 
on related innovations in 
open research…

Priority 2: Invest in infrastructures 









Priority 3: Foster more strategic cross-sector alliances
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https://sfdora.org/
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http://www.leidenmanifesto.org/
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https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/policy-and-analysis/research-policy/open-science/Pages/forum-for-responsible-research-metrics.aspx
http://www.leidenmanifesto.org/
https://scienceintransition.nl/en/about-science-in-transition
https://journals.plos.org/plosbiology/article?id=10.1371/journal.pbio.3000737
https://journals.plos.org/plosbiology/article?id=10.1371/journal.pbio.3000737
https://rori.figshare.com/articles/report/The_changing_role_of_funders_in_responsible_research_assessment_progress_obstacles_and_the_way_ahead/13227914
https://rori.figshare.com/articles/report/The_changing_role_of_funders_in_responsible_research_assessment_progress_obstacles_and_the_way_ahead/13227914
https://rori.figshare.com/articles/report/The_changing_role_of_funders_in_responsible_research_assessment_progress_obstacles_and_the_way_ahead/13227914
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/36ebb96c-50c5-11ec-91ac-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://rori.figshare.com/articles/report/The_changing_role_of_funders_in_responsible_research_assessment_progress_obstacles_and_the_way_ahead/13227914
https://www.universiteitenvannederland.nl/recognitionandrewards/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Position-paper-Room-for-everyone%E2%80%99s-talent.pdf
https://www.coalition-s.org/


A new Metascience 
Alliance is set to be 
launched at 
Metascience 2025 



Priority 4: Expand metascientific conversations & 
networks to become more inclusively global  



Priority 5: Build evidence of return on investment — & 
foster constructive self-criticism. Practice what we preach!



j.wilsdon@ucl.ac.uk

researchonresearch.org 

Finally: an invitation!

Join us in London 
from 30 June to 2 
July 2025 for “the 
Glastonbury of 
metasicence”
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