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Our mission is to accelerate transformative research on research 
systems, cultures and decision-making through metascientific methods, 

data and evidence.

•Research for 

Public Good

•Collaboration and 

Co-Design

•Innovation and 

Experimentation

•Evidence with 

Integrity





Our three priority areas
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Experiments PlatformsSystems

Controlled experiments 
and/or data-driven 

(occasionally qualitative) 
studies of specific elements 
of funding mechanisms to 

test effectiveness/ 
efficiency/ understand pros 

and cons.

Wider studies of the past, 
present or future operation 

of particular elements of 
research systems. Often 

more qualitative/ case 
study based.

Creating/ maintaining/ 
curating tools or facilities 

that can collect or hold data 
relevant to metascientific 

enquiry.
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Case Study: Matthew and 
early-career setback effects

Traag, V., Brady, E., Vincent-Lamarre, P., Bidel, F., Lopes-Bento, C., Andersen, J. P., & Bloch, C. (2025). The Matthew effect and 
early-career setbacks in research funding—a replication study. Elife, 14. https://doi.org/10.7554/eLife.109042.1

MFCR = Mean 
field citation rate
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Data -> Funder Data Platform
6 funders  / 14 funding programmes / 109 624 applications (40 369 early-career, 69 135 
later-career)



Results - matthew
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Results - early career setback effect
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Summary

Platform : Funder Data Platform

Experiments: RDD

Multifunder, co-produced

Theoretical questions: answered!

Practical implications: 
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More metascience
Different funding mechanisms: 
Distributed Peer Review, partial 
randomisation, golden tickets, 
narrative CVs, 

System level effects: metrics, 
national research evaluation, the 
meta-science moment, the AI shock

Platforms: funder data platform, new 
publication forms (PRC)

https://forms.gle/TV9DdsAHHP5aUDHN7

Experimental Funders Group
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Thank you

Tom Stafford
t.stafford@researchonresearch.org

Join our Substack to get the latest news 
and views from our researchers
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RESERVE SLIDES FOLLOW
(not part of talk)



The experimental research 
funder’s handbook (Revised 
edition, June 2022, ISBN 
978-1-7397102-0-0). 
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figsh
are.19459328.v2

We can plan/run experiments
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AFIRE:
t.stafford@researchonresearch.org

josie.coburn@ucl.ac.uk
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The Future of Peer Review: 
A system-wide perspective
https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.fig
share.32685351



What makes a 
RoRI project?

1. It has to involve a 
transdisciplinary/collaborative 
dimension between researchers 
and funder, e.g.
• Analysis using internal funder 

data
• Experiments on funders’ internal 

systems
• Analysis of funders’ processes, 

strategies or tools

2. It has to involve multiple funders 
so that there is a comparative/ 
international dimension

• Beyond single-funder 
consultancy projects

• ‘strength in numbers’

• More robust & widely relevant 
findings

2
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Accelerator For Innovation & Research 
Funding Experimentation (AFIRE)

1.Awareness

2.Motivation

3.Capacity

4.Scale and reach

5.The culture

https://researchonresearch.org/project/a-f-i-r-e/ These slides:
 bit.ly/tomstafford

http://bit.ly/tomstafford


OUR DEFINITION OF EXPERIMENT

Principled
A research design that 
allows inference about 
what causes what 
(before/after, shadow 
experiments, true 
experiment/RCT).

Planned
Primary outcome 
measure and analysis 
plan declared in 
advance.

Public
A commitment to 
sharing the results 
regardless of outcome.
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FORUM
Sharing work by funders, for 
funders. Building global 
awareness and initial 
motivation to experiment.

CAPACITY 
BUILDING
Sprints on AI/ML in reviewer 
selection. Equipping funding 
institutions with execution 
frameworks.

EXPERIMENTS
Distributed Peer Review, Partial 
Randomisation, Desk Rejection, and 
robust quantitative pilots.

https://researchonresearch.org/project/a-f-i-r-e/
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AFIRE  | 2024-25 Funder Forum Series

Villum Experiment – a grant scheme with double-blind evaluation
Anders Smith, Villum Foundation
Predicting Progress: A Pilot of Expected Utility Forecasting in Science 
Funding
Alice Wu, Federation of American Scientists & Jordan Dworkin, Open 
Philanthropy
Enhancing EDI in application processes in the CES Transformation Fund
Rachel Kendal, Principal Investigator CES Transformation Fund
Partial Randomisation at The British Academy
Ken Emond, The British Academy & Adrian Barnett, Queensland University of 
Technology
Do Grant Proposal Texts Matter for Funding Decisions? A Field Experiment 
at NWO
Müge Şimşek, University of Amsterdam
An experiment with Distributed Peer Review
Hanna Denecke, The Volkswagen Foundation
Two-stage versus continuous application processing
Jan-Ole Hesselberg, Stiftelsen Dam

https://www.youtube.com/
@researchonresearchinstitut6175

Recordings

https://www.youtube.com/@researchonresearchinstitut6175
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FORUM  | Experimental Funders Group, 2026
Shorter talks, more time for discussion

13 May 16:00 CEST
AI in Funding
17 June 16:00 CEST
Distributed Peer Review
16 December 09:00 CEST
‘Lottery First’ methods
24 February 16:00 CEST
Desk Rejection
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https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figs
hare.29270534.v1 

https://doi.org/10.6084/m
9.figshare.29994841

https://doi.org/10.1186/s
41073-026-00246-7
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New work from AFIRE

https://rori.figshare.com/articles
/report/_b_Demand_managem
ent_findings_from_a_multi-fun
der_workshop_b_/32044422?file
=64292685

https://researchonresearchinstitute.subst
ack.com/

New projects!
- Desk rejection
- EFFORT
- Researcher attitudes 

to funder 
experimentation

- Understanding DPR
- Agentic AI and 

funding
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