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HEINZ	FASSMANN,	AUSTRIAN	FEDERAL	MINSTER	OF	EDUCATION,	SCIENCE	AND	RESEARCH

PREFACE

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, 

The	conference	proceedings	you	are	about	to	read	are	the	result	
of	the	conference	“Impact	of	Social	Sciences	and	Humanities	for	
a	European	Research	Agenda”	during	the	Austrian	Presidency	

of	the	European	Council	in	the	second	half	of	2018.	The	conference	was	
part	of	the	Austrian	presidency’s	activities	in	the	field	of	Research	&	In-
novation	policy	and	served	as	a	forum	for	policy	makers	and	researchers	
to	discuss	matters	of	social	sciences	and	humanities	(SSH)	research	in	
the	 context	 of	 the	 evolving	 European	 research	 framework	 programme	
Horizon	Europe.	

The	papers	in	these	proceedings	reflect	the	rich	and	broad	debate	at	
the	conference.	They	give	a	most	valuable	overview	about	issues	of	the	
integration	of	 social	 sciences	and	humanities	 in	 research	programmes	
and	about	the	impact	of	SSH.	

As	Minister	 responsible	 for	 science	and	 research	policy	 let	me	un-
derline	the	necessity	of	the	social	sciences	and	humanities	from	a	policy	
perspective.	SSH-research	is	of	high	importance	for	Europe	and	of	high	
importance	for	European	research	framework	programmes.	SSH-discip-
lines	produce	fundamental	knowledge	about	us	as	individuals	and	as	a	
society.	 The	 social	 sciences	 and	 humanities	 show	 us	 where	 we	 come	
from	and	help	us	better	understand	where	we	are	going.	Expertise	 in	
the	fields	of	history,	society,	 law,	languages,	arts	and	culture,	to	name	
only	a	few,	provide	an	important	contribution	to	economic	and	societal	
progress	in	Europe.	The	challenges	of	our	time	–	climate	change,	susta-
inability,	 violent	 conflicts,	 an	 ageing	 society,	 artificial	 intelligence	 and	
its	consequences	for	society	–	cannot	be	solved	by	contributions	from	
the	natural	sciences	and	engineering	alone.	We	need	contributions	from	
SSH	to	better	understand	human	behavior	and	to	find	solutions	for	new	
technologies,	social	innovations	or	political	decision	making.

Social	sciences	and	humanities	are	scientific	fields	that	have	a	strong	
trait	of	self-reflexivity.	They	have	intensive	debates	about	their	theories	
and	methods.	Their	critical	perspective	is	constantly	challenging	establis-
hed	patterns	of	thinking	and	behaving.	This	perspective	should	be	used	
for	 research	 and	 innovation	 in	 general	 in	 a	 productive	 way.	 SSH	 also	
have	a	specific	role,	when	it	comes	to	the	question	of	impact.	They	look	
at	themselves	and	their	own	impact.	But	they	are	also	deeply	involved	
in	developing	the	concept	of	 impact	 in	general.	These	disciplines	have	
much	contributed	to	the	debate	of	re-defining	impact	that	has	developed	
from	looking	merely	at	research	impact	measured	by	h-factors,	citations,	
and	the	amount	of	publications	towards	looking	more	broadly	at	societal	
impact.

Another	 important	feature	of	the	social	sciences	and	humanities	 is	
their	role	in	contributing	to	the	implementation	of	scientific	results	into	
reality.	One	pathway	to	bring	scientific	results	 into	reality	 is,	by	contri-
buting	to	sectoral	policies.	Research	and	innovation	play	an	ever	more	

important	 role	 in	 sectoral	 policies.	 R&I	 policy	 should	 reflect	 this	 more	
strongly.	The	challenges	of	our	time	need	modern	governance,	 that	 is,	
more	cooperation	between	all	policy	areas.	SSH-research	plays	an	 im-
portant	 role	 in	 facilitating	 this	 exchange	 between	 research	 policy	 and	
sectoral	policies.	

In	Horizon	Europe	social	sciences	and	humanities	will	play	a	strong	
role.	All	three	political	institutions	involved	in	its	negotiation,	the	Euro-
pean	Commission,	the	European	Parliament	and	the	European	Member	
States	agree	that	SSH	will	be	key	to	turn	Horizon	Europe	into	a	success.	

Social	sciences	and	humanities	will	play	an	important	role	in	the	first	
pillar	of	Horizon	Europe,	in	the	European	Research	Council.	In	that	part	of	
the	programme	SSH	has	always	been	a	strong	component.	SSH	will	also	
play	a	very	important	role	in	pillar	two,	Global	Challenges	and	Industrial	
Competitiveness.	The	challenges	of	our	time	cannot	be	solved	by	contri-
butions	from	the	natural	sciences	and	engineering	alone.	In	each	cluster	
of	the	second	pillar,	SSH-integration	will	bring	much	needed	expertise	to	
advisory	groups,	calls	and	subsequent	research	projects.	Cluster	2	will	
have	a	particular	focus	on	research	questions	in	the	fields	of	democracy,	
cultural	heritage	and	creativity	as	well	as	societal	transformation.	All	of	
them	are	highly	relevant	for	Europe	and	its	future	and	all	of	these	fields	
will	generate	SSH-intensive	research.	Last	but	certainly	not	 least,	SSH	
will	also	be	essential	for	the	new	and	promising	instrument	of	Missions	
in	Horizon	Europe.	

The	Vienna	conference	 focused	on	SSH-integration	and	the	 impact	
of	SSH-research	in	Horizon	Europe	and	beyond.	The	research	framework	
programme,	now	Horizon	2020,	very	soon	Horizon	Europe,	 is	unique	in	
the	world.	Just	alike	SSH-Integration	as	a	broad,	cross-cutting	issue	and	
a	 genuine	 strategy	 in	 such	 a	 large	 programme	 is	 a	 unique	 feature.	 It	
really	shows	the	importance	SSH	has	in	European	society	and	European	
science.	

I	wish	you	much	inspiration,	but	maybe	even	more	important	stimu-
lus	for	action	when	reading	the	conference	proceedings.

Heinz	Fassmann
Austrian	Federal	Minster	of	Education,	Science	and	Research
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1	 In	 the	 current	 result	 of	 negotiations	 as	 a	 Proposal	 for	 a	 Regulation	 of	 the	 European	 Parliament	 and	 of	 the	 Council	 establishing	 Horizon	 Europe	 -	 the	
Framework	Programme	for	Research	and	Innovation,	laying	down	its	rules	for	participation	and	dissemination,	22.03.2019,	2018/0224(COD),	https://www.
consilium.europa.eu/media/38902/st07942-en19.pdf

2	 In	the	current	result	of	negotiations	as	a	Proposal	for	a	Decision	of	the	Council	on	establishing	the	specific	programme	implementing	Horizon	Europe	-	the	
Framework	Programme	for	Research	and	Innovation	-	Partial	General	Approach,	15.04.2019,	2018/0225(COD),	https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/docu-
ment/ST-8550-2019-INIT/en/pdf

LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, DEAR 
COLLEAGUES, DEAR FRIENDS,

This	is	the	moment	to	look	back	on	a	very	successful	conference	
on	the	impact	of	social	sciences	and	humanities	and	their	integ-
ration	in	research	framework	programmes.	

The	conference	had	30	sessions,	130	speakers,	20	papers	and	on	the	
two	days	340	people	(55	%	women)	from	over	30	countries	attended	the	
event.	The	conference	did	not	only	induce	real	life	debates,	but	also	lively	
interactions	online.	During	the	conference	the	dedicated	Twitter	hashtag	
#SSHimpact	was	a	huge	trend	generating	more	than	1.900	tweets.	The	
conference	 video	 and	 the	 livestreamed	 sessions	 were	 accessed	 more	
than	200	times	each.	The	photos	and	videos	about	the	conference	were	
downloaded	several	hundred	times.	

For	 me	 the	 conference	 was	 a	 very	 impressing	 experience.	 I	 like	 to	
think	back	to	the	very	intriguing	start	with	pointed	statements	by	Klaus	
Schuch	and	Ulrike	Felt.	In	his	opening	words	Austrian	Federal	Minister	
for	Education,	Science	and	Research	Heinz	Fassmann	put	great	empha-
sis	on	the	importance	of	SSH	for	research	in	general	and	the	European	
Research	Area	in	particular.	Deputy	Director	General	Wolfgang	Burtscher	
lined	out	how	the	European	Commission	attaches	great	 importance	to	
SSH	for	their	transformational	power	and	the	power	to	help	solving	the	
social	challenges	of	our	time.	The	keynote	speech	by	John	Brewer	put	
forth	the	necessity	that	the	social	science	and	humanities	engage	in	the	
impact	 discussion	 because	 they	 are	 already	 very	 good	 at	 impact.	 The	
very	spirited	afternoon	keynote	from	Ineke	Sluiter	discussed	the	role	of	
the	 humanities	 in	 innovation,	 the	 humanities’	 impact	 in	 teaching	 and	
she	 provided	 the	 audience	 with	 insights	 about	 the	 roots	 of	 particular	
innovations	in	ancient	Greece.	An	afternoon	full	of	hands-on	interaction	
with	 policy	 officers	 from	 a	 number	 of	 Directorate	 Generals	 of	 the	 Eu-
ropean	Commission,	DG	Research	&	Innovation,	DG	Migration	&	Home	
Affairs,	DG	Health	and	DG	Connect,	 showed	 that	SSH	experts	already	
engage	now	with	all	scientific	and	policy	fields	where	society	 is	faced	
with	challenges.	But	they	also	showed	that	there	is	still	much	potenti-
al	 to	broaden	and	deepen	this	exchange	across	disciplines	and	across	
sectors.	I	particularly	like	to	remember	the	late	afternoon	session	about	
artificial	 intelligence	 and	 SSH	 together	 with	 industry	 representatives	
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that	resulted	 in	demands	for	more	 interdisciplinary	curricula	and	more	
practical	guideline	in	ethics	and	AI.	The	second	day	started	with	James	
Wilsdon	 giving	a	broad	 overview	 about	 impact	debates	and	SSH.	 The	
main	focus	of	that	day	was	on	the	paper	sessions.	You	find	their	output	
largely	reflected	in	the	papers	published	in	this	issue.	I	listed	some	of	my	
personal	highlights,	but	of	course	there	were	many	more.	The	conference	
ended	with	an	emphatic	contribution	from	Head	of	Unit	Harald	Hartung	
from	the	European	Commission,	DG	Research	&	Innovation	and	the	clear	
invitation	towards	the	SSH-community	to	work	more	closely	together.	

The	event	joined	the	choir	of	positions	that	led	to	the	role	of	SSH	in	
the	current	version	of	the	Horizon	Europe	regulation.	SSH	will	be	much	
stronger	rooted	in	the	regulation	for	Horizon	Europe1	than	it	was	in	the	
regulation	for	Horizon	2020.	Article	4	on	the	programme	structure	regu-
lates	that	social	sciences	and	humanities	(SSH)	shall	play	an	important	
role	across	all	clusters	of	Horizon	Europe.	Article	6a	on	the	principles	of	
the	programme	 regulates	 that	Horizon	Europe	shall	 ensure	a	multidis-
ciplinary	approach	as	well	as	the	integration	of	SSH	across	all	clusters	
and	activities	developed	under	the	programme.	Article	7	on	the	Missions	
defines	that	Missions	shall	stimulate	activity	across	disciplines	including	
SSH.	The	specific	programme	mentions	SSH	also	several	times	explicitly	
and	regulates	the	research	areas	in	a	more	detailed	way.2	All	these	con-
crete	 references	 are	 a	 substantial	 improvement	 and	 upgrading	 of	 the	
role	 of	 SSH	 in	 the	 legal	 basis	 of	 the	 future	 framework	 programme	 in	
comparison	to	Horizon	2020.	

The	conference	was	not	only	designed	as	a	forum	for	exchange	bet-
ween	 researchers	 and	 policy	 makers,	 but	 also	 as	 an	 undertaking	 that	
produces	tangible	outcomes	supporting	researchers	and	policy	makers	
in	their	work.	The	first	publication	was	a	four-pager	with	the	title	“So-
cial	Sciences	and	Humanities	Research	Matters.	Guidelines	on	how	to	
successfully	design,	and	implement,	mission-oriented	research	program-
mes”,	in	short	“SSH-guidelines”.	The	content	was	intensively	discussed,	
in	 a	 dedicated	 workshop	 during	 the	 conference,	 with	 experts	 from	
research	 and	 policy	 making,	 including	 the	 European	 Commission.	 The	
aim	of	the	hands-on	document	is	to	provide	policy	makers	who	design	
research	programmes,	but	also	research	managers,	reviewers	and	evalu-
ators	with	recommendations	for	their	work.	Ever	since	it	was	published	
in	February	2019	it	has	sparked	debate	and	action	on	European,	but	also	
on	national	level.	
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The	SSH-guidelines	were	followed	by	the	Working	Paper	“SSH-Impact	
Pathways	and	SSH-Integration	in	EU	Research	Framework	Programmes”	
by	Thomas	König	that	will	broaden	the	perspective	of	 the	practical	 re-
commendations	in	scientific	and	policy	debates.	It	builds	on	the	scientific	
discourse	on	valuation	of	SSH	research	as	well	as	SSH-integration	in	EU	
framework	programmes.	It	discusses	recent	trends	in	research	funding,	
provides	a	brief	historical	overview	of	the	efforts	of	integrating	SSH	into	
the	EU	research	framework	programmes	and	concludes	with	suggesti-
ons	for	SSH-researchers.	The	Working	Paper	is	included	in	this	issue.

One	 of	 the	 specific	 recommendations	 is	 to	 organize	 workshops	 for	
SSH	researchers	and	policy	makers	on	the	national	level.	In	Austria	we	
started	with	a	pilot	workshop	in	March	2019.	SSH	researchers	from	diffe-
rent	disciplines	and	research	fields,	from	universities	and	non-university	
research	institutions	met	up	with	national	Programme	Committee	dele-
gates	from	different	sectoral	Ministries	as	well	as	the	National	Contact	
Points	(NCPs)	in	Austria.	The	workshop	was	a	great	start	of	an	initiative	
that	needs	to	grow	further	as	Horizon	Europe	will	come	closer.	

I	would	 like	 to	 thank	once	again	all	who	contributed	 to	 the	confe-
rence.	First	of	all,	a	thank	you	goes	to	the	Local	Advisory	Board	of	the	
conference	who	discussed	 the	earliest	drafts	of	 the	concept:	Tara	An-
drews,	 Christian	 Fleck,	 Michaela	 Glanz,	 Barbara	 Horejs,	 Monika	 Mok-
re,	Stephanie	Rammel,	and	Frank	Welz.	A	particular	thank	you	goes	to	
Thomas	König	and	Katja	Mayer	who	worked	closely	with	us	throughout	
the	preparatory	phase.	I	would	like	to	thank	the	international	Scientific	
Committee	that	did	all	the	hard	work	of	reviewing	the	papers	of	the	Call	
to	this	conference:	Paul	Benneworth,	Olivier	Bouin,	Ulrike	Felt,	Yves	Gin-
gras,	 Poul	 Holm,	 Jürgen	 Howaldt,	 Carina	 Keskitalo,	 Kirsten	 Langkilde,	
Stefania	Milan,	Andrea	Pető,	Claudio	Radaelli,	Emanuela	Reale,	Sarah	
de	 Rijcke,	 Evelyn	 Ruppert,	 Marta	 Soler,	 Jack	 Spaapen,	 Tereza	 Stöcke-
lova,	Johannes	Vogel,	 and	Milena	Zic-Fuchs.	 I	 also	want	 to	 thank	 the	
committee’s	chair	Helga	Nowotny,	who	was	giving	us	the	most	valuable	
input	early	on	and	drafted	the	“Impact	Re-loaded”	input	paper.	I	would	
also	 like	 to	 thank	the	European	Commission	for	 their	 financial	support	
and	endorsement.	A	special	thank	you	goes	to	the	staff	at	the	Unit	B6	
in	DG	Research	&	 Innovation,	who	were	extremely	helpful	 throughout	
the	preparation:	Head	of	Unit	Harald	Hartung	and	Project	Officer	Moni-
ca	Menapace.	A	very	special	thank	you	goes	to	Project	Officer	Basudeb	
Chaudhari,	who	was	putting	that	extra	effort	in	our	common	preparatory	
work.	I	also	would	like	to	thank	for	the	support	within	my	own	Ministry,	
especially	 from	 our	 Director	 General	 Barbara	 Weitgruber,	 the	 Head	 of	
EU-Department	Christian	Naczinsky	and	my	Head	of	Department	Ursula	
Brustmann.	I	also	have	to	thank	all	those	invaluable	helping	hands	that	
created	 such	 a	 good	 environment	 at	 the	 conference:	 Philipp	 Brugner,	
Patrik	 Cunat,	 Alexander	 Degelsegger-Márquez,	 Isabell	 Duscher,	 Tanja	
Feiler,	Robert	Frühstückl,	Maximilian	Jäger,	Doris	Kaiserreiner,	Elisabeth	
Koller,	 Alexandra	 Krammer,	 Silvia	 Kraml,	 Martina	 Lindorfer,	 Gottfried	
Prinz,	Peter	Seitz,	and	Gorazd	Weiss.	A	very	special	 thank	you	goes	to	
Elke	Dall,	and	an	extra	special	 thanks	 to	Bettina	Glaser	and	Berenicke	
Ecker	who	went	the	metaphoric	extra	mile	–	and	at	the	conference	they	
did	so	in	the	real	sense	of	the	saying.	Last	but	not	least,	a	special	thank	
you	goes	to	Klaus	Schuch,	the	director	of	the	ZSI,	Centre	for	Social	Inno-
vation,	who	did	a	beautiful	job	both	on	the	organisational	as	well	as	on	
the	intellectual	level	of	the	conference	preparations.	

The	conference	is	over,	the	publications	are	published,	but	the	work	
will	continue.	We	need	to	cooperate	to	unfold	the	full	potential	of	SSH	
in	Horizon	Europe,	 its	Clusters	and	Missions.	More	exchange	between	
policy	makers	and	researchers	is	still	needed.	SSH	researchers	need	not	
to	shy	away	from	approaching	their	policy	makers.	Policy	makers	should	
seek	 to	exchange	more	with	SSH	 researchers,	 their	projects	and	 their	
findings.	This	conference	aimed	at	providing	a	forum	for	this	exchange.	I	
do	wish	that	the	conference	publications	–	the	SSH-Guidelines,	the	Wor-
king	Paper	and	these	proceedings	–	will	help	to	carry	on	this	exchange.	
Have	an	interesting	read!

Matthias	Reiter-Pázmándy
Austrian	Federal	Ministry	of	Education,	Science	and	Research
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concept.	 The	 reason	 is	 that	 they	 study	 impact,	 they	 reflect	
impact,	and	they	assess	impact.	It	is	not	by	chance	that	a	social	
scientist	has	elevated	the	notion	of	“unintended	consequences”	
to	 prominence	 and	 that	 assessing	 these	 consequences	 has	
become	one	of	 the	main	rationales	of	applied	research	 in	 the	
social	sciences	and	humanities.	

b.	The	 social	 sciences	 and	 humanities	 have	 made	 tremendous	
progress	in	the	past	two	decades,	in	terms	of	expanding	their	
methodology	 and	 conceptual	 approaches.	 While	 there	 is	 still	
much	disagreement	among	disciplines,	schools	of	thought,	and	
epistemic	communities,	much	of	this	is	due	to	the	logic	of	how	
academia	 is	 organised.	 Here,	 “impact”	 may	 offer	 a	 powerful	
leverage	to	address	inconsistencies	and	to	come	up	with	a	more	
collaborative	understanding	of	what	is	at	stake,	thereby	ironing	
out	many	of	the	rather	frustrating	internal	academic	struggles.

c.	 Finally,	 the	 rise	 and	 productivity	 of	 the	 social	 sciences	 and	
humanities	have	been	strongly	connected	and	inevitably	shaped	
by	 the	 process	 of	 modernity.	 While	 this	 interdependence	 has	
been	 acknowledged,	 the	 repercussions	 have	 not	 fully	 been	
absorbed.	 Transformative	 science	 must	 be	 transformative	 in	
a	double	sense:	wanting	to	exert	 influence	in	society	but	also	
open	to	be	influenced	by	society	and	its	needs.	In	other	words,	
only	 if	 open	 two-way	 mutual	 communication	 channels	 are	
established,	societal	needs,	regardless	of	their	origins	and	the	
ways	 in	 which	 they	 are	 expressed,	 the	 transformative	 power	
inherent	 in	SSH	 research	can	unfold	 in	 society.	Among	other,	
this	 necessitates	 greater	 openness	 and	 readiness	 as	 well	 as	
capability	 to	 involve	 heterogeneous	 groups	 in	 society,	 rather	
than	remaining	fixated	on	policy-makers.

The	conference	offers	a	unique	setting	to	take	on	these	various	as-
pects,	and	to	rethink	the	vital	role	the	social	sciences	and	humanities	can	
play	in	facing	many	of	the	challenges	European	societies	are	confronted	
with.	Policy	issues	range:	from	environmental	issues	and	behaviour,	ag-
ricultural	policy	and	consumption,	technology	and	innovation,	security,	
foreign	and	defence,	public	finances,	culture	and	media,	health,	judici-
ary,	to	transport	and	economic	sustainability.	To	stimulate	a	process	of	
re-loading,	 we	 invite	 for	 papers	 from	 different	 perspectives	 of	 impact.	
In	particular,	we	would	like	to	move	“impact”	from	a	mostly	defensive,	
albeit	policy-relevant	instrument	to	something	that	will	become	a	trans-
formative	element	towards	a	more	inclusive	society.	

There	 are	 various	 attempts	 to	 circumscribe	 and	 catch	 the	 me-
aning	 of	 “impact”	 related	 to	 and	 resulting	 from	 scholarly	 re-
search	 from	 the	social	 sciences	and	humanities.1	For	all	 their	

commendable	 efforts,	 these	 definitions	 cannot	 remove	 the	 impression	
that	 the	 initial	need	to	come	up	with	a	definition	 is	driven	by	political	
motives.	As	a	result,	the	use	of	the	term	“impact”	has	often	acquired	a	
defensive	tone.	The	political	motives	spring	largely	from	increasing	de-
mands	for	accountability;	and	the	defensiveness	can	be	detected	in	the	
way	“impact”	is	set	up	to	prove	the	relevance	to	society.

We	 argue	 that	 time	 has	 come	 to	 move	 beyond	 a	 purely	 defensive	
stance	 on	 the	 part	 of	 the	 social	 sciences	 and	 humanities.	 There	 is	 a	
more	substantial	 issue	 involved,	namely,	 to	 re-think	the	transformative	
relationship	 between	 science	 and	 society.	 Scientific	 research	 is	 about	
transformation	–	how	to	enable	it,	or	how	to	avoid	it.	It	is	about	the	trans-
formation	that	society	is	undergoing	as	much	as	about	the	transforma-
tive	power	inherent	in	knowledge	and	policies	based	on	social	science	
knowledge.	The	social	sciences	and	humanities	are	deeply	 involved	 in	
the	processes	that	use	scientific	and	scholarly	approaches	to	bring	about	
a	better	society,	difficult	as	it	may	be	to	define	it.	Arguably,	their	socie-
tal	and	political	relevance	has	always	been	more	present	in	the	political	
arena	than	that	of	 the	natural	sciences.	This	should	be	acknowledged	
and	not	denied.

Social	sciences	and	humanities	have	to	look	at	“impact”	in	a	different	
way	–	the	term	needs	to	be	“re-loaded”	with	a	renewed	sense	of	res-
ponsibility	and	reflecting	a	different	self-image	of	their	role	and	position	
in	 society.	 Instead	 of	 using	 “impact”	 solely	 as	 a	 defensive	 instrument	
to	 preserve	 the	 status	 quo	 of	 the	 social	 sciences	 and	 humanities,	 the	
contemporary	focus	on	“impact”	offers	a	unique	window	of	opportuni-
ty	 for	 the	social	sciences	and	humanities	 to	 reflect	upon	and	 redefine	
their	 role	 and	 redefine	 their	 societal	 relevance.	 This	 understanding	 of	
“impact”	is	not	limited	to	the	instrumental	“use	value”	that	SSH	research	
may	provide	for	certain	user	groups,	but	is	wide-ranging	through	the	im-
plicit	embeddedness	of	SSH	within	society,	provided	that	it	remains	open	
to	society,	and	its	power	to	analyse	and	explain	social	phenomena	and	
to	 contribute	 to	 overcoming	 societal	 drawbacks	 through	 a	 diversity	 of	
discourse	and	exchange	levels	and	formats.	These	aspects	can	be	dealt	
with	distinctively,	albeit	they	are	interrelated.

a.	With	 “impact”	 becoming	 the	 driving	 force	 for	 assessing	
relevance	 of	 scientific	 endeavors	 the	 social	 sciences	 and	
humanities	 are	 in	 a	 position	 to	 contribute	 to,	 and	 shape	 the	

THOMAS	KÖNIG,	HELGA	NOWOTNY	AND	KLAUS	SCHUCH
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IMPACT	RE-LOADED	

1	 For	the	sake	of	orientation,	Reale,	E.	et	al.	provide	a	definition	of	scientific,	social	and	political	impact,	stating	that	“SSH	research	generates	scientific	impact	
when	it	influences	the	production	of	further	research	outputs	following	new	approaches	for	analysis	or	based	on	new	results.	Changes	related	to	social	
impact	affect	the	cultural,	economic,	and	social	life	of	individuals,	organizations,	and	institutions.	Political	impact	incorporates	the	contents	of	research	into	
political	decisions,	and	motivations	and	rationales	for	political	action	and	priority	setting.”	Reale,	E.	et	al.	(2017):	A	review	of	literature	on	evaluating	the	
scientific,	social	and	political	impact	of	social	sciences	and	humanities	research.	Research	Evaluation	2017,	1-11,	doi:	10.1093/reseval/rvx025.
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1. INTRODUCTION

This	 Working	 Paper	 reflects	 the	 current	 status	 of	 research	 in	 the	
social	sciences	and	humanities	(in	the	following:	SSH	research)	in	
the	 context	 of	 European	 research	 policy.1	 It	 examines	 three	 see-

mingly	separate	issues:	the	recent	development	of	research	policy,	both	
in	 terms	of	actual	 funding	as	well	as	 its	 rhetoric;	 the	actual	history	of	
SSH	research	within	the	European	Union	research	funding	instruments;	
and	the	epistemological	characteristics	of	SSH	research.	Tying	these	is-
sues	 together	will	 provide	a	better	understanding	of	where	 the	 social	
sciences	and	humanities	stand,	what	their	capacities	are,	and	what	they	
can	provide	 to	 tackle	societal	challenges	 that	we,	as	humankind,	 face	
today.	Based	on	this	background,	the	ambition	of	this	Working	Paper	is	
to	discuss	how	to	enhance	the	role	of	SSH	research	in	current	and	future	
research	funding	policies.

This	Working	Paper	follows	up	on	two	shorter	policy	papers.	The	first,	
called	“impact	re-loaded”,	was	written	in	spring	2018	by	three	co-orga-
nisers	of	the	SSH	impact	conference	in	Vienna	in	November	of	the	same	
year,	making	the	case	to	their	colleagues	in	the	SSH	community	to	“re-
flect	upon	and	redefine	their	role	and	redefine	their	societal	relevance”.	
Specifically,	the	paper	wanted	to	achieve	three	things:	“to	contribute	to,	
and	shape	the	concept”	of	impact;	to	shed	away	academic	struggles	in	
order	“to	come	up	with	a	more	collaborative	understanding	of	what	 is	
at	stake”;	and	finally,	while	“wanting	to	exert	influence	in	society”,	also	
being	“open	to	be	influenced	by	society	and	its	needs.”	(König,	Nowotny,	
and	Schuch	2018)	While	this	Working	Paper	hopes	to	provide	additional	
insights	 into	all	 three	of	 these	aspects,	 it	 is	clearly	 focused	on	the	se-
cond	aspect,	that	is,	to	contribute	to	enhancing	the	conditions	for	SSH	to	
provide	robust,	and	lasting,	contributions	to	solving	societal	challenges.	
The	other	paper,	shortly	SSH	Guidelines,	summarises	recommendations	
for	 R&D	 programme	 authorities,	 reviewers	 and	 programme	 evaluators	
(König	2019).	Since	this	second	policy	paper	could	only	make	claims,	the	
Working	Paper	also	aims	at	substantiating	the	role,	and	characteristics,	
of	SSH	research	(for	more	details	on	the	SSH	Guidelines,	see	section	5).

Given	the	perspective	and	supplemental	role	of	this	Working	Paper,	
there	are	 three	 important	 restrictions	 to	announce	 right	away.	 (1)	 The	
ambition	of	this	document	 is	not	to	 lay	out	 in	detail	what	kind	of	SSH	
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on	of	SSH	research	as	well	as	SSH-integration	in	EU	framework	
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1	 	This	Working	Paper	has	received	project	funding	from	the	European	Union’s	Horizon	2020	research	and	innovation	programme	under	grant	agreement	No	
814729.	I	am	grateful	to	Rafael	Schögler,	Christian	Fleck,	Ulrike	Felt,	Helga	Nowotny	and	Katja	Mayer	for	initial	discussions	on	the	matter,	as	well	as	to	Mat-
thias	Reiter-Pázmándy	and	Klaus	Schuch	for	comments	on	a	preliminary	draft.
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2. RECENT DEVELOPMENTS 
IN RESEARCH FUNDING

From	a	scholarly	perspective,	“science”	can	be	described	as	a	self-
regulatory,	multi-faceted,	highly	specialised	institution	whose	numerous	
factions	and	divisions	nonetheless	share	some	important	informal	norms	
(Merton	 1957,	 537–61),	 and	 research	 (or,	 in	 economical	 terms:	 know-
ledge	production)	is	one	of	the	key	components	of	this	institution.4	Yet	
science	is	also	regulated	by	policy,	and	money	has	emerged	as	a	defining	
ingredient	in	this	relationship	(Greenberg	2001).	Historically,	public	policy	
attempts	to	guarantee	public	benefits	while	maintaining	scientific	inde-
pendence	can	be	differentiated	into	periods.5	Against	this	backdrop,	the	
relationship	of	“scientific	research”	and	public	policy	has	been	coined	by	
three	interlaced	trends	over	the	last	two	decades.	The	first	is	the	inno-
vation	policy	narrative;	the	second	is	about	interdisciplinary	cooperation;	
the	third	is	about	impact.	All	three	have	consequences	for	SSH	research	
in	the	European	research	funding	landscape	at	large,	and	in	the	mission-
oriented	 research	 funding	parts	of	 the	FP	specifically.	 In	 the	 following	
three	instalments,	a	closer	look	at	each	of	those	trends	is	provided.

THE INNOVATION POLICY NARRATIVE

The	narrative	of	innovation	policy	stresses	the	importance	of	scien-
tific	research	for	innovation,	and	thus,	for	the	well-being	of	individuals	
and	our	societies.	If	economic	growth	is	the	bedrock	of	democracy,	then	
innovation	is	the	best	guarantee	for	economic	growth.	But	because	in-
vestment	in	scientific	research	is	broadly	accepted	to	be	a	common	good	
(Stephan	2012),	innovation	must	be	stimulated	through	public	spending	
in	research	and	development	(R&D).	In	the	European	Union,	this	narrati-
ve	emerged	in	the	1990s	(Ulnicane	2015),	solidified	into	a	new,	additio-
nal	European	“governance	architecture”	(Borrás	and	Radaelli	2011),	and,	
with	 its	 flagship	 “innovation	 union”	 (European	 Commission	 2010)	 has	
become	one	of	 the	 latest	hopeful	driving	 forces	 for	 further	 integration	
amidst	an	EU	that	otherwise	is	often	described	as	being	in	crisis.6	The	
current	debate	about	the	future	EU-Budget,	the	next	multiannual	finan-
cial	framework	(MFF)	from	2021-2027,	vividly	continues	this	narrative.

The	innovation	policy	narrative	(see	Figure	1)	shares	some	similarities	
with	what	 is	usually	known	as	 the	 linear	model	of	 innovation,	 the	as-
sumption	that	there	is	a	sequence	of	steps	from	“basic	research”	through	
applied	research	to	development	and	marketisation	of	new	products.	As	
has	been	convincingly	argued,	while	the	linear	model	of	innovation	is	of-
ten	thought	of	as	too	simple	by	experts7,	it	remains	a	“social	fact”	partly	

research	 is	 relevant	 for	 cooperative,	 interdisciplinary	 research	 tackling	
societal	challenges,	and	to	what	end.	Other	reports	have	already	provi-
ded	substantial	input	to	this,	and	interested	readers	are	explicitly	invited	
to	read	them	with	great	attention	(see	Atkinson	et al.	2009;	Drotner	2013;	
Daston	et al.	2018).	Rather,	this	Working	Paper	is	to	discuss	the	context,	
constraints,	and	potentials	of	SSH	research.	It	is	much	more	concerned	
with	questions	related	to	science	policy	and,	more	specifically,	research	
policy.

(2)	 For	 the	 remainder	 of	 this	 Working	 Paper,	 SSH	 research	 means	
primarily	research	carried	out	along	project-based	funding.	At	European	
level,	this	is	mostly	done	under	the	EU	Research	and	Innovation	Frame-
work	Programme	(aka	FP,	currently	 in	 its	eighth	edition,	called	Horizon	
2020	and	from	2021	onwards	in	its	ninth	edition	called	Horizon	Europe).	
Obviously,	there	is	a	wide	array	of	contributions	of	social	sciences	and	
humanities	in	other	areas	of	the	European	polity	–	providing	crucial	so-
cial	and	economic	data	(like	EUROSTAT),	building	up	transnational	infra-
structure	(such	as	CESSDA,	CLARIN,	DARIAH,	ESS,	SHARE),	or	providing	
intellectual	reflection	and	independent	analysis	of	the	European	integra-
tion	process	(by	institutes	such	as	EUI,	but	also	in	academic	conferences,	
etc.).2

(3)	Even	 the	 focus	on	 the	FP	and	 its	sprawling	set	of	 funding	 inst-
ruments	 requires	 further	 restriction,	 as	 this	paper	 is	 interested	mainly	
in	programmes	dealing	with	mission-oriented	research	funding.	Again,	
there	are	other	funding	opportunities	within	the	FP	that	enable	resear-
chers	from	SSH	to	conduct	academic	research.3	The	restriction	is	 justi-
fied	because	the	question	at	hand	is	about	the	potential	role	of	SSH	in	
contributing	to	producing	new	knowledge	specifically	to	solve	problems	
that	are	generally	perceived	to	be	worrying	risks	to	individuals,	peoples,	
societies	and	humanity.	These	problems	are	not	defined	in	a	purely	scien-
tific	manner,	albeit	scientific	research	may	have	contributed	to	their	exis-
tence	in	the	first	place	and	usually	also	provides	the	toolkits	to	recognise	
and	understand	them.	For	example,	the	list	of	“Sustainable	Development	
Goals”	 (SDG),	 as	 adopted	 by	 the	 United	 Nations	 General	 Assembly	 in	
2015,	consists	of	a	number	of	problems	that	have	been	identified,	ack-
nowledged,	and	also	negotiated	in	an	intricate	policy	process	involving	
all	UN	member	states.

Whatever	their	denomination	in	the	specific	policy	context:	the	em-
phasis	on	“challenges”,	goals”	and	“missions”	recognises	that	there	are	
problems	so	wicked	that	we	require	particular	efforts	to	cope	with	them.	
Obviously,	science	–	and	new	scientific	knowledge	–	is	key	to	understan-
ding	those	problems,	to	alleviating	them	and	also	to	preparing	for	poten-
tial	fallouts.	At	the	same	time,	this	added	a	new	layer	to	the	ambitions	
of	 research	 funding	 policy.	 It	 has	 also	 renewed	 the	 quest	 to	 increase	
cooperation	between	different	fields	of	science	and	scholarship,	and	has	
reinforced	the	growing	demand	for	“impact”.

2	 For	useful	reflections	of	the	relationship	between	social	sciences	and	European	integration,	see	Rosamond	(2007),	also	Anderson	(2009).
3	 Most	prominently,	this	is	the	European	Research	Council	(ERC),	which	offers	generous	funding	to	individual	researchers	in	a	highly	competitive	manner	

(König	2016).
4	 Other	components	are	training	in	scientific	methods	and	teaching	of	theories,	and	dissemination	of	research	results.	Merton,	in	the	book	referred	to,	also	

points	out	that	“science	is	a	deceptively	inclusive	word”,	and	restricts	his	own	analysis	to	“science	as	an	institution”	(551).	This	is	true	also	for	the	way	the	
term	is	used	here,	except	that	it	explicitly	includes	the	social	sciences	and	humanities.

5	 The	most	basic,	and	best	known,	differentiation	is	the	one	between	“Mode	1”	and	“Mode	2”	periods;	cf.	Gibbons	et	al.	(1994;	see	also	Braun	2003	for	further	
elaboration).	Elzinga	(2012)	suggests	a	periodisation	that	better	aligns	to	historical	developments	since	the	end	of	WWII;	he	distinguishes	between	the	
consecutive	periods	of	“legitimation”,	“professionalisation”,	and	“accountability”.

6	 See,	for	the	European	Union,	a	short	analysis	in	König	(2017,	123–27)
7	 Alternative	approaches	include	the	“Mode	2”	and	various	“helix”	models;	for	a	good	overview,	cf.	Hessels	and	van	Lente	(2008).
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contractual	cooperation	–	with	all	the	problems	and	opportunities	that	
go	 along	 with	 it	 (Lyall	 et al.	 2013;	 König	 and	 Gorman	 2016).	 But	 it	 is	
necessary	to	think	of	different	“modes”	of	interdisciplinary	cooperation	
that	result	from	the	specific	questions	to	be	tackled	as	much	as	from	the	
broader	circumstances	that	drive	research.	Indeed,	one	can	distinguish	
between	an	integrative,	a	subordinate,	and	an	agonistic	mode	of	inter-
disciplinary	cooperation	(Barry,	Born,	and	Weszkalnys	2008,	28–29).	It	is	
easy	to	see	how	this	is	of	particular	importance	for	SSH	research:	on	the	
one	hand,	the	tendency	to	bring	scholarly	research	in	the	social	sciences	
and	 humanities	 under	 an	 all-encompassing	 funding	 regime,	 together	
with	the	natural	and	life	sciences	and	engineering,	is	an	opportunity	to	
make	better	use	of	SSH	research	and	to	open	up	the	field.	Yet	there	is	
also	a	considerable	pressure	to	align	research	on	intricate	and	complex	
relations	of	societal	ailments	to	the	formal	requirements	of	those	tem-
porary	combinations	of	researchers.	Also,	there	is	a	tendency	to	delegate	
certain	aspects	 (like	participation,	communication	or	ethics)	of	a	 large	
cooperative	research	project	to	partners	from	SSH	fields,	which	does	not	
necessarily	do	justice	to	the	potential	input	that	could	be	provided.

IMPACT ASSESSMENT

Public	funding	bodies	have	established	and	fine-tuned	administrative	
procedures	to	make	sure	that	taxpayers’	money	is	well-used.	As	in	many	
other	areas	of	performance	measurement	(Muller	2018),	the	New	Public	
Management	style	has	found	its	expression	in	a	“metric	tide”	at	univer-
sities	(Wilsdon	et al.	2015)	with	the	attempt	to	assess	input,	output,	and	
impact	of	scientific	research	(de	Rijcke	and	Rushforth	2015).	While	in	the	
late	1990s	and	early	2000s,	the	main	focus	of	assessing	the	quality	of	
research	and	scientific	conduct	has	been	on	academic	relevance	(often	
under	the	term	“excellence”),	recently	there	has	been	a	shift	towards	the	
broader	notion	of	impact.10

Impact	of	research	means	at	least	three	different	dimensions	of	new-
ly	produced	knowledge;	besides	academic	impact	it	also	includes	impact	
on	the	political	realm	and	on	the	public,	or	society,	by	and	large.	Acade-
mic	 impact	of	 knowledge	production	 is	 rather	easily	assessed,	usually	

because	it	is	so	entrenched	in	statistics	(Godin	2009,	27).	Similarly,	while	
there	are	 reasonable	doubts	about	 the	underlying	assumptions	of	 the	
narrative	 (Wladawsky-Berger	2018),	and	attempts	 to	come	up	with	al-
ternatives	(Nowotny	2016),	it	seems	fair	to	say	that	the	innovation	policy	
narrative	remains	convincing	for	policy	makers	thus	far.

Why	this	persistence?	The	rise	of	the	innovation	policy	narrative	is	not	
purely	a	discursive	phenomenon,	as	it	has	increased	attention	towards	
creating	 opportunities	 for	 new	 knowledge	 (Flink	 and	 Kaldewey	 2018).	
Policy	makers	and	the	public	have	been	willing	to	pour	more	money	into	
scientific	research	with	the	expectation	of	increased	social	benefit.	But	
this	is	coming	with	strings	attached,	and	potential	ramifications	for	SSH	
research	 in	particular.	One	consequence	 is	that	“innovation”	 is	usually	
thought	of	in	a	narrow	sense:	everything	that	leads	to	commodification,	
marketisation	of	products.8	Such	expectations	are	also	somewhat	prede-
termining	the	type	of	research	that	is	to	be	supported	in	the	first	place.	
Also,	there	seems	to	be	a	preference	for	spending	additional	means	in	
the	form	of	competitive	project-based	research	funding.	Finally,	there	is	
an	increased	demand	to	prove	the	value	of	research	funded	by	public	do-
main,	the	(perceived)	pressure	on	policy	makers	to	show	accountability	
to	the	tax	payer,	and	to	objectively	control	the	usage	of	public	funding	in	
a	new	bureaucratic	fashion	(“audit	culture”).

INTERDISCIPLINARY COOPERATION

Debate	 about	 the	 illnesses	 of	 academically	 organised,	 disciplinary	
research	is	ongoing.9	One	of	the	oldest	tropes	of	science	policy	has	been	
the	notion	of	“interdisciplinarity”	–	the	idea	of	overcoming	the	“episte-
mic	rent-seeking”	of	scientific	disciplines	(Fuller	2016)	by	integrating	the	
strengths	of	 various	disciplines	 towards	one	 research	goal	 (Frodeman,	
Klein,	and	Pacheco	2017).	In	the	words	of	one	of	the	leading	scholars	on	
the	topic,	the	notion	of	interdisciplinarity	is	more	about	“expressing	our	
dissatisfaction	with	current	modes	of	knowledge	production”	than	pro-
viding	a	concept	of	what	it	actually	is	(or	could	be)	(Frodeman	2010).	At	
the	same	time,	this	combination	of	emptiness	and	promise	might	easily	
be	one	major	reason	for	its	continued	success.

This	does	not	mean	that	interdisciplinary	research	is	not	taking	place.	
Yet	the	innovation	policy	narrative	and	its	aforementioned	ramifications	
for	research	(and	SSH	research	specifically)	bring	a	new	dynamic	to	the	
age-old	idea	of	interdisciplinarity.	The	increase	of	project-based	research	
funding	 and	 the	 new	 emphasis	 on	 tackling	 societal	 challenges	 mean	
that	 interdisciplinary	research	 is	often	expected	 in	terms	of	temporary,	

8	 A	historiographical	analysis	has	revealed	the	complex	history	of	the	term	“innovation”,	see	Godin	(2015)
9	 	For	a	powerful,	recent	argument	in	that	context	see	the	essay	by	Dan	Sarewitz	(2016).	A	good	summary	of	“malfunctions”	of	science	is	provided	by	Fischer	

(2008).
10	 For	a	recent,	powerful	critique	on	the	notion	of	excellence	in	research	see	Moore	et	al.	(2017).

Fig. 1:	Schematic	depiction	of	the	innovation	policy	narrative
(Drawn by the author)
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3. HISTORICAL ASSESSMENT 
OF INTEGRATING SSH

Against	the	backdrop	of	the	general	context	of	recent	developments	
in	 research	 funding	 mentioned	 in	 the	 previous	 section,	 it	 is	 now	 ne-
cessary	to	assess	the	development	of	dealing	with	social	sciences	and	
humanities	under	the	latest	editions	of	the	EU	Research	Framework	Pro-
gramme	(FP).	The	2009	Lisbon	“Treaty	on	European	Union”	put	science	
and	research	officially	at	the	European	stage	(TEU	Art	3(3),	and	TFEU	Art	
179-190),	but	as	a	matter	of	facts,	research	policy	had	been	there	for	a	
long	time	already	(Banchoff	2002,	7–8;	also	Guzzetti	2000,	2009).	Social	
Sciences	had	their	own	targeted	programme	from	1994	on,	immediately	
following	the	Maastricht	Treaty	(Kastrinos	2010,	300).	Since	the	sixth	edi-
tion	of	the	FP,	the	humanities	were	also	officially	included	(Smith	2003).	
For	SSH	research	as	a	whole,	 therefore,	 the	role	of	European	funding,	
and	the	European	Commission’s	FP	specifically	(Schögler	2013;	Schögler	
and	 König	 2017),	 has	 increased	 over	 the	 past	 two	 decades,	 and	 with	
regards	to	two	aspects.

In	his	analysis	of	SSH	 in	Europe	 from	2010,	Nikos	Kastrinos	 (2010)	
found	that,	despite	the	emphasis	of	research	priorities	and	thematic	ori-
entations,	European	research	funding	then	was	moving	more	and	more	
towards	 a	 “diffusion-oriented	 model”,	 emphasising	 capacity	 building	
over	fulfilling	a	distinct	mission	(301).	This	would	also	remain	the	case	
with	 the	 eighth	 edition	 of	 the	 Framework	 Programme,	 Horizon	 2020,	
even	though	the	missions-approach	would	soon	make	a	comeback.	The	
second	observation	was	that	the	EU	research	programmes	had	emerged	
as	points-of-reference	for	 the	member	states,	both	 in	terms	of	 themes	
(such	as	the	challenges)	and	in	the	orientation	(diffusion	instead	of	mis-
sion);13	in	some	respect	they	had	even	outpaced	funding	opportunities	at	
national	level.	The	third	observation	referred	to	the	fact	that,	despite	of	
its	limited	size	within	the	overall	FP	budget,	and	despite	several	national	
funding	schemes	targeting	research	in	the	social	sciences	and	humani-
ties,	 “in	 comparative	 terms”	 the	 FP’s	 own	 dedicated	 research	 funding	
for	SSH	“has	been	the	largest	targeted	programme	in	Europe”	that	was	
available	for	research	in	social	sciences	and	humanities	(304).

RUNNING UP TO HORIZON 2020

Kastrinos	article	 summarised	 the	 state	of	development	 for	SSH	 re-
search	shortly	before	negotiations	of	the	eighth	edition	of	the	FP	(Horizon	
2020,	which	was	 scheduled	 to	begin	with	2014),	 and	 the	 role	of	SSH	
research	in	it,	started.	However,	to	understand	the	debate	that	followed,	
it	 is	 important	 to	 also	 take	 into	 consideration	 the	 broader	 context	 of	
that	 time.	 The	 diffusion-oriented	 approach	 of	 defining	 broad	 thematic	
challenges,	 the	growing	 importance	of	coordination	of	 research	policy	
at	 European	 level,	 and	 the	 fact	 that	 the	 latest	 editions	 of	 the	 FP	 also	
included	large	programmes	funding	SSH	research	already	put	pressure	
to	fit	 in	on	those	communities	that	perceive	themselves	as	part	of	 the	
label	“SSH”.	This	only	intensified	in	2008	and	the	following	years,	when	

through	citations;	it	relies	on	a	decade-old	field	called	“scientometrics”	
(Mingers	and	Leydesdorff	2015;	Gingras	2016).	Broadening	the	meaning	
of	impact	has	opened	the	door	to	a	wider	variety	of	tools	of	assessment,	
some	of	which	rely	on	exciting	new	techniques;11	yet	it	also	brought	in	
considerable	difficulties,	or	ambiguities.12	To	start	with,	there	are	diffe-
rent	 types	 of	 impact	 along	 two	 dimensions	 (expected	 vs.	 unexpected,	
and	 intended	vs	unintended)	 (Reale	et al.	2014,	37).	Also,	 there	are	at	
least	four	problems	when	assessing,	or	measuring,	impact	of	research:	
the	problem	of	causality,	the	problem	of	attribution,	the	problem	of	inter-
nationality,	and	the	problem	of	the	observation	period	(Felt	and	Fochler	
2018,	9–10).	These	difficulties	apply	not	solely	 to	SSH	research.	Given	
the	difficulties	that	come	along	with	it,	the	broadening	of	the	concept	of	
impact	has	specific	ramifications	for	the	social	sciences	and	humanities.	
(Reale	et al.	2017)

WHAT THESE TRENDS MEAN FOR SSH RESEARCH

Based	on	this	tour	de	force,	we	can	briefly	summarise	the	constraints	
that	 current	 trends	 in	 research	 funding	pose	on	SSH	 research	 specifi-
cally.	 One	 is	 that	 the	 narrow	 concept	 of	 innovation	 seems	 to	 exclude	
broader	notions	of	societal	innovation.	Another	is	the	urge	to	collaborate	
temporarily	and	the	tendency	of	being	delegated	a	specific	role	 in	the	
interdisciplinary	machinery.	And	yet	another	one	relates	to	the	inherent	
difficulties	of	proving	its	value	under	the	current	audit	culture	regime.	At	
the	same	time,	one	must	also	emphasise	the	opportunities	that	are	crea-
ted	here	for	SSH	research	to	actually	play	a	more	important	role	in	the	
production	of	knowledge	that	is	relevant	for	society.	We	can	see	within	
the	continued	paradigm	of	 innovation	policy	that	a	dual	shift	 is	 taking	
place.	On	the	one	hand,	this	shift	 is	moving	away	from	the	excellence	
rhetoric	that	was	behind	the	drive	to	reinvigorate	the	European	Research	
Area,	aiming	at	broader	 impact;	on	 the	other	hand,	 the	new	 focus	on	
tackling	societal	challenges	through	mission-oriented	research	funding	
instruments	also	means	that	the	narrow	understanding	of	“innovation”	
may	be	prone	to	some	conceptual	adaptation.

A	critical	 issue	of	 this	 summary	 is	 that	much	depends	on	 the	SSH	
communities	themselves:	 it	 is	up	to	them	to	get	 involved	and	to	make	
sure	their	considerable	amount	of	expertise	is	better	heard.	This	call	for	
active	 involvement	 is	not	new.	The	next	section	aims	to	 take	a	 look	at	
the	history	of	SSH	 involvement	and	 the	achievements	 that	have	been	
made	so	far.

11	 See,	for	example,	the	topic	analysis	in	the	UK	report	on	arts	and	humanities	by	Draux	and	Szomszor	(2017)
12	 	For	a	somewhat	different	debate	on	impact	assessment	in	the	US,	see	Kamenetzky	(2013).
13	 Similarly,	Lebeau	and	Papatsiba	(2016).
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the	Horizon	2020	programme	would	stand	the	brisk	austerity	ambitions	
of	European	Union	member	states.	Besides	the	fact	that	it	was	foreseen	
to	substantially	increase	the	budget	for	this	programme,	its	creators	per-
ceived	Horizon	2020	as	“a	clear	departure	from	business	as	usual”,	as	the	
Commissioner	stated	in	an	earlier	speech	(Geoghegan-Quinn	2011a).	It	is	
therefore	tempting	to	assume	that	the	Commission	did	not	want	to	have	
additional	 political	 disturbances	 in	 getting	 their	 ambitious	 programme	
through.	It	aimed	at	not	having	to	overthrow	the	conception	behind	the	
Horizon	2020	programme,	and	therefore	remained	conciliatory	but	firm.

This	approach	had	several	 consequences	 that	would	dominate	 the	
second	part	of	the	discursive	controversy,	mostly	constituted	through	re-
ports	and	statements	by	interest	groups	(van	den	Doel	2012;	Science	Eu-
rope	2013):	First,	the	overall	structure	of	Horizon	2020	was	not	touched;	
instead,	another	challenge	was	added.	The	discussion	now	focused	on	
how	this	new	(additional)	challenge	should	be	named,	and	how	much	
resources	 it	would	get.	Second,	 it	 reluctantly	broadened	 the	notion	of	
“innovation”	that	is	the	core	of	the	Commission’s	political	agenda	(Euro-
pean	Commission	2009;	Paraskevopoulou	2012).	The	discussion	focused	
on	what	“social	innovation”	actually	should	be,	and	whether	this	meant	
an	“instrumentalisation”	of	SSH	or	its	useful	application.	Third,	it	sought	
to	encourage	SSH	researchers	to	think	out	of	the	box	and	to	cooperate	
with	colleagues	from	the	natural	sciences.	Thus,	the	pros	and	cons	of	“in-
terdisciplinarity”	and	“integration”	were	at	the	centre	of	the	discussion,	
and	how	SSH	would	fare	within	the	remaining	six	challenges.

This	was	also	the	context	of	the	Vilnius	Conference	that	marked	the	
final	phase	of	negotiating	the	structure	of	the	Horizon	2020	programme	
and	its	underlying	principles,	and	transferred	the	discussion	into	the	ope-
rational	details	of	Working	Programmes,	membership	in	Advisory	Groups	
and	so	on.	The	conference	in	Vilnius	under	the	Lithuanian	Presidency	in	
the	second	half	of	2013	(Mayer,	König,	and	Nowotny	2013)	crystallised	
into	 an	 important	 one-time	 event	 in	 which	 the	 Commission	 would	 be	
able	to	show	its	good-will	while	members	of	the	SSH	communities	could	
express	their	hope	for	a	better	future	while	venting	their	frustrations	with	
the	current	setup.

RESULTS OF THE INTEGRATION EFFORTS UNDER HO-
RIZON 2020

Overall,	the	efforts	in	the	early	years	of	the	2010s	resulted	in	a	good	
compromise.	On	the	one	hand,	one	Societal	Challenge	(SC)	was	dedica-
ted,	as	 in	previous	editions	of	 the	Framework	Programme,	 to	 topics	at	
the	heart	of	research	from	social	sciences	and	humanities	(the	so-called	
SC6,	named	“Inclusive,	Innovative	and	Reflective	Societies”).	While	the-
re	was	less	funding	reserved	for	the	SSH-labelled	“challenge”	than	in	the	
previous	editions	of	the	FP	(in	share),14	at	least	the	very	issue	has	been	
successfully	retained.15	On	the	other	hand,	the	idea	of	integrating	SSH	
into	other	parts	 (“challenges”)	 of	 the	policy-oriented	 research	 funding	
part	of	the	next	edition	of	the	FP	allowed	for	some	vague	promise	that	
some	new	forms	of	cooperative	research	might	emerge.

The	crucial	question,	of	course,	is	how	well	this	played	out.	The	Euro-
pean	Commission	holds	significant	sway	in	the	implementation	of	poli-
cies.	There	should	be	no	doubt	that,	once	formally	put	in	the	legal	text	of	
Horizon	2020	(European	Parliament	and	Council	of	the	European	Union	

researchers	and	universities	alike	experienced	that,	in	numerous	mem-
ber	states,	national	budgets	were	concentrated	and	cut	due	to	financial	
constraints.	When,	in	2010,	the	directorate	dedicated	to	social	sciences	
and	humanities	research	in	the	Directorate	General	for	Research	and	In-
novation	was	abolished,	this	experience	was	now	also	projected	onto	the	
EU	research	framework.

In	response	to	this,	members	of	the	SSH	communities	began	to	rally.	
In	December	2010,	researchers	from	HU	Berlin	mobilised	against	what	
they	perceived	as	the	“thematic	and	financial”	“downsizing	of	Social	Sci-
ences	in	the	EU”.	(Börzel,	Risse,	and	Sprungk	2010)	This	was	followed	by	
an	Open	Letter	to	the	European	Commission	by	the	newly	created	“Eu-
ropean	Alliance	for	Social	Sciences	and	Humanities”	(EASH	2011;	Klein	
2011).	 In	 those	and	other	comments	and	 interventions,	 the	core	argu-
ments	can	be	extrapolated	in	the	following	way:	(1)	To	express	fear	about	
the	 “downsizing”	 of	 SSH	 in	 Horizon	 2020.	 (2)	 To	 emphasise	 the	 need	
for	 specific	 topics	and	“Social	Sciences	and	Humanities	 (SSH)-centred	
challenges”	(EASH	2011)	that	serve	the	purpose	of	the	SSH	community.	
(3)	To	question	 the	 reasoning	behind	 the	societal	 challenges,	pointing	
out	the	narrow	definition	of	“innovation”.	(4)	To	highlight	the	importance	
of	SSH	research	for	Europe,	and	more	specifically,	for	fulfilment	of	the	
successful	solution	of	the	Societal	Challenges.

While	 this	 spray	 of	 arguments	 hardly	 represented	 a	 stringent	 lob-
bying	 campaign,	 it	 represented	 the	 various	 concerns	 and	 beliefs	 from	
within	the	wider	SSH	communities.	The	initiative	was	successful	insofar	
as	the	Open	Letter	was	signed	by	almost	26,000	people,	and	the	EU	re-
search	ministers	were	successfully	mobilised	to	express	their	concerns	
“whether	the	role	of	social	science	and	humanities	will	be	adequately	
reflected	 in	 the	 tackling	 of	 the	 grand	 societal	 challenges”	 (Myklebust	
2012).	In	response,	the	European	Commission	launched	an	information	
campaign	on	its	own.	The	then	Commissioner	Máire	Geoghegan-Quinn	
and	 the	 leading	 management	 of	 the	 Directorate	 General	 for	 Research	
and	 Innovation,	 headed	 by	 Robert	 Jan	 Smits,	 went	 long	 distances	 to	
present	 the	 Commission’s	 ideas	 of	 Horizon	 2020	 to	 associations,	 lear-
ned	societies,	and	so	on.	To	alleviate	the	concerns	expressed	by	the	SSH	
communities,	 they	settled	on	two	arguments:	one	was	that,	 in	the	so-
called	first	pillar	of	Horizon	2020,	SSH	would	be	continued	to	be	served	
by	funding	from	the	more	academically	driven	instruments,	such	as	the	
ERC	and	the	Marie	Skłodowska-Curie	Actions;	the	second	was	that,	 in	
the	second	pillar	dealing	with	“Grand	Challenges”,	SSH	would	have	to	
be	meaningfully	integrated.

In	 November	 2011,	 Geoghegan-Quinn	 addressed	 the	 issue	 at	 a	
gathering	at	the	British	Academy.	She	reassured	the	participants	“that	
future	funding	at	the	European	level	will	provide	significant	space	for	so-
cial	sciences	and	humanities	research”.	This	should	be	reached	through	
adding	another	dedicated	challenge,	and	through	“embedding”	the	soci-
al	sciences	and	humanities	into	all	societal	challenges	“to	work	beyond	
the	 ‘silos’	 of	 different	 disciplines”	 (Geoghegan-Quinn	 2011b;	 see	 also	
Young	2015).	In	other	words,	the	Commissioner	accepted	the	instalment	
of	 an	 additional	 “challenge”	 which	 was	 perceived	 as	 the	 one	 dedica-
ted	 to	SSH.	She	also	continued	to	argue	 for	a	broadening	of	 the	 term	
“innovation”	and	emphasising	the	crucial	role	of	SSH	to	the	successful	
completion	of	all	(now	seven)	challenges.

The	strategy	of	the	Commissioner	–	to	embrace	the	critics	–	is	under-
standable	only	if	seen	in	the	context.	At	that	time,	it	was	all	but	clear	if	

14	 For	the	numbers,	see	Schögler	and	König	(2017).
15	 For	a	reflection,	see	Reiter-Pázmándy	(2017).
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called	“Specific	Programme”	(which	is	 in	fact	a	sub-programme	within	
the	overall	Framework	Programme;	hence	the	name	of	the	latter),	annual	
or	bi-annual	Work	Programmes	define	the	calls	that	will	be	announced.	
The	Work	Programmes	themselves	are	drafted	by	the	European	Commis-
sion,	based	on	 input	 from	the	advisory	groups	consisting	of	experts	 in	
the	field.	The	draft	Work	Programme	is	amended	along	input	from	the	
so-called	Programme	Committee,	that	is,	a	gathering	of	representatives	
from	all	EU	member	states	(typically,	those	representatives	are	ministry	
officials).17	 Research	 proposals,	 submitted	 on	 funding	 calls,	 are	 evalu-
ated	 along	 evaluation	 criteria	 by	 independent	 reviewers;	 the	 funding	
decision	is	then	made	by	the	respective	Commission	service	tasked	with	
carrying	out	the	funding	call.

(1)	Advisory	panels	play	a	crucial	role	 in	the	Societal	Challenges	of	
Horizon	 2020	 insofar	 as	 they	 consist	 of	 experts	 that	 suggest	 fields	 of	
research	and	 therefore	often	help	 shaping	 the	Work	Programmes	and	
funding	calls.	The	advisory	groups	are	put	together	by	the	Commission	
services	and	meet	on	average	 two	 to	 three	 times	every	 year.	 The	 size	
of	each	panel	varies,	and	in	some	groups	there	are	not	only	 individual	
experts	 but	 also	 public	 entities	 represented.	 While	 the	 mechanism	 of	
selecting	members	is	not	disclosed,	and	overall	composition	may	change	
over	the	course	of	the	edition	of	the	FP,	it	seems	clear	that	each	group	
is	expected	to	follow	some	basic	rules	concerning	diversity	 in	terms	of	
gender,	country	of	origin,	and	also	disciplinary	background	(as	seen	rele-
vant	for	the	respective	SC).	The	latter	is	interesting	to	our	case;	as	can	be	
seen	from	Figure	2,	while	each	group	holds	at	least	one	representative	
from	SSH,	the	share	is	quite	small,	and,	notably,	consisting	primarily	of	
economists.

2013),	 the	Commission	–	as	 the	executive	arm	of	 the	European	Union	
–	 took	 the	 task	 of	 integration	 very	 seriously.	 SSH	 integration	 became	
one	of	several	 “cross-cutting	 issues”	 running	across	 the	entire	FP.	The	
Commission	set	up	measures	for	better	integrating	SSH	into	the	other	six	
Societal	Challenges	as	well	as	into	other	parts	of	Horizon	2020,	meaning	
that	 its	 routines	and	procedures	were	amended	 in	a	way	that	 funding	
calls	 could	 require	 participation	 of	 SSH	 partners.	 Such	 calls	 would	 be	
“flagged”	 and	 participation	 of	 one	 (or	 more)	 SSH	 partners	 would	 be	
rewarded	 through	better	evaluation	scores.16	 The	Commission’s	efforts	
also	resulted	in	substantial	annual	analyses	of	the	extent	to	which	the	in-
tegration	exercise	was	successful	(Hetel,	Møller,	and	Stamm	2015;	Birn-
baum	et al.	2017;	Strom	et al.	2018;	Swinnen,	Lemaire,	and	Kania	2019).

Given	 those	 efforts,	 it	 is	 therefore	 worth	 assessing	 briefly	 to	 what	
degree	the	Commission’s	efforts	bore	fruit.	The	Vilnius	Declaration	from	
2013	 (Mayer,	 König,	 and	 Nowotny	 2013)	 defined	 four	 “conditions	 for	
the	successful	integration	of	Social	Sciences	and	Humanities	in	Horizon	
2020”:	 “recognising	 knowledge	 diversity”;	 “collaborating	 effectively”;	
“fostering	interdisciplinary	training	and	research”;	and	“connecting	so-
cial	values	and	research	evaluation”.	It	is	difficult	to	identify	indicators	
for	each	of	these	conditions;	however,	some	data	can	be	gathered	to	as-
sess	the	interim	results.	One	indicator	is	the	composition	of	the	advisory	
boards	established	for	each	Societal	Challenge	(1).	Another	is	the	share	
of	 topics	actually	 flagged	for	SSH	 integration	 (2),	and	yet	another	one	
concerns	the	actual	overall	distribution	to	SSH	research	(3).

To	understand	the	significance	and	context	of	those	indicators,	it	is	
important	 to	briefly	 reiterate	 the	processes	 from	developing	a	 funding	
call	 for	 research	 to	 the	actual	 funding	decision.	 Typically,	within	a	 so-

16	 For	details,	see	https://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/docs/h2020-funding-guide/cross-cutting-issues/ssh_en.htm	(last	accessed:	2019-03-01)
17	 For	a	meticulous	process	overview	and	analysis	of	how	work	programmes	are	developed	and	adopted,	see	Schögler	(2013,	74–106)
18	 The	groups	have	been	identified	through	the	“Register	of	Commission	expert	groups”	http://ec.europa.eu/transparency/regexpert/	(last	accessed:	2018-

08-15).	Societal	Challenge	1	seems	to	have	two	bodies	advising	on	the	Work	Programme.	No	entry	could	be	found	for	Societal	Challenge	7.	The	number	of	
experts	for	each	group	refers	exclusively	to	the	“individual	experts	appointed	in	personal	capacity”.

Group Title Experts SSH representatives

E02942 Advisory	group	for	Health,	demographic	
change	and	wellbeing	(SC1)

26 1	economist

E03279 Scientific	Panel	for	Health	(SPH) 25 2	economists

E02939 Advisory	Group	for	Food	Security,	Sustainable	Agriculture,	
Marine	and	Maritime	Research	and	the	Bioeconomy	(SC2)

18 4	economists,	2	social	scientists,	1	humanist

E02981 Advisory	Group	on	Energy	(SC3) 23 5	economists,	3	social	scientists

E02969 Advisory	Group	for	Smart,	green	and	integrated	transport	(SC4) 23 2	economists,	1	social	scientist

E02924 Advisory	Group	for	Climate	Action,	Environment,	
Resource	Efficiency	and	Raw	Materials	(SC5)

10 3	economists,	1	social	scientist

Fig. 2:	Analysis	of	Horizon	2020	advisory	panels	of	six	challenges18

(Put	together	by	the	author)
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available,	it	may	be	more	interesting	to	look	at	the	actual	accumulated	
funding	share	flagged	for	SSH	integration	per	SC,	and	therefore,	essen-
tially,	available	to	SSH	research.	Based	on	the	Commission’s	annual	SSH	
integration	reports,	the	data	indicate	that	the	share	is	different	in	each	
Societal	Challenge	programme,	as	depicted	in	Figure	3,	and	that	there	
are	substantial	annual	fluctuations.	Put	together,	the	share	has	improved	
over	time,	36	per	cent	in	2014	(€	902	Million	out	of	€	2.515	Million)	to	47	
per	cent	in	2017	(€	960	Million	out	of	€	2.060	Million).

(2)	Flagging	of	topics	is	taking	place	during	the	process	of	writing	the	
Work	Programme.	 It	 is	obviously	an	 important	prerequisite	 for	actually	
integrating	SSH	research;	hence	the	interesting	question	is,	how	many	
topics	per	SC	have	been	flagged?	The	number	of	topics	varies	widely	bet-
ween	the	Societal	Challenges,	and	also	between	years	(Work	Program-
mes),	from	15	to	50.	Between	2014	and	2017,	the	share	of	topics	flagged	
for	SSH	integration	has	not	been	lower	than	20	per	cent,	and	not	high-
er	than	55	per	cent.	However,	given	that	topics	have	different	budgets	
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Fig. 3:	Annual	share	of	budget	per	Societal	Challenge	flagged	for	SSH	integration19

	(Put	together	by	the	author)

19	 Based	on	data	in	the	annual	SSH	reports	(Hetel,	Møller,	and	Stamm	2015,	9;	Birnbaum	et	al.	2017,	17;	Strom	et	al.	2018,	15;	Swinnen,	Lemaire,	and	Kania	
2019,	17).	Numbers	in	this	Figure,	as	well	as	in	the	corresponding	paragraph,	are	solely	on	Societal	Challenges	1-5	and	7.	Societal	Challenge	6	is	not	consid-
ered,	because	it	is	the	designated	“SSH”	programme,	and	therefore	not	subject	of	the	integration	exercise.	It	should	be	added	that,	in	terms	of	funding,	SC6	
is	also	by	far	the	smallest	programme	of	all	Societal	Challenges,	with	€	114	Million	in	2014,	€	127	Million	in	2015,	€	93	Million	in	2016,	and	€	126	Million	in	
2017.

20	 It	is	important	to	mention	that,	for	the	first	three	criteria	of	the	composite	indicator,	the	report	actually	defines	two	thresholds:	one	being	10	per	cent,	as	
mentioned	above;	the	other	being	20	per	cent.	If	the	latter	threshold	is	applied,	the	share	of	projects	achieving	“good”	SSH	integration	falls	to	41	per	cent.	
A	methodological	difficulty	concerns	the	fact	that	the	Commission	also	includes	projects	from	the	SC6	programme,	which	centre	around	SSH	research	by	
design.

(3)	While	the	previous	paragraph	was	concerned	with	the	question	
to	what	extent	SSH	integration	has	been	enabled	by	applying	the	oppor-
tunity	of	“flagging”	of	specific	 topics	 (and,	 thereby,	dedicated	 funding	
budgets),	 it	 is	 yet	another	story	how	much	 funding	actually	ended	up	
in	projects	that	had	at	least	one	SSH	partner	on	board.	To	that	end,	the	
annual	Commission	reports	have	developed	a	useful	composite	indicator,	
which	 allows	 to	 better	 judge	 the	 actual	 SSH	 integration	 of	 each	 pro-
ject.	 The	 indicator	 consists	of	 four	 criteria:	 the	 share	of	SSH	partners;	
the	budget	going	to	SSH;	and	the	person-months	by	SSH	partners	all	to	
be	above	the	threshold	of	10	per	cent.	 In	addition,	the	fourth	criterion	

is	about	whether	contributions	 in	the	project	are	coming	from	at	 least	
two	SSH	disciplines.	A	good	integration	of	SSH	is	achieved	when	all	four	
criteria	 are	 met;	 with	 three	 criteria	 met,	 it	 is	 “fair”;	 “weak”	 with	 two;	
and	“none”	with	zero.	According	to	the	Commission’s	own	assessment	
(the	fine-tuned	analysis	on	project	level	cannot	be	reproduced	with	the	
available	data),	the	share	of	projects	from	within	the	flagged	topics	with	
good	SSH	integration	has	risen	from	2014,	with	40	per	cent,	to	56	per	
cent,	 in	2017	 (Swinnen,	Lemaire,	and	Kania	2019,	6–7).20	However,	21	
per	cent	have	no	SSH	research	component	whatsoever.
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has	also	been	exemplarily	been	realised	by	other,	more	technology-fo-
cused	funding	instruments	in	the	Horizon	2020	portfolio	(see	for	example	
Langer	et al.	2016)	 Important	questions	remain	open,	however.	We	do	
not	know	the	amount	of	money	that	will	be	spent.	Given	the	reluctance	
of	national	policy	makers	to	spend	more	money	at	European	level,	and	
the	fact	that	the	pie	will	not	grow	substantially,	powerful	lobbies	will	do	
their	best	to	increase	their	share,	which	will	leave	the	SSH	community	
in	perils.

4. CHALLENGES IN SSH
Seen	 from	 a	 historical	 perspective,	 the	 social	 sciences	 and	 huma-

nities	are	deeply	entangled	with	the	history	of	the	nation	state	and	its	
agencies,	with	modernity	and	its	cultural	achievements	(Wittrock	2000;	
Porter	and	Ross	2003;	Wagner	2007;	Raphael	2012).	As	a	group,	social	
sciences	 and	 humanities	 have	 proven	 to	 be	 useful	 by	 providing	 tech-
niques	and	concepts	that	help	to	analyse,	understand,	and	impact	the	
social	world.	With	the	professionalisation	and	extensive	growth	of	scien-
tific	(and	scholarly)	institutions,	disciplines	associated	with	social	scien-
ces	and	humanities	have	always	also	been	part	of	the	academic	pecking	
order	–	and	have	been	drawn	into,	or	taken	aback	from,	being	counted	
as	a	social	scientific	discipline,	or	a	humanities	discipline.

Along	 the	same	 line,	 the	history	of	social	sciences	and	humanities	
is	full	of	attempts	to	describe	the	relationship	within	their	own	episte-
mic	communities,	as	well	as	their	relationship	to	science,	in	terms	such	
as	“nomothetic”	vs.	“ideographic”,	“descriptive”	vs.	“analytical”,	two	or	
three	worlds,	etc.	(Kagan	2009;	Sala	2013).	Today,	the	umbrella	term	SSH	
has	been	established,	but	while	this	may	(or	may	not)	help	to	overcome	
infights	between	disciplines	and	schools,	it	also	disguises	the	differen-
ces	–	and	resulting	from	this,	different	challenges	–	that	the	numerous	
disciplines,	fields	and	schools	are	facing	underneath.

However:	one	challenge	remains	the	same,	and	that	is	the	fact	that,	
today,	social	sciences	and	humanities	are	increasingly	treated	the	same	
way	the	STEM	fields	are.	That	this	is	the	case	may	be	argued	normatively	
(to	 treat	all	 the	same	way),	but	 it	does	not	necessarily	make	sense	 in	
terms	of	efficiency	–	since	the	social	sciences	and	humanities	arguably	
have	a	more	complex	relationship	to	truth,	power,	and	knowledge	than	
their	 siblings	 from	 the	 sciences.	 It	 may	 well	 have	 been	 useful	 to	 find	
different	 regimes	 of	 funding	 for	 different	 purposes;	 but	 this	 does	 not	
easily	 comply	 with	 fairness,	 and	 audits.	 Interestingly,	 SSH	 are	 treated	
differently	in	some	respects	when	it	comes	to	curricula,	and	application	
of	their	methods,	concepts,	and	theories.	Save	to	assume,	however,	that	
two	complementary	forces	were	at	work.	Available	funds,	and	attached	
reputation	is	an	attraction.	Representatives	from	the	social	sciences	and	
humanities	quickly	felt	the	urge	to	participate.	At	the	same	time,	it	was	
more	convenient	for	policy-makers	to	set	up	funding	in	a	way	that	mimi-

Lessons to be learnt
What	can	we	learn	from	these	assessments?	Certainly,	the	Commis-

sion	has	put	a	lot	of	efforts	into	enabling,	and	achieving,	integration	of	
SSH	 research	 into	 the	SC	programmes	 of	Horizon	 2020	 (and	 this	 is	 in	
addition	 to	 the	 funding	 for	 SSH	 research	 provided	 through	 other	 inst-
ruments	of	this	edition	of	the	FP).	On	a	practical	level,	it	seems	to	have	
been	executed	 in	a	 rather	mechanistic	way.	Given	the	 immense	appa-
ratus	that	has	been	set	up	to	assure	that	the	money	spent	through	the	
Framework	Programme	is	legally,	financially,	and	politically	accountable	
and	legitimate,	this	may	not	be	surprising.	In	any	case,	it	comes	with	the	
danger	of	reifying	some	of	the	traditional	roles	that	SSH	have	been	ascri-
bed	 to	–	most	notably	 the	 tendency	of	delegating	 the	public	 relations	
aspects	of	a	cooperative	project	to	SSH	partners.21	As	for	the	balance	of	
SSH	disciplines	and	fields,	it	is	obvious	not	only	that	economics	is	much	
better	represented	in	the	advisory	groups	than	the	other	social	sciences,	
while	humanities	are	barely	in	place	at	all,	but	also	that	the	predominant	
share	of	funding	from	the	SC	programmes	goes	to	social	sciences,	na-
mely	economics,	political	science,	public	administration	and	law,	as	well	
as	education	and	communication.	Together,	these	few	fields	accounted	
for	71	per	 cent	of	all	 funding	going	 to	SSH	 research	partners	 in	2017	
(Swinnen,	Lemaire,	and	Kania	2019,	25).22

However,	more	substantial	is	the	fact	that	the	existing	arrangement	
has	mostly	preserved	from	previous	editions	of	the	FP	the	overall	funding	
that	is	actually	going	to	SSH.	Also,	the	discussion	about	integration	of	
SSH	has	enabled	important	research	projects	that	deal	with	the	SSH	at	
European	(that	is,	transnational,	comparative)	level,	providing	thus	much	
new	 insight	and	 transnational	expertise	as	well	as	networks	 in	a	 field	
that	is,	by	historical	definition,	rather	drawn	to	the	national	context	(an	
issue	that	will	be	discussed	further	in	the	next	section).23

With	the	debate	on	the	next	edition	of	the	FP,	Horizon	Europe,	there	
is	general	agreement	that	integration	is	really	taken	from	the	heart,	and	
considering	all	circles.	This	has	also	been	emphasised	by	advisory	docu-
ments,	most	notably	the	Lamy	Report	(Lamy	et al.	2017).	Another	impor-
tant	aspect	is	that	the	representatives	of	the	SSH	communities	by	now	
seem	to	have	more	experience,	in	the	sense	that	they	now	know	better	
who	the	people	are	 to	address,	know	how	the	Framework	Programme	
machinery	is	running	in	principle	and	thus	have	a	better	understanding	
when,	and	where,	to	intervene;	and	also	know	better	how	to	argue	with	
policy	makers,	 shifting	away	 from	complaining	 to	making	constructive	
suggestions.

Most	 importantly,	 the	 efforts	 of	 learning	 from	 the	 past	 have	 come	
to	fruition	–	among	other	initiatives,	this	holds	true	to	the	fact	that	the-
re	 was	 another	 Conference	 (this	 time	 under	 the	 Austrian	 Presidency,	
in	November	2018)	dedicated	to	discussing	the	role	of	SSH	 in	Horizon	
Europe,24in	 a	 reinvigorated	 joint	 platform	 (now	 slightly	 rebranded	 as	
EASSH),25	and	in	the	continued	efforts	by	the	network	of	National	Con-
tact	 Points	 Net4Society.26	 The	 importance	 of	 integrating	 SSH	 research	

21	 It	also	continues	to	be	in	the	mind-set	even	of	those	Commission	officials	that	are	sympathetic	to	the	idea	of	SSH	integration.	For	example,	the	second	last	
assessment	report	states	that	“although	research	in	technologies	can	provide	technical	solutions	to	major	challenges,	Social	Sciences	and	Humanities	(SSH)	
can	help	making	them	accepted,	understood	and	appropriated	by	the	general	public.”	(Strom	et	al.	2018,	6)

22	 Again,	note	that	the	Commission	report	includes	projects	from	SC6,	which	cannot	be	subtracted	out	due	to	lack	of	data.
23	 Those	projects	are	ACCOMPLISH,	DANDELION,	and,	as	a	COST	action,	one	could	add	the	ENRESSH	network.
24	 See	the	programme	of	the	conference	“Impact	of	Social	Sciences	and	Humanities	for	a	European	Research	Agenda	–	Valuation	of	SSH	in	mission-oriented	

research”	under	https://www.ssh-impact.eu/programme
25	 See	the	website	of	the	European	Alliance	for	social	Sciences	and	Humanities,	https://www.eassh.eu
26	 See	the	website	https://www.net4society.eu
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Another,	final	important	observation	from	the	field	has	been	the	dy-
namic	within	the	social	sciences	and	humanities	towards	“fractal	distinc-
tion”	(Abbott	2001,	2015).	Because	of	its	complexity,	there	is	an	inherent	
tendency	within	the	fields	analysing	the	social	world	(or	one	of	 its	as-
pects)	to	create	ever	new	approaches,	questions,	focal	points.	What	may	
be	called	paradigmatic	theory	according	to	Thomas	Kuhn	(Kuhn	1970)	is,	
in	many	branches	of	the	social	sciences	and	humanities,	most	often	only	
short-lived	 and	 quickly	 disputed	 internally.	 Instead	 of	 being	 desperate	
about	this,	this	should	be	taken	as	a	feature	and	dealt	with	as	such.	It	
does	not	make	sense	to	try	to	stylise	SSH	in	the	manner	of	other	bran-
ches	of	the	scientific	enterprise,	but	rather	embrace,	acknowledge	the	
above-mentioned	specificities	and	build	on	that.	Also,	it	is	important	to	
understand	that	despite	the	fact	that	SSH	communities	often	resort	on	
the	 lower	 end	of	 the	pecking	 order,	SSH	bring	 along	expertise	 that	 is	
urgently	needed	specifically	for	the	task	of	tackling	societal	challenges.

	

5. IMPACT RE-LOADED 
IN HORIZON EUROPE

Facing	 the	 overall	 ambition	 of	 Horizon	 Europe	 towards	 impact	 ge-
neration,	 an	 argument	 for	 stronger	 cooperation	 with	 and	 within	 SSH	
is	made	here	to	shift	the	focus	away	from	marginalisation	experiences	
and	lament	of	the	past.	It	was	not	by	chance	that	the	scope	paper	for	
the	 conference	 in	 2018	 was	 called	 “impact	 re-loaded”	 (König,	 Nowot-
ny,	and	Schuch	2018).	Similarly,	the	conference	aimed	at	practical	SSH	
Guidelines	directed	at	those	who	deal	with	research	funding	program-
mes,	and	specifically	programmes	that	aim	at	tackling	a	societal	problem	
through	the	means	and	opportunities	provided	by	scientific	and	scholarly	
research.

ABOUT THE SSH GUIDELINES

The	conference	and	this	Working	Paper,	together	with	the	SSH	Guide-
lines	“Social	Sciences	and	Humanities	Research	Matters.	Guidelines	on	
how	to	successfully	design,	and	 implement,	mission-oriented	 research	
programmes”	(König	2019),	intend	to	build	on	this	position,	and	to	push	
further	for	more	and	better	integration	in	Horizon	Europe.	This	also	me-
ans	that	there	has	to	be	a	substantial	understanding	what	SSH	research	
is	about,	and	how	it	 is	properly	treated	and	valued.	To	do	so,	the	SSH	
Guidelines	concentrate	entirely	on	mission-oriented	 research	program-
mes.	 It	distinguishes	 four	steps	 in	 the	 life-cycle	of	such	a	programme,	
namely	design,	implementation,	evaluation	and	decision-making;	and	it	
addresses	all	those	persons	who	play	a	role	in	either	of	those	steps.

The	idea	of	the	SSH	Guidelines	is	to	provide	a	comprehensive,	quick-
to-read	set	of	arguments	for	why	SSH	should	be	central	for	mission-ori-
ented	research	programmes,	and	how	to	value	them	properly	at	each	of	
the	steps	of	the	programme’s	lifecycle.	It	provides	a	number	of	practical	
tips	for	bringing	SSH-expertise	to	the	design	and	implementation	of	R&I-
programmes.	It	builds,	and	extends,	the	extremely	useful	leaflet	produ-
ced	by	Net4Society	that	has	a	similar	ambition,	albeit	it	was	directed	at	

cked	the	established	paths	of	sciences.	The	result	is	that	social	sciences	
and	humanities	have	been	increasingly	caught	up	in	receiving	project-
based	funding.

This	is	often	seen	as	a	problem,	and	at	the	level	of	individual	research	
questions,	this	might	be	justified.	However,	SSH	research	fundamentally	
shares	the	same	values	as	research	from	other	fields,	that	is,	to	produ-
ce	robust	knowledge	and	to	enhance	human	kind;	and	that	is	also	true	
when	 it	 comes	 to	 the	social	contributions	of	 research.	Given	 this	 fact,	
it	may	be	well	worth	to	reassess	briefly	existing,	highly	instructive	and	
reflective	 literature	on	the	nature	of	social	sciences	and	humanities	to	
give	 credit	 to	 the	 diversity	 of	 SSH.	 By	 doing	 so	 this	 section	 also	 aims	
at	 establishing	 an	 argument	 why	 and	 how	 this	 diversity	 can	 serve	 as	
strength,	rather	than	a	weakness,	for	cooperative	research	that	is	tasked	
to	contribute	to	solving	societal	challenges.

Methods,	terms,	and	concepts	have	permeated	the	academic	world	
and	changed	the	way	people	look	at	their	lives,	societies,	and	polities.	
From	this	point	of	view,	social	sciences	and	humanities	have	been	spec-
tacularly	successful	at	least	at	two	levels.	One	is,	that	these	techniques	
have	become	standard	 requirements	 for	civil	 servants	as	well	as	aspi-
ring	members	of	the	elite.	And	that	the	knowledge	produced	by	these	
techniques	 and	 theoretical	 presumptions	 is	 critical	 for	 states,	 for	 bu-
reaucracies,	to	govern.	Demography,	for	example,	enables	governments	
to	assess	their	populace	and	to	perform	one	of	their	most	basic	tasks,	
namely	redistribution	(Desrosières	1998).	Wolfgang	Streeck	has	recently	
renewed	this	argument,	namely	that	“the	descriptive	analysis	of	social	
reality	by	counting,	measuring,	observing	might	be	of	significant	practi-
cal	and	societal	use”	(Streeck	2011,	8).

Just	like	the	natural	and	life	sciences,	as	well	as	in	engineering,	the	
social	 sciences	 and	 humanities	 have	 considerably	 contributed	 to	 the	
ways	we	understand	and	look	at	our	social	world.	If	it	is	true	that	what	
the	natural	and	 life	 sciences	and	engineering	have	contributed	 to	our	
modern	societies	has	become	invisible	(Shapin	2016),	this	is	even	more	
true	 for	 the	 social	 sciences	 and	 the	 humanities,	 simply	 because	 they	
have	a	much	closer	and	direct	 relationship	 to	 society	 (Felt	 2000).	Due	
to	 the	 thematic	orientation	of	SSH	on	matters	of	social	 relevance,	 the	
boundaries	between	academia	and	the	rest	of	 the	world	 is	even	more	
blurred,	 which	 is	why	 the	academic	 social	 sciences	 in	particular	 have	
established	a	way	of	abstract	theorising	that	is	not	only	often	hiding	a	
banality,	but	is	also	perceived	as	hermetic.27

The	current	epistemological	debates	about	social	sciences	and	hu-
manities	 cannot	 be	 addressed	 in	 full	 detail	 here.	 But	 it	 is	 possible	 to	
point	to	the	following	issues.	As	mentioned	before,	SSH	deals	with	con-
textualised	knowledge,	and	is	not	so	much	about	discovering	universal	
laws	or	 functional	analysis,	but	 rather	about	 “intentional	explanation”	
(Elster	1983).	Not	only	do	social	sciences	and	humanities	have	a	“per-
formativity”	on	society	of	their	own	(MacKenzie,	Muniesa,	and	Siu	2008;	
Boltanski,	Esquerre,	and	Muniesa	2015),	they	also	are	inseparable	from	
political	goals,	and	it	is	often	difficult,	albeit	important	as	an	exercise	in	
self-reflection,	 to	separate	analysis	 from	value	 judgment	 (Weber	1968;	
Ringer	1997).	SSH	play	an	 important	 role	 in	what	can	be	called	“new	
knowledge	 relations”	 within	 the	 scientific	 disciplines,	 that	 is	 between	
the	SSH	and	technosciences,	but	also	regarding	the	relation	of	traditi-
onal	actors	in	the	innovation	chain	and	societal	actors	(Felt	2014,	394).

27	 This	has	been	treated	with	scorn	by	many	authors;	exemplarily,	see	Billig	(2013).
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ferently.	Three	aspects	should	be	emphasised	here:	One,	 it	sometimes	
is	worth	to	take	the	step	and	submit	a	proposal,	even	though	this	may	
appear	to	be	risky.	Along	the	same	line,	it	is	also	important	to	be	ready,	
and	to	muster	capacity,	to	take	over	the	consortium	coordination,	in	or-
der	to	stronger	influence	the	tone	for	a	project.	On	a	related	matter,	 it	
is	 crucial	 to	 ask	 for	 local	 support	 infrastructure.	 SSH	 sometimes	 have	
the	disadvantage	of	not	being	supported	the	same	way	as	their	STEM	
colleagues	are.

A PRACTICAL WAY FORWARD – FOR SCHOLARS AND 
POLICY MAKERS

As	a	practical	next	 step,	 and	 taking	up	 the	many	 suggestions	and	
ideas	brought	forward	in	various	meetings	such	as	the	2018	conference	
in	Vienna,	representatives	of	SSH	research	could	set	up	meetings	at	na-
tional	level	with	the	respective	Delegates	in	Programme	Committees	and	
National	Contact	Points	(NCPs).	As	a	pilot,	such	a	meeting	was	organised	
in	Austria	in	March	2019,	with	great	success	(see	Annex).	Despite	those	
efforts,	the	necessary	requirements	to	enable	SSH	scholars	engaging	in	
those	two	activities	–	designing	funding	calls	and	participating	in	project	
applications	–	are	still	far	from	being	fully	achieved.	Yet	by	addressing	
the	need	and	playing	a	more	pro-active	role,	further	improvement	is	to	be	
expected,	particularly	given	the	positive	developments	at	European	level	
in	preparation	of	“Horizon	Europe”.

the	integration	of	SSH	under	Horizon	2020.28	Indeed,	the	SSH	Guidelines	
intend	to	make	sure	the	effectiveness	of	the	 idea	behind	the	 leaflet	 is	
taken	on,	and	made	use	of,	based	on	an	elaborate	consultation	process,	
which	started	several	months	before	the	conference,	resulting	in	a	first	
draft	version,	which	was	then	subject	to	further	discussion,	and	scrutiny,	
at	a	specifically	dedicated	on	drafting	the	SSH	Guidelines.	Two	additional	
cycles	of	consultation	with	numerous	experts	resulted	in	the	final	version	
of	the	policy	paper	in	mid-January	2019.29

SUGGESTIONS FOR SSH SCHOLARS

Complementary	 to	 the	SSH	Guidelines,	 this	section	 is	dedicated	 to	
some	key	suggestions	for	SSH	scholars	who	set	out	to	improve	the	depth	
and	range	of	cooperation	in	the	mission-oriented	parts	of	Horizon	Euro-
pe,	as	well	as	other	research	funding	instruments	at	European,	national,	
or	local	level.	The	SSH	Guidelines	define	four	specific	strengths	of	SSH	in	
designing	research	funding	programmes:	

•	 the	expertise	to	calibrate	missions	
•	 the	 capacities	 of	 translating	 between	 academic	 disciplines,	

policy	makers,	and	different	publics	
•	 the	expertise	 in	placing	specific	problems	 in	broader	contexts	

(combining	local	and	global	perspectives)	
•	 and	the	capacity	of	methodological	reflexivity.30

While	these	strengths	aim	at	setting	the	tone	for	policy	makers	and	
managers,	it	also	provides	a	good	introduction	to	the	concluding	section	
of	this	Working	Paper.	It	discusses	some	ideas	for	scholars	and	resear-
chers	from	SSH	communities	in	order	to	advance	the	role	of	SSH	in	Pillar	
2	(with	the	title	“Global	Challenges	and	Industrial	Competitiveness”)	of	
the	next	Framework	Programme,	as	well	as	other	(national)	research	fun-
ding	programmes	that	are	dedicated	to	fund	mission-oriented	research	
projects.

The	most	important,	yet	often	overlooked	aspect	concerns	the	parti-
cipation	in	the	process	of	designing	a	research	funding	programme,	or	
research	funding	instrument.	As	we	have	seen,	the	number	of	SSH	scho-
lars	in	the	advisory	boards	of	various	Societal	Challenges	in	Horizon	2020	
has	been	low.	This	is	a	real	problem:	it	 is	 in	this	realm	that	the	overall	
goals	of	the	programme,	or	instrument,	are	defined;	hence	bringing	SSH	
scholars	to	the	table	 is	crucial	 if	 interdisciplinary	cooperation	between	
SSH	and	STEM	is	really	expected	to	lead	to	new,	relevant	knowledge.

Funding	calls	sometimes	require	SSH	researchers	to	be	creative	and,	
when	 it	 comes	 to	 finding	 funding	 opportunities,	 to	 look	 at	 things	 dif-

28	 https://www.net4society.eu/_media/170110_Factsheet_Expert%20meeting_INTEGRATION_def.pdf	(last	accessed:	2018-08-14)	The	afore-mentioned	policy	
document	by	the	FET	Advisory	Group	also	provides	some	important	suggestions	(Langer	et	al.	2016).

29	 For	feedback	and	comments	during	the	productive	consultation	process,	I	am	grateful	to	Paul	Benneworth,	Basudeb	Chaudhuri,	Alice	Dijkstra,	Martina	Ka-
dunc,	Angela	Liberatore,	Gabi	Lombardo,	Stephanie	Rammel,	Angela	Schindler-Daniels,	Marc	Vanholsbeeck,	in	addition	to	the	colleagues	already	mentioned	
in	footnote	1,	as	well	as	many	others.	The	suggestions	in	the	SSH	Guidelines	have	been	inspired	by	various	documents	that,	in	recent	years,	started	to	take	
a	critical	view	on	the	metrics	craze	(Muller	2018),	highlighting	the	“patina	of	precision”	(Gingras	2016),	the	“different	types	of	impact”	(Reale	et	al.	2014)	the	
“gatekeepers	of	high	impact”	(Hicks	et	al.	2015),	the	“ubiquity	of	excellence	rhetoric”	(Moore	et	al.	2017).

30	 This	section	is	partly	quoted	from	the	SSH	Guidelines	(König	2019).
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societal	challenges.	Other	presentations	were	about	providing	key	stati-
stics	on	 integration	of	SSH	into	the	Clusters	 (“Societal	Challenges”)	of	
“Horizon	2020”,	information	on	the	state	of	negotiations	regarding	“Ho-
rizon	Europe”,	and	results	from	the	November	Conference.	For	the	latter,	
Thomas	König	pointed	towards	the	booklet	“Social	Sciences	and	Huma-
nities	Research	Matters”,	a	comprehensive	set	of	guidelines	addressing	
“research	programmes	 that	set	out	a	specific	goal	 to	 tackle	a	societal	
problem	through	the	means	and	opportunities	provided	by	scientific	and	
scholarly	research	–	both	from	SSH	and	STEM”.34	All	presenters	agreed	
that	SSH	should	be	further	integrated	in	future	EU	research	funding.

Interdisciplinary	and	especially	SSH-aspects	have	to	be	contributed	
throughout	 the	 whole	 development	 of	 a	 framework	 programme,	 said	
Matthias	Reiter-Pázmándy,	from	the	initial	negotiations,	to	the	Strategic	
Planning	and	the	yearly	Work	Programmes.	Special	attention	has	to	be	
paid	to	include	SSH-researchers	in	the	various	Advisory	Groups,	in	parti-
cular	in	the	Mission	Boards,	but	also	in	the	evaluation	panels	of	“Horizon	
2020”	and	“Horizon	Europe”.	Researchers	from	SSH	also	should	register	
to	be	available	as	evaluators	in	order	to	provide	enough	choice	for	those	
who	convene	the	panels.	 In	addition	to	that,	 it	 is	 important	to	provide	
fora,	where	researchers	and	policy	makers	can	meet	and	exchange	ac-
ross	the	boundaries	of	disciplines	and	the	various	sectoral	policy	areas.	
This	event	did	exactly	that.

The	key	element	of	the	meeting,	however,	concerned	the	remaining	
90	minutes	which	provided	space	for	discussion	among	participants.	To	
that	end,	participants	were	seated	on	one	of	six	tables,	each	of	which	
was	dedicated	to	one	of	 the	 (prospective)	 thematic	clusters	 in	Horizon	
Europe.35	The	intention	was	to	bring	policy	makers	(the	National	Delega-
tes	to	the	specific	programme	committees	in	“Horizon	2020”	and	in	the	
upcoming	“Horizon	Europe”),	supporters	(the	NCPs)	and	SSH	researchers	
together	and	discuss	how	to	better	take	advantage	of	SSH	expertise	in	
designing	and	shaping	the	respective	thematic	cluster.

SUMMARY OF CLUSTER TABLES

Before	a	joint	lunch	buffet	was	served,	the	discussions	were	summa-
rised	and	presented	to	the	full	audience,	along	two	sets	of	questions:

a.	In	 which	 of	 the	 cluster’s	 topics	 is	 specific	 SSH	 expertise	
required?

b.	What	 concrete	 measures	 can	 help	 Delegates	 and	 NCPs	 to	
facilitate	 integration	 of	 SSH	 in	 the	 cluster?	 Here	 are	 the	
summaries	of	each	of	the	discussion	tables:

HEALTH

a.	All	 topics	 in	 this	 cluster	are	 relevant	 for	SSH	expertise;	much	
depends	 on	 the	 actual	 design.	 “Health	 systems”	 might	 be	 a	
focal	point	that	works	as	a	“catch	all”.

b.	At	EU	level,	more	emphasis	has	to	be	on	evaluation	criteria,	and	

ANNEX: 
SUMMARY OF MEETING 
“SOCIAL SCIENCES 
AND HUMANITIES IN 
HORIZON EUROPE”
(by	Thomas	König,	Stephanie	Rammel,	Matthias	Reiter-Pázmándy,	Klaus	
Schuch,	Johannes	Starkbaum)

On	 Friday,	 March	 8,	 the	 meeting	 “Social	 Sciences	 and	 Humanities	
in	Horizon	Europe”	 took	place	on	 the	premises	of	 the	 Institute	 for	Ad-
vanced	 Studies	 (IHS),	 Vienna.	 It	 was	 a	 follow-up	 of	 the	 Austrian	 EU	
Presidency	Conference	 “Impact	of	Social	Sciences	and	Humanities	 for	
a	 European	 Research	 Agenda	 –	 Valuation	 of	 SSH	 in	 mission-oriented	
research”,31which	had	taken	place	in	Vienna	on	28-29	November	2018.	
As	 the	 current	 EU	 Research	 Funding	 Programme,	 “Horizon	 2020”,32	 is	
coming	to	an	end,	and	discussions	for	the	next	edition,	called	“Horizon	
Europe”,33	have	intensified,	there	is	the	need	and	opportunity	to	engage	
policy	makers	and	SSH	representatives	at	the	national	level,	in	order	to	
open	up	space	for	discussion	on	how	to	better	involve	SSH	expertise	in	
the	drafting	process	of	 the	 thematic	clusters	of	“Horizon	Europe”.	The	
clusters	are	gathered	under	the	paramount	title	“Global	Challenges	and	
Industrial	Competitiveness”.

The	 follow-up	meeting	was	organised	by	Thomas	König	 (IHS),	Ste-
phanie	Rammel	 (FFG),	Matthias	Reiter-Pázmándy	 (BMBWF),	and	Klaus	
Schuch	 (ZSI).	 It	 brought	 together	 about	 fifty	 people	 –	 representatives	
from	social	sciences	and	humanities	in	Austria,	National	Contact	Points	
(NCPs)	for	the	different	thematic	areas	as	well	as	policy	makers	and	mi-
nistry	officials.

PURPOSE OF THE MEETING

The	initiative	to	the	meeting	was	driven	by	two	insights.	One	is	that,	
as	Stephanie	Rammel	made	clear	in	her	presentation,	integration	of	SSH	
into	the	thematic	research	funding	instruments	of	the	current	“Horizon	
2020”	is	an	ambitious	attempt,	but	still	far	from	being	satisfying.	Another	
is	that	representatives	from	SSH	repeatedly	complained	that	they	are	not	
involved	in	the	shaping,	and	designing,	of	funding	calls	and	work	pro-
grammes.	Once	the	remit	of	a	call	is	decided	upon,	it	is	difficult	to	bring	
specific	SSH	knowledge	in	–	unless,	maybe,	as	an	add-on.	Given	the	fact	
that	the	Framework	Programmes	have	increasingly	become	also	templa-
tes	for	research	funding	programmes	in	the	member	states,	one	cannot	
underestimate	 the	 role	–	both	directly	and	 indirectly	–	 in	 shaping	 the	
status,	and	involvement,	of	SSH	in	European	research	funding	generally.

The	meeting	kicked	off	with	a	keynote	by	Prof.	Ulrike	Felt	who	pro-
vided	food	for	thought	by	talking	about	the	role	of	SSH	in	coping	with	

31	 https://www.ssh-impact.eu
32	 https://ec.europa.eu/programmes/horizon2020/en
33	 https://ec.europa.eu/info/designing-next-research-and-innovation-framework-programme/what-shapes-next-framework-programme_en
34	 https://www.ssh-impact.eu/guidelines-on-how-to-successfully-design-and-implement-mission-oriented-research-programmes
35	 The	seventh	cluster,	called	“‘Culture	and	Inclusive	Society’”,	is	dealing	with	SSH-specific	topics,	which	is	why	it	was	not	included.
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areas”)	–	there	are	social	impacts,	conflict	potentials,	and	more	
generally,	a	political	economy	to	be	analysed.

b.	Technological	 “solutionism”	 approaches	 may	 not	 be	
enough;39real	 problem	 solving	 requires	 integration	 of	 SSH	 in	
problem	 framing	and	analysis.	A	more	holistic	 approach	 from	
strategy	to	calls	is	required!	This	also	implies	a	cultural	change,	
i.e.	in	the	language	used	to	describe	a	problem.

NEXT STEPS

The	meeting	was	an	experiment	insofar	as	nothing	similar	has	ever	
happened.	Albeit	there	was	little	time	for	an	exhaustive	exchange,	deba-
tes	were	initiated	and	the	meeting	was	thus	widely	seen	as	a	great	suc-
cess.	There	may	be	three	reasons	for	that.	One	is	that	mission-oriented	
research	funding	demands	exchange	of	SSH	representatives	with	policy	
makers	in	order	to	align	calls,	proposals	and	research	towards	missions.	
Another	is	that	Austrian	Delegates	and	NCPs	have	an	interest	in	incre-
asing	 the	share	of	 funding	 that	 flows	 from	the	EU	 level	 to	Austria.	So	
even	if	they	represent	clusters	that	traditionally	stand	for	a	more	techno-
science	orientation,	they	share	the	core	interest	of	SSH	representatives.	
Finally,	all	this	happens	in	the	context	of	a	more	positive	attitude	towards	
SSH	in	general,40	which	provides	the	background	for	this	initiative.	Ha-
ving	said	all	this,	there	is	still	much	to	do,	at	national	level	as	well	as	at	
European	level.

AT NATIONAL LEVEL

One	way	forward	would	be	for	SSH	experts,	national	delegates,	and	
NCPs	to	meet	regularly	for	further	exchange.	This	would	certainly	sup-
port	 the	uptake	of	SSH	expertise	on	one	hand,	and	awareness-raising	
and	 re-orientation	 on	 the	 side	 of	 SSH	 researchers	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	
which	allows	setting	concrete	action.	It	is	now	up	to	the	respective	Aus-
trian	institutes	in	their	fields	to	take	the	lead	and	continue	the	work	that	
was	initiated	in	this	meeting.

AT EUROPEAN LEVEL

It	 is	 important	 to	 highlight	 this	 meeting	 to	 SSH	 representatives	 in	
other	EU	member	states,	so	that	they	can	organise	similar	events.	Also,	
a	shared	meeting	in	Brussels	on	presenting	the	SSH-Guidelines	later	in	
summer	would	provide	a	good	opportunity	to	report	about	the	progress	
made	in	Austria.

the	participant	portal	has	to	be	made	use	of	to	identify	potential	
partners.	At	Austrian	level,	thematic	platforms	should	be	made	
use	of	for	cooperation	(e.g.,	ÖPPM36,	Netzwerk	Altern37),	policy	
makers	should	be	stronger	advocates	for	SSH,	and	exchange	at	
the	level	of	the	cluster	should	be	intensified.

CIVIL SECURITY FOR SOCIETY

a.	SSH	 is	 crucial	 for	 topics	 such	 as	 radicalisation,	 terrorism,	
prevention,	and	resilience.

b.	Since	 topics	 are	 mostly	 identified	 by	 governments,	 SSH	
representatives	should	get	in	contact	with	NCPs	and	ministries.	
Also,	with	 the	national	 security	 research	programme	KIRAS,38	

there	is	already	a	national	model	available	for	integrating	SSH.

DIGITAL, INDUSTRY AND SPACE

a.	All	topics	were	considered	important	for	SSH	expertise;	this	is	
particularly	the	case	for	AI,	Big	Data,	Next	Generation	Internet,	
and	Digital	Skills.

b.	The	 Evaluation	 process	 is	 critical,	 both	 in	 terms	 of	 skills	 of	
reviewers	and	the	evaluation	criteria,	 the	same	is	true	for	the	
work	programmes,	and	the	deliverables	in	the	grant	agreement.	
In	relation	to	the	“digital	skills”	topic,	a	sort	of	“meta-SSH”	was	
emphasised,	 acting	 as	 a	 support-mechanism	 for	 a	 number	 of	
different	research	projects	and	dealing	with	their	social	impact,	
assessing	also	discriminatory	aspects,	exclusion	and	fears.

CLIMATE AND ENERGY; MOBILITY

a.	All	topics	across	this	cluster	are	relevant	for	SSH.
b.	Evaluation	has	to	be	organised	in	an	interdisciplinary	manner;	

move	 away	 from	 techno-economic,	 sector-specific	 solutions,	
towards	 integrating	 behavioural	 insights	 and	 sociocultural	
practices.	 SSH	 can	 serve	 as	 guidance	 for	 sectoral	 policies	 to	
implement	 R&D-based	 solutions.	 Researchers	 and	 sectoral	
policy	makers	should	step	out	of	their	bubbles	and	get	together	
more	often.

BIOECONOMY, FOOD, NATURAL RESOURCES & ENVI-
RONMENT

a.	There	 are	 “areas	 of	 connectivity”	 (“bio	 economy”,	 “food	
systems”)	 and	 also	 areas	 that	 would	 require	 a	 stronger	
involvement	of	SSH	(demand	and	supply	problem	in	areas	such	
as	“environmental	observation”,	“agriculture,	forestry,	and	rural	

36	 https://www.personalized-medicine.at
37	 http://www.netzwerk-altern.at
38	 https://www.kiras.at
39	 Cf.	E.	Morozov,	“To	Save	Everything,	Click	Here:	Technology,	Solutionism,	and	the	Urge	to	Fix	Problems	that	Don’t	Exist”,	London	2013)
40	 See	Lamy	et	al.	(2017)	as	well	as	Mazzucato	(2018).
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traditions	and	 life	styles,	and	historic	 trajectories.	To	correctly	
identify	and	address	the	problem,	those	deep-running	connec-
tions	have	to	be	analysed	and	understood.	One	can	find	aspects	
of	political	economy	and	a	diversity	of	social	and	cultural	dimen-
sions	 in	each	 research	cluster,	be	 it	health,	energy	 transition,	
climate	change,	bio-economy,	or	transport.

Similarly,	if	scientific	research	is	expected	to	provide	real	solutions	for	
ailments	of	humans	or	societies	at	large,	it	 is	 important	to	study	the	–	
intended	as	well	as	unintended	–	impact	of	innovations	and	their	poten-
tial	rebound	effects	thoroughly.	Innovation	is	anything	new	that	creates	
some	 form	 of	 value	 –	 often	 economic,	 but	 not	 always.	 Value	 creation	
also	happens	by	adopting	 innovations,	which	 is	basically	a	social	pro-
cess	with	various	 societal	 implications.	 Innovation	 is	 thus	not	 just	 the	
business	of	business,	but	also	the	business	of	society,	and,	thus,	also	a	
line	of	action	for	SSH.

By	now,	 the	unique	set	of	expertise,	knowledge,	and	capacity	 that	
SSH	holds	 for	 research	 in	 tackling	societal	challenges	 is	 fully	acknow-
ledged:	better	understanding	of	the	social	dimension	to	the	challenges	
we	face	needs	to	be	tackled	at	the	same	time	as	we	seek	to	use	techno-
logical	advancement	to	solve	problems.	Europe	has	realised	the	untap-
ped	resource	of	SSH	research	and	has	the	ambition	to	become	a	global	
pioneer	of	 “integrating”	SSH	across	 its	 research	 funding	programmes.	
The	Lamy	Report	on	“Horizon	Europe”	(starting	2021)	emphatically	states	
that	“Missions	…	will,	by	design,	fully	integrate	social	sciences	and	hu-
manities	(SSH).”1	The	Competitiveness	Council	of	the	European	Council	
agreed	“that	social	sciences	and	humanities	(SSH)	shall	play	an	impor-
tant	role	across	all	clusters”.2	Similarly,	SSH	communities	have	worked	
tirelessly	in	recent	years	to	make	themselves	usable	for	addressing	the	
societal	challenges.3

Despite	 tremendous	progress	 that	our	 societies	have	made	 in	
recent	decades,	equally	 challenging	 tasks	 remain.	 These	so-
cietal	 challenges	 directly	 concern	 the	 way	 we	 interact	 with	

each	other	and	our	environment,	the	way	we	produce	and	consume,	and	
the	way	in	which	we	construct	and	perceive	meaning	in	our	actions	or	
change	our	behaviour.

Scientific	 research	 is	 an	 important	 driver	 for	 economic	 and	 social	
well-being.	 It	provides	analytical	capacity	and	 lays	the	groundwork	for	
creating	relevant	and	evidence-based	policy	solutions.	It	is	thus	not	sur-
prising	that	many	research	funding	programmes	aim	at	putting	value	in	
excellent	research	for	tackling	societal	challenges.

Cooperation	 across	 and	 beyond	 different	 disciplinary	 backgrounds	
and	 with	 different	 (methodological,	 technological,	 theoretical)	 know-
ledge	provides	nuanced,	multi-layered	analyses	and	enables	mitigation	
of	grand	challenges.	That’s	why	research	funding	programmes	often	ask	
specifically	 for	 interdisciplinary	 approaches,	 and	 for	 experts	 to	 look	 at	
problems	from	different	perspectives.

SSH RESEARCH IS CRUCIAL FOR 
SUCCESS OF PROGRAMMES

In	fundamental	aspects,	research	in	social	sciences	and	humanities	
(SSH)	plays	 a	 crucial	 role	 in	 the	 success	of	 any	 research	 funding	pro-
gramme	that	aims	at	tackling	societal	challenges:

•	 Almost	 all	 of	 our	 current	 societal	 problems	 are	 influenced	 by	
different	 aspects	 of	 politics,	 social	 and	 cultural	 norms,	 ethics	
and	 legal	 frameworks,	 production	 and	 consumption	 patterns,	
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FROM “INTEGRATION” 
TO COOPERATION

Yet	 so	 far,	 existing	 programmes	 have	 not	 entirely	 managed	 to	 un-
leash	 the	 full	 potential	 of	 interdisciplinary	 cooperation	 between	 SSH	
research	and	research	from	the	natural	sciences,	 technology,	enginee-
ring,	and	mathematics	(STEM).	Monitoring	of	funded	projects	aiming	at	
“integration”	 provides	 evidence	 of	 mixed	 results.	 Serious	 efforts	 must	
be	strengthened	to	create	a	basis	where	SSH	and	STEM	address	global	
challenges	together	and	on	an	equal	footing.	Thus	far,	SSH	is	often	only	
brought	in	once	the	respective	research	task	has	already	been	framed	or	
even	only	added-on	at	the	end	of	a	project	–	as	if	it	were	a	consultancy	
service	to	make	publics	love	the	technologies	that	are	being	developed.	
However,	 framing	a	specific	problem	or	mission	omitting	 insights	 from	
SSH	may	prove	detrimental,	thus	integration	from	the	very	beginning	is	
essential.

A	programme	which	identifies	the	connected	nature	of	technological	
and	human	and	social	dimensions	will	have	gone	a	 long	way	 to	over-
coming	 the	 hurdle	 for	 being	 successful	 and	 effective.	 For	 researchers	
from	SSH	being	enabled	to	truly	cooperate	with	their	STEM	colleagues,	
the	efforts	for	achieving	an	equal	footing	have	to	be	increased	–	at	two	
levels.	 One	 concerns	 the	 level	 of	 implementing	 research	 programmes,	
as	has	been	done	already.	At	this	level,	much	insight	can	be	drawn	from	
recent	experiences.	The	other	concerns	the	level	of	designing	research	
programmes	–	and	this	is	where	little	experience	exists	thus	far	and	whe-
re	more	active	involvement	of	SSH	communities	is	needed.

This	suggests	 two	necessary	avenues	 for	SSH	 research	 to	have	 the	
best	chance	of	maximising	its	contribution	to	tackling	societal	challenges.

1. STIMULATING AND 
ENABLING COOPERATION 
WHEN DESIGNING A RESEARCH 
FUNDING PROGRAMME

When	 designing	 a	 new	 research	 funding	 programme,	 or	 when	 re-
furbishing	an	existing	one,	 it	 is	of	utmost	 importance	 to	co-determine	
agendas	and	priorities	with	insights	and	expertise	from	SSH	researchers	
in	an	atmosphere	of	mutual	 respect.	This	section	 is	 intended	to	speak	
directly	to	policy	makers	and	managers	of	funding	bodies	who	–	together	
with	external	stakeholders	–	usually	define	the	overall	goals	of	funding	
programmes,	and	who	set	aside	budgets	for	funding	research	to	achieve	
the	desired	goals.	Those	managers	setting	up	such	programmes	have	to	
recognise	the	differences	of	the	fields	and	their	own	potentials,	and	that	
they	can	make	use	of	practical	guidance	for	achieving	terms	under	which	
successful	cooperation	will	occur	and	increase.

What	does	SSH	research	bring	to	the	table?
“SSH”	 covers	 a	 broad	 field	 of	 academic	 disciplines	 and	 scientific	

areas.	 Because	 SSH	 research	 is	 as	 diverse	 as	 our	 societies,	 cultures,	
and	economies	are,	 it	 frames	and	co-shapes	transformative	aspects	of	
research	and	contributes	to	integrating	complex	cross-domain	perspecti-
ves	and	standpoints,	including	those	from	other	scientific	disciplines	and	

non-academic	actors.	 From	 this	breadth	and	diversity,	we	can	 identify	
the	multi-dimensional	strengths	of	 research	 in	 the	social	sciences	and	
humanities:

The	expertise	 to	 calibrate	missions,	highlighting	priority	 aspects	 to	
focus	on	“what	matters”

The	capacities	of	 translating	between	academic	disciplines,	policy-
makers	and	different	publics

•	 The	expertise	in	placing	specific	problems	in	broader	contexts,	
integrating	both	local	and	global	perspectives

•	 The	long-standing	tradition	of	methodological	reflexivity,	recog-
nising	social	and	cultural	influences	on	research	itself

Practical	tips	for	unleashing	the	full	potential	of	interdisciplinary	co-
operation	to	tackle	societal	challenges

•	 Bring	 members	 of	 different	 scientific	 fields	 to	 your	 advisory	
bodies,	and	specifically	those	from	SSH	research	fields,	to	co-
determine	the	goals	of	the	research	funding	programme	you	are	
about	to	establish.

•	 Regard	SSH	research	not	as	a	critical	add-on,	but	as	a	vital	con-
tribution	to	correctly	understanding	the	problem	at	hand,	and	
for	implementing	the	resulting	solution	appropriately.	This	way,	
cooperation	with	SSH	research	will	automatically	shift	from	be-
ing	“mandatory”	to	being	obvious	and	fruitful.

•	 Grant	 respect	 equally	 to	 scientists	 and	 researchers	 from	 SSH	
as	 from	STEM;	 trust	 the	discursive	powers	of	 interdisciplinary	
negotiations	and	the	expertise	of	SSH	research	in	processes	of	
co-creation.

•	 Be	generous	with	stipulations	concerning	 interdisciplinary	co-
operation,	 as	 it	 requires	 time	 and	 space	 for	 researchers	 from	
different	backgrounds	to	become	acquainted.

2. FOSTERING COOPERATION 
WHILE IMPLEMENTING 
A RESEARCH FUNDING 
PROGRAMME

Once	a	research	funding	programme	is	implemented,	it	is	mandatory	
to	make	sure	that	SSH	research	is	taken	into	account.	Thus,	this	section	
is	directed	specifically	at

•	 officers	 and	 managers	 within	 funding	 agencies	 establishing	
and	executing	funding	programmes

•	 panellists	and	reviewers	providing	expertise	and	judgement	for	
decision-making	in	the	execution	of	funding	programmes

•	 independent	evaluators	of	those	funding	programmes

If	you	are	a	programme	officer
•	 Make	funding	calls	inclusive!	Throughout	the	text	of	a	call,	ex-

plain	that	the	social	dimensions	of	a	specific	challenge	need	to	
be	addressed	alongside	other	aspects.

•	 Define	criteria	that	encourage	jury	panellists	and	reviewers	to	
identify	 the	 right	people	–	not	necessarily	 those	with	 the	 for-
mally	 best	 track	 and	 publication	 record.	 Metrics,	 rankings,	 or	
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indicators	may	serve	as	means	for	decision-making,	but	should	
not	serve	as	a	universal	panacea.4

•	 Increase	 variation!	 Involve	 experts	 (plural!)	 from	 SSH	 in	 the	
evaluation	procedures	of	your	calls.

•	 Encourage	SSH	researchers	proactively	to	compete	for	funding,	
and	to	lead	projects	and	consortia.

•	 If	you	are	a	panellist,	or	a	reviewer
•	 Take	context	into	account!	Local	and/or	contextualised	expertise	

from	SSH	may	be	more	valuable	for	a	project	than	“global”	rec-
ognition	of	any	scholar.	Don’t	fall	for	the	ubiquity	of	excellence	
rhetoric!	

•	 Allow	for	original	proposals	that	include,	or	are	led	by,	SSH	re-
searchers.	Respect	the	autonomy	of	SSH	researchers	to	bring	in	
their	own	ways	of	working	to	projects	they	are	leading.

•	 Academic	 disciplines	 have	 different	 sizes	 and	 express	 their	
hierarchies	differently.	Do	not	believe	 the	patina	of	precision,	
projected	by	metrics,	as	they	often	suggest	impact	where	there	
is	none.

•	 Look	beyond	potential	 scientific	 impact	and	consider	also	po-
tential	transformative	societal,	economic,	political,	ecological	or	
cultural	impact.

If	you	are	an	independent	programme	evaluator
•	 Look	out	for	difference!	There	are	different	types	of	impact,	and	

that	 they	 may	 be	 long-term	 as	 well	 as	 immediate.	 Ideas	 and	
concepts	take	time	to	ripple	out	from	initial	academic	communi-
ties	into	society.

•	 Make	 sure	 the	 programme	 scope	 and	 call	 texts	 consider	 the	
social	dimensions	of	the	societal	challenge	to	be	tackled,	and	
compare	with	the	call	winning	teams	and	their	composition.

•	 Account	for	the	reflexive	dimension	of	the	programme,	and	look	
out	for	what	social	values	are	inscribed	into	the	programme.

•	 Check	the	types	of	cooperation	that	are	projected	and	actually	
take	place,	and	to	what	degree	participation	and	communica-
tion	across	and	beyond	disciplines	are	made	possible.

TO WHOM ARE THESE 
GUIDELINES ADDRESSED?

This	 document	 is	 directed	 at	 all	 people	 who	 deal	 –	 in	 one	 way	 or	
another	–	with	research	funding	programmes.	Specifically	(but	not	ex-
clusively),	these	guidelines	address	research	programmes	that	set	out	a	
specific	goal	to	tackle	a	societal	problem	through	the	means	and	oppor-
tunities	provided	by	scientific	and	scholarly	 research	–	both	 from	SSH	
and	STEM.	The	expected	research	is	often	described	as	“mission-orien-
ted”,	albeit	usage	of	this	term	differs.

These	guidelines	have	been	drafted,	consulted	and	compiled	by	Tho-
mas	König	on	behalf	of	the	organisers	of	the	Austrian	Presidency	of	the	
Council	of	the	European	Union	Conference	on	‘Impacts of Social Sciences 
and Humanities for a European Research Agenda – Valuation of SSH in 
Mission-Oriented Research’.	 The	 conference	 was	 supported	 by	 project	
funding	from	the	European	Union’s	Horizon	2020	research	and	innova-
tion	programme	under	grant	agreement	No	814729.	The	author	likes	to	
acknowledge	with	much	appreciation	the	input	of	the	consulted	experts	
who	contributed	to	these	guidelines.	
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Humanities	 for	 a	 European	 Research	 Agenda	 –	 Valuation	 of	 SSH	 in	
Mission-Oriented	Research’	organised	by	Centre	 for	Social	 Innovation,	
Vienna.	
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assessment	(see	Figure	1).	By	process	is	meant	the	method	of	delivering	
impact,	by	assessment	 its	measurement.	The	process	of	 impact	can	be	
simplified	by	reducing	it	to	three	questions	which	all	social	scientists	can	
ask	themselves	about	their	research,	even	where	it	is	theoretical:	Who	are	
the	users	of	our	research?	How	do	I	engage	with	them?	What	has	been/
could	be	the	effects	of	this	engagement?	The	assessment	of	impact	revol-
ves	around	one	question.	What	is	the	evidence	of	these	effects?	

Answers	to	the	fourth	question,	which	define	its	measurement,	are	
more	difficult	to	conjure,	especially	evidence	of	effects	which	are	inde-
pendent	of	 the	effects	 themselves	 rather	 than	duplicates	of	 them.	An	
effect	of	the	research	is	the	intended	or	unintended	change,	due	directly	
or	 indirectly	to	an	intervention,	whereas	impact	 is	perceived	as	the	in-
tended	 or	 unintended	 effects	 on	 beneficiaries	 of	 the	 intervention,	 the	
impact	on	which	is	measured	by	its	effects.	This	is	circular	argument	and	
it	is	particularly	tricky	to	accurately	connect	the	research,	its	effects	and	
the	evidence	of	these	effects.	This	repeats	the	observation	that	measu-
rement	 is	 the	most	problematic	part	of	 impact.	When	systems	 impose	
the	measurement	of	impact,	impact	can	get	reduced	to	the	effects	of	the	
research,	and	when	there	is	no	independent	evidence	of	impact	separate	
from	these	effects,	impact	is	its	measures.

This	produces	one	of	the	major	paradoxes	of	the	current	impact	de-
bate:	 the	meaning	of	 impact	 is	broad	and	 inclusive	to	enhance	 its	po-
pularity,	 but	 its	 measurement	 is	 narrow	 and	 exclusive.	 The	 process	 of	
impact	and	its	assessment	operate	in	opposition	to	one	another,	with	the	
inclusiveness	of	its	meaning	not	resolving	the	complications	of	its	mea-
surement.	A	system	that	 insists on	 its	assessment	 thus	ends	up	being	
heavily	criticised	and	practitioners	lose	sight	of	the	feasibility	and	desi-
rability	of	dealing	with	the	process	of	impact.	The	baby	has	been	thrown	
out	with	the	bathwater;	social	scientists	have	rejected	impact	because	
of	the	difficulties	of	its	measurement.	

Of	course,	the	neo-liberal	context	in	which	impact	has	emerged	con-
tributes	 to	 the	 suspicion	 amongst	 social	 scientists	 that	 it	 is	 a	 wolf	 in	
sheep’s	clothing,	deceptive,	dangerous	and	devouring.	The	marketisati-
on	of	social	scientific	knowledge,	via	ideas	of	‘impact’,	‘use’,	‘knowledge	
transfer’	and	‘benefit’,	combine	with	the	privatisation	of	public	university	
education	and	enhanced	state	regulation	of	universities	through	the	au-
dit	culture,	to	reinforce	mutual	suspicion	between	governments,	higher	
education	managers	and	social	scientists.	

I	believe	the	debate	therefore	needs	to	move	on	from	the	public	im-
pact	of	social	science	to	its	public	value.	Public	value	is	a	vocabulary	ea-
sier	around	which	to	develop	a	common	conversation	in	order	to	conduct	
reasoned	debate.	Thus,	my	argument	is	not	one	in	support	of	the	narrow	
impact	 agenda	 that	 is	 currently	 dominating	 social	 science	 and	 higher	
education	managers.	I	want	to	broaden	the	debate.	

Public	value	is	integral	to	the	very	nature	of	the	social	sciences,	
since	they	emerged	as	separate	disciplines	out	of	moral	philoso-
phy	in	the	eighteenth	century	precisely	in	order	to	better	diagno-

se	and	improve	the	social	condition.	Engagement	with	social	and	human	
progress	and	with	improvement	and	betterment	marks	social	science	as	
a	public	good.	Incidentally,	I	would	say	the	same	about	the	humanities.	

Two	 contemporary	 threats	 exist	 to	 social	 science,	 however,	 which,	
again,	apply	equally	to	the	humanities.	The	first	is	the	global	university	
crisis,	epitomised	by	the	intensification	of	the	audit	culture	and	marketi-
sation	in	higher	education.	With	respect	to	the	social	sciences,	I	suggest	
we	 see	 this	 threat	 simultaneously	 as	 an	 opportunity	 to	 empower	 the	
social	sciences	in	a	new	form	of	“public	social	science”.	The	second	th-
reat	is	the	impact	agenda,	which	is	linked	to	the	first	but	has	developed	
dynamics	of	its	own.	I	suggest	social	science	can	engage	positively	with	
the	impact	agenda	since	the	process	of	impact	is	easy	to	demonstrate	
for	the	social	sciences.	

However,	impact	is	also	a	deeply	flawed	approach	to	assess	the	public	
value	of	social	science	research.	There	are	diverse	views	on	the	meaning,	
it	is	very	difficult	to	measure,	even	within	the	policy	evaluation	tradition	
for	which	the	idea	of	impact	slips	easily	off	the	pen,	and	the	hostility	ge-
nerated	by	the	impact	agenda,	associated	as	it	negatively	with	the	audit	
culture,	has	turned	the	debate	gangrenous	and	ruled	out	the	possibility	
of	reasoned	argument.	Difficulties	over	 its	measurement	have	resulted	
in	prioritising	certain	forms	of	impact	because	they	can	be	more	easily	
measured,	such	that	measurement	drives	the	debate.	Impact	can	thus	be	
discriminatory.	There	is	an	inevitable	–	almost	inherent	–	bias	towards	
favouring	research	whose	impact	is	more	readily	demonstrable;	and	this	
mostly	because	of	its	direct	policy	benefit	or	user	engagement.

Furthermore,	 impact	 is	 reducible	 to	activities	not	directly	connected	
to	the	quality	of	the	research,	for	impact	is	mediated	by	a	large	number	
of	processes	 independent	of	 its	 findings	and	 their	quality.	 These	 inclu-
de	the	social	networks	researchers	are	embedded	in	for	communicating	
their	results	and	for	engaging	with	users,	especially	powerful	groups,	re-
searchers’	communication	skills	and	their	prior	relationships	with	those	
who	 take	up	 the	 results,	 like	policymakers,	 the	media	and	other	users,	
the	extent	to	which	the	field	is	one	where	policy	debate	is	settled	or	still	
live,	and	how	sensitised	users	already	are	to	the	potential	benefit	of	the	
research	findings.	Reducing	impact	to	metrics,	like	citation	counts,	further	
reinforces	the	self-referential	and	coincidental	nature	of	impact.	Impact	is	
serendipitous,	conditional,	involving	huge	elements	of	chance	and	luck.		

Given	this	argument,	it	may	seem	paradoxical	for	me	to	say	here	that	
impact	is	a	sheep	in	wolves’	clothing;	it	is	much	more	warm	and	cuddly	
and	much	less	dangerous	than	it	appears.	Two	dimensions	of	impact	must	
be	distinguished	 in	order	 to	demystify	 it:	 the	process of	 impact	and	 its	
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I	advance	five	claims	with	respect	to	impact:	
•	 social	science	is	well	equipped	and	readily	capable	of	demon-

strating	the	impact	of	social	science	research;	
•	 impact,	 however,	 is	 a	 deeply	 flawed	 way	 of	 approaching	 the	

public	value	of	social	science;	
•	 it	 is	necessary	to	shift	the	terms	of	the	debate	away	from	the	

public	impact	of	social	science	to	its	public	value;	
•	 value	can	be	deconstructed	into	several	types	which	show	the	

diverse	ways	in	which	the	social	sciences	have	value;
•	 it	is	possible	to	develop	a	definition	of	public	value	that	demon-

strates	social	science	to	be	a	public	good.	
This	involves	deconstruction	of	the	term	‘value’	(see	Figure	2).	There	

are	at	least	three	different	meanings	to	the	term:	value	as	usefulness	and	
utility;	value	as	quality	and	worth;	and	value	as	judgement	and	evalua-
tion.	The	first	we	might	call	use	value,	the	second	price	value,	the	third	
normative	value.	They	prompt	further	deconstruction.	Use	value	can	be	
direct	 or	 indirect,	 price	 value	 intrinsic	 or	 added	 (giving	 us	 the	 phrase	
‘value	added’)	and	normative	value	can	be	private	or	public.	

Direct	use	value	describes	the	level	of	usefulness	of	an	item	unmedi-
ated	by	other	things,	indirect	is	the	utility	accorded	when	used	in	combi-
nation	with	other	things.	Use	value	does	not	necessarily	diminish	when	it	
is	indirect.	A	single	university	has	direct	use	value	but	its	indirect	use	va-
lue	can	be	enhanced	when	set	in	relation	to	all	other	universities	within	
higher	education	as	a	whole.	Intrinsic	price	value	is	the	worth	of	the	item	
inherent	unto	itself,	such	as	the	cost	of	running	the	single	university	or	
all	the	others	in	the	higher	education	system.	Added	price	value	descri-
bes	 the	worth	of	 things	when	put	 to	use	 indirectly,	 such	as	 the	price	
value	attributed	to	a	student’s	education	that	utilises	the	university	or	to	
universities’	contribution	to	the	local	economy,	all	of	which	universities	
now	 feverishly	 estimate	 to	 head	 off	 criticism.	 Private	 normative	 value	
refers	to	the	quality	attributed	to	an	item	by	an	individual	in	terms	of	the	
status	to	them	derived	from	possessing	it,	public	normative	value	to	the	
quality	attributed	to	it	more	widely,	such	as	its	social	status	and	cultural	
significance.	 Personal	 sentiment	 can	 attach	 immense	 normative	 value	
to	an	item	which	is	of	little	meaning	and	status	to	other	individuals	or	
collectively,	and	vice	versa.

Elements	of	use,	price	and	normative	value	are	run	together	in	cur-
rent	debates	about	impact,	where	‘impact’	is	often	narrowly	reduced	to	
use-value	and	where	arguments	about	the	defining	purposes	of	subjects	
is	 often	 related	 exclusively	 to	 their	 economic	 benefits.	 The	 neo-liberal	
habit	of	attaching	a	price	to	everything	in	effect	reduces	value	to	price-
value	–	what	it	costs.	By	developing	an	appropriate	sense	of	the	purpose	
of	the	social	sciences,	it	is	possible	to	establish	a	definition	of	their	value	
that	broadens	it	from	economic	usefulness	and	costs.

This	conceptual	vocabulary	means	that	we	have	to	assess	the	va-
lue	 of	 the	 social	 sciences	 across	 different	 dimensions	 of	 value,	 and	
that	 the	 assessment	 of	 their	 worth	 varies	 accordingly.	 For	 example,	
this	conceptual	deconstruction	allows	us	to	argue	that	the	value	of	the	
social	sciences	is	not	to	be	found	solely	in	direct	use	value	(say,	eco-
nomic	usefulness),	as	if	this	can	be	assessed	in	isolation	from	indirect	
use	value	(say,	their	economic	usefulness	when	assessed	in	relation	to	
other	 things,	such	as	 the	economic	usefulness	of	social	science	gra-
duates	 across	 their	 working	 lives,	 or	 the	 indirect	 use	 value	 of	 social	
science	research	in	combination	with	other	scientific	research,	in	the	
form	 of	 medical-social	 science	 research,	 biological	 and	 social	 scien-
ces	research,	and	climate	change	science	and	the	sociology	of	climate	
change,	and	so	on).	

We	can	further	argue	that	the	price	value	of	the	social	sciences	(their	
cost	 to	 the	public	budget	set	against	what	 they	 realise	by	 their	direct	
use	value)	is	a	very	poor	measure	of	value.	If	the	focus	is	on	price	value,	
we	should	properly	 calculate	both	 the	 indirect	use	 value	of	 the	 social	
sciences	 and	 their	 “value	added”	price	 value	–	 the	price	 value	of	 the	
social	sciences	when	measured	by	what	they	add	to	the	use,	price	and	
normative	value	of	other	things.	The	price	value	of	the	social	sciences,	for	
example,	should	be	set	in	the	context	of	what	they	add	to	the	price	va-
lue	derived	from,	say,	student	exchanges,	intellectual	tourism	and	social	
and	cultural	events,	or	the	impact	of	social	science	research	on	transport	
policy,	housing,	 the	welfare	state,	 ‘race’	 relations,	better	hospital	care	
for	the	dying,	crime	rates,	and	so	on,	and	what	added	price	value	accru-
es	from	having	people	educated	in	the	social	sciences	(in	terms	of,	say,	
socially-informed	citizenry,	workforces,	communities	and	the	like).	Social	
science	research	on	inter-cultural	and	inter-ethnic	relations,	ageing	and	
population	demographics,	sport,	heritage	and	so	on	can	be	stressed	as	
part	of	their	added	price	value.

This	multidimensional	view	of	value	also	means	that	the	normative	
value	of	the	social	sciences	is	an	important	dimension	equal	to	their	use	
and	price	value.	This	is	not	just	meant	in	the	narrow	sense	of	what	they	
add	to	the	quality	of	life	and	status	of	individuals	educated	in	the	social	
sciences	 or	 to	 the	 lives	 of	 people	 affected	 by	 social	 science	 research,	
important	as	these	are	a	measure	of	private	normative	value.	It	 is	that	
the	value	of	the	social	sciences	can	be	assessed	by	their	contribution	to	
the	social	values	they	help	garner	and	disseminate	in	culture,	the	market	
and	the	state.

The	 public	 normative	 value	 of	 the	 social	 sciences,	 therefore,	 gives	
the	social	 sciences	 two	qualities	against	which	 their	 status	should	be	
evaluated:	they	not	only	generate	information	about	society,	they	are	a	
medium	for	society’s	reproduction.	They	are	the	way	in	which	society	can	
find	out	about	itself	and	in	so	doing	generate	the	idea	of	society	itself.		If	
it	is	thought	that	this	sort	of	value	is	incalculable,	it	is	no	more	so	than	
the	proper	enumeration	of	the	use	and	price	value	of	the	social	sciences.	

The	 language	 of	 ‘public	 value’,	 as	 distinct	 from	 ‘public	 impact’,	 is	
challenging	precisely	because	it	is	not	reducible	to	monetary	calculation	
in	the	same	way	price	and	use	value	are,	which	is	why	establishing	the	
public	 value	 of	 social	 science	 is	 so	 important	 for	 rescuing	 the	 debate	
back	from	the	marketeers	who	reduce	everything	to	use	and	price	value.

My	argument	is	thus	simple	and	clear	cut:	making	people	aware	of	
themselves	as	comprising	a	society	helps	in	the	development	and	disse-
mination	of	key	social	values	that	make	society	possible	–	cultural	values	
like	trust,	empathy,	altruism,	tolerance,	compromise,	social	solidarity	and	
senses	of	belonging.	These	everyday	virtues	assist	in	society’s	ongoing	
betterment	 and	 improvement.	 The	 social	 sciences	 help	 us	 understand	
the	 conditions	 which	 both	 promote	 and	 undermine	 these	 values	 and	
identify	the	sorts	of	public	policies,	behaviours	and	relationships	that	are	
needed	in	culture,	the	market	and	the	state	to	ameliorate	their	absence	
and	restore	and	repair	them.	It	is	for	these	reasons	that	social	science	is	
a	public	good.

The	public	normative	value	of	the	social	sciences	lies	in	their	direct	
engagement	with	the	DNA	of	society	–	individuals,	groups,	social	rela-
tions,	 civil	 society,	 culture,	 law,	 legal	 governance,	 the	 market	 and	 the	
state.	They	are	modes	for	understanding	the	mechanisms	through	which	
we	live	socially	and	as	such	are	essential	for	making	social	life	possible.	
Social	sciences	dissect	the	DNA	of	society	and	the	information	this	dis-
closes	helps	them	improve	the	quality	of	social	life.		As	such,	the	social	
sciences	exist	within	a	moral	and	ethical	framework	and	simultaneously	
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help	to	consolidate	it	as	the	framework	within	which	everyone	exists	as	
social	beings.	

This	is	not	the	only	form	of	value,	however.	People	who	declare	the	
social	sciences	as	a	public	good	also	need	to	recognise	that	the	notion	of	
public	value	into	which	it	fits	is	multi-dimensional.	‘Economic	benefits’	
have	to	form	part	of	the	value	narrative	and	use	and	price	values(?)	are	

part	of	the	debate	about	the	public	value	of	the	social	sciences.	This	me-
ans	articulating	that	the	social	and	cultural	relevance	of	social	science	
research	has	economic	utility	in	addition	to	its	other	benefits.	My	argu-
ment	is	that	the	social	sciences	have	both	economic	value	and	constitute	
a	public	good.	Thank	you.	

THE TWIN DIMENSIONS OF IMPACT.

THE PROCESS OF IMPACT 
________________________________________________________________________________________

Who are the users of my research?

Culture	
NGOs,	civil	society	(national	and	global),	educated	citizenry,	cultural	consumers,	librarians,	archivists,	schools,	media,	public	bodies,	
private	organizations,	charities,	individuals,	families,	etc.

The	state
Governments	(local,	devolved,	national	and	regional),	political	parties,	politicians,	policymakers,	civil	servants,	national	and	interna-
tional	strategists,	etc.

The	market
business,	industry,	trade	unions,	consumers,	workers,	etc.

________________________________________________________________________________________
How do I engage with them?

Culture
mailing	lists,	newsletters,	website,	social	media,	public	talks,	seminars,	publications,	popular	writings	and	journalism,	radio,	televi-
sion,	posters,	brochures,	conferences	and	presentations,	etc.

The	state
publications,	briefing	papers	and	reports,	workshops,	talks,	popular	writing,	presentations,	etc.

The	market	
same	as	the	above

________________________________________________________________________________________
What has been/could be the effects of this engagement?

Culture
behaviour	and	pursuits,	understanding,	civic	and	humanitarian	values,	public	debate,	public	benefits,	shared	beliefs,	health	and	
well-being,	health	promotion,	school	performance,	family	relations,	etc.

The	state
evidence-based	policy,	management	and	use	of	public	resources,	decision-making,	strategic	thinking,	etc.

The	market
knowledge	 transfer,	 spin	off	 companies,	product	development,	evidence-based	market	behaviour	and	strategy,	decision-making,	
management	of	economic	and	human	resources,	industrial	relations,	consumer	behaviour	and	choice,	dispute	management,	etc.

THE ASSESSMENT OF IMPACT
________________________________________________________________________________________

What is the evidence of these effects?

Culture
take-up	of	research,	influence	on	behaviours,	beliefs,	values	and	civic	practice,	etc.

The	state
policy,	practice,	evaluations,	improved	public	scrutiny	and	accountability,	etc.

The	market
Knowledge	 transfer,	policy	and	practice	 in	business	and	 industry,	 strategic	 thinking,	 industrial	 relations,	 conflict	prevention	and	
dispute	management,	consumer	evaluations,	etc.

Figure 1.	The	twin	dimensions	of	impact.
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Figure 2.	Types	of	value.
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is	far	from	trivial	and	requires	sound	methodological	tools.	The	question	
of	“how”	to	integrate	SSH	disciplines	into	consortia	has	not	been	in	the	
focus	of	 the	European	Commission	 (EC)	 so	 far	 and	 remains	mainly	up	
to	 the	commitment	and	competence	of	 the	 individual	applicant.2	Neit-
her	has	there	been	a	broad	reflection	on	how	SSH	integration	relates	to	
other	concepts	such	as	inter-	and	transdisciplinarity.3	Against	this	back-
ground,	the	present	article	highlights	the	potential	of	using	theoretical	
and	methodological	expertise	in	the	fields	of	inter-	and	transdisciplinarity	
in	order	to	improve	the	impact	generating	processes	in	SSH	research.	

INTERDISCIPLINARITY, 
TRANSDISCIPLINARITY 
AND SSH INTEGRATION

When	 looking	 into	 Horizon	 2020	 topics	 one	 finds	 references	 to	 a	
broad	 range	of	 collaborative	 research	approaches,	 such	as	SSH	 integ-
ration,	transdisciplinarity,	interdisciplinarity,	multidisciplinarity,	crossdis-
ciplinarity,	 multisectorality,	 co-creation	 and	 co-design.4	 For	 a	 common	
ground	of	discussion,	 it	 is	crucial	to	define	those	terms	and	clarify	the	
relationships	between	each	other’s.	 In	what	 follows,	 this	will	be	done	
with	interdisciplinarity,	transdisciplinarity	and	SSH	integration.

The	 FAQ	 section	 of	 the	 participant	 portal	 defines	 interdisciplinarity	
as	“the integration of information, data, techniques, tools, perspectives, 

ABSTRACT

The	 European	 Commission	 has	 made	 a	 strong	 commitment	 to	
integrate	the	Social	Sciences	and	Humanities	(SSH)	across	Ho-
rizon	2020.	The	aim	is	to	enhance	the	impact	of	activities	tack-

ling	societal	challenges.	However,	 the	question	on	how	such	an	“SSH	
integration”	should	happen	 in	practice	still	 offers	 room	 for	discussion.	
Therefore,	this	article	focuses	on	the	methodological	challenges	of	brin-
ging	 SSH	 into	 collaborative	 Horizon	 2020	 projects.	 It	 emphasises	 that	
SSH	integration	is	a	special	case	of	 inter-	and	transdisciplinarity,	since	
different	 scientific	 disciplines	 as	 well	 as	 non-academic	 stakeholders	
are	involved	in	the	research	process.	Taking	inter-	and	transdisciplinary	
expertise	more	systematically	into	account	may	thus	contribute	to	both	
better	proposals	and	improved	project	implementation	for	Horizon	2020	
and	the	upcoming	“Framework	Programme	Horizon	Europe”.

INTRODUCTION
The	idea	of	SSH	integration	in	Horizon	2020	goes	back	to	the	decision	

of	the	European	Parliament	and	the	Council	stating	that	“social sciences 
and humanities will be mainstreamed as an essential element of the ac-
tivities needed to tackle each of the societal challenges to enhance their 
impact.”1	This	statement	sounds	convincing	and	seems	intuitively	plausi-
ble.	However,	the	past	years	have	shown	that	such	an	“SSH	integration”	
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BRINGING	CONCEPTS	TOGETHER:	
INTERDISCIPLINARITY,	TRANSDISCIPLINARITY,	
AND	SSH	INTEGRATION

1	 European	Parliament	and	Council	(2013).	Regulation	(EU)	No	1291/2013	of	11	December	2013	establishing	Horizon	2020,	Annex	I,	121	(URL:	https://eur-lex.
europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2013:347:0104:0173:EN:PDF,	last	access	31.10.2018).	

2	 The	dedicated	monitoring	reports	of	the	European	Commission	are	limiting	their	assessment	on	how	many	SSH	partners	consortia	involve	and	how	much	
budget	is	dedicated	to	SSH	researchers.	These	figures	are	of	high	relevance.	However,	it	would	be	also	important	to	assess	the	question	on	how	SSH	in-
tegration	happened	(common	problem	framing,	workshops	etc.).	This	would	require	a	qualitative	rather	than	a	quantitative	approach.	B.	I.	Birnbaum	et	al.	
(Ed.).	(2017).	2nd	Monitoring	report	on	SSH-flagged	projects.	Luxembourg:	Publication	Office	of	the	European	Union	(URL:	https://publications.europa.eu/
en/publication-detail/-/publication/acac40f5-e84b-11e6-ad7c-01aa75ed71a1,	last	access	31.10.2018).

3	 It	is	significant	that	a	2018	topic	in	the	Societal	Challenge	6	asks	for	“lessons	from	the	practices	of	interdisciplinarity”	but	explicitly	excludes	discussions	on	
the	“epistemology	of	interdisciplinarity”.

	 European	Commission	2018).	Work	Programme	2018–2020:	Europe	 in	a	changing	world	–	 Inclusive,	 innovative	and	 reflective	societies,	 topic	GOVERN-
ANCE-15-2018:	Taking	lessons	from	the	practices	of	interdisciplinarity	in	Europe,	54–55	(version	of	24.07.2018.	URL:	http://ec.europa.eu/research/partici-
pants/data/ref/h2020/wp/2018-2020/main/h2020-wp1820-societies_en.pdf,	last	access	31.10.2018).	

4	 An	example	for	the	broad	mix	of	concepts	is	to	be	found	in	the	introduction	of	the	Societal	Challenge	5	Work	Programme.	It	asks	for:	“a	challenge-driven,	
solutions-oriented,	trans-disciplinary	perspective	that	integrates	technology,	business	models	and	economic	organisation,	finance,	governance	and	regula-
tion	as	well	as	skills	and	social	innovation,	and	involves	co-creation	of	knowledge	and	co-delivery	of	outcomes	with	economic,	industrial	and	research	actors,	
public	authorities	and/or	civil	society.”	(My	italics,	JG).	European	Commission	(2018).	Work	Programme	2018–2020:	Climate	action,	environment,	resource	
efficiency	and	 raw	material,	 introduction,	6	 (version	of	24.07.2018.	URL:	http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/data/ref/h2020/wp/2018-2020/main/
h2020-wp1820-climate_en.pdf,	last	access	31.10.2018).
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concepts or theories from two or more disciplines. Disciplines may be from 
the natural sciences, technology, engineering, economics, social sciences 
and humanities.”5	This	definition	focuses	on	the	integration	of	knowledge	
from	different	academic	disciplines.6

Even	though	explicit	references	to	transdisciplinarity	are	to	be	found	
in	various	Horizon	2020	topic	texts,	it	is	quite	difficult	to	find	an	official	
definition	by	the	EC.	A	guidance	document	for	evaluators	published	in	
2014	states	 that “trans-disciplinarity […] refers to approaches and me-
thodologies that integrate as necessary (a) theories, concepts, knowledge, 
data, and techniques from two or more scientific disciplines, and (b) non-
academic and non-formalized knowledge. In this way, trans-disciplinarity 
contributes to advancing fundamental understanding or solving complex 
problems while fostering multi-actor engagement in the research and 
innovation process.”7	This	definition	goes	beyond	the	collaboration	bet-
ween	scientific	disciplines	by	including	the	knowledge	of	non-academic	
stakeholders.8	

The	process	of	SSH integration	is	explained	on	the	participant	portal	
as	follows: “Social Sciences and Humanities (SSH) are needed to tackle 
many of the complex societal challenges addressed in H2020, and contri-
butions from one or more of these disciplines are frequently necessary for 
a successful proposal. These contributions are usually part of an interdisci-
plinary approach, involving either:

• collaboration between SSH disciplines and/or,
• collaboration between SSH disciplines and non-SSH disciplines 

such as natural sciences, medicine and technology.”9

SSH	 integration	 can	 therefore	 be	 considered	 as	 a	 specific	 form	 of	
interdisciplinarity.10	At	the	same	time,	SSH	flagged	topics	are	often	re-
quiring	the	involvement	of	non-academic	stakeholders.	In	practice,	inte-
grating	SSH	researchers	thus	also	touches	issues	of	transdisciplinarity.	

STATE OF THE ART AND 
INVOLVEMENT OF EXPERTS

SSH	integration	can	only	contribute	to	excellent	science	if	the	integ-
ration process itself	is	meeting	state	of	the	art	principles.	Therefore,	exis-
ting	expertise	on	inter-	and	transdisciplinary	methodologies	should	to	be	
taken	into	account	by	all	stakeholders,	i.e.	the	EC,	applicants,	“National	
Contact	Points”	(NCPs),	and	evaluators.	

Such	expertise	 is	 to	be	 found	at	many	different	 levels.	Switzerland	
may	serve	as	an	example.	The	Swiss	Academies	of	Arts	and	Sciences	are	
hosting	td-net,	a	dedicated	contact	point	for	researchers	and	funders	in	
the	field	of	inter-	and	transdisciplinary	research	and	teaching.11	Amongst	
others,	td-net	provides	a	platform	with	concrete	tools	for	the	implemen-
tation	of	 inter-	and	 transdisciplinarity.	Another	 institution	dedicated	 to	
collaborative	research	is	the	Department	of	Environmental	Systems	Sci-
ence	at	the	ETH	Zurich,	which	includes	the	transdisciplinary	laboratory	
TdLab.	TdLab	aims	at	“integrating knowledge and values from different 
scientific perspectives, as well as from other societal actors”.12

Europe	has	a	lot	of	experts	on	inter-	and	transdisciplinarity.13	Bringing	
them	together	with	Horizon	2020	applicants	could	lead	to	improved	pro-
posals	and	better	project	implementation.	

4	 An	example	for	the	broad	mix	of	concepts	is	to	be	found	in	the	introduction	of	the	Societal	Challenge	5	Work	Programme.	It	asks	for:	“a	challenge-driven,	
solutions-oriented,	trans-disciplinary	perspective	that	integrates	technology,	business	models	and	economic	organisation,	finance,	governance	and	regula-
tion	as	well	as	skills	and	social	innovation,	and	involves	co-creation	of	knowledge	and	co-delivery	of	outcomes	with	economic,	industrial	and	research	actors,	
public	authorities	and/or	civil	society.”	(My	italics,	JG).	European	Commission	(2018).	Work	Programme	2018–2020:	Climate	action,	environment,	resource	
efficiency	and	 raw	material,	 introduction,	6	 (version	of	24.07.2018.	URL:	http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/data/ref/h2020/wp/2018-2020/main/
h2020-wp1820-climate_en.pdf,	last	access	31.10.2018).

5	 “How	should	interdisciplinarity	and	stakeholder	knowledge	be	addressed	and	evaluated	in	Horizon	2020	proposals?”.	European	Commission	(2016).	FAQ	Par-
ticipant	Portal,	ID	935	(09-02-2016)	(URL:	https://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/portal/desktop/en/support/faqs/faq-935.html,	last	access	31.10.2018).	

6	 Such	an	understanding	of	interdisciplinarity	corresponds	with	the	state	of	the	art	of	the	relevant	research	literature.	G.	Hirsch	Hadorn	et	al.	(2008):	The	
Emergence	of	Transdisciplinarity	as	a	Form	of	Research.	In	G.	Hirsch	Hadorn	et	al.	(Ed),	Handbook	of	Transdisciplinary	Research	(Dordrecht:	Springer),	19–39,	
here	28.	

7	 European	Commission	(2014).	“How	should	trans-disciplinarity	be	addressed	and	evaluated	in	proposals?”.	Guidance	for	evaluators	of	Horizon	2020	pro-
posals:	 6	 (version	 1.0,	 15.07.2014,	 URL:	 http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/data/ref/h2020/grants_manual/pse/h2020-evaluation-faq_en.pdf,	 last	
access	31.10.2018).	

8	 This	is	in	line	with	the	state	of	the	art	of	the	dedicated	research	community.	G.	Hirsch	Hadorn	et	al.	(2008):	The	Emergence	of	Transdisciplinarity	as	a	Form	
of	Research.	In	G.	Hirsch	Hadorn	et	al.	(Ed),	Handbook	of	Transdisciplinary	Research	(Dordrecht:	Springer),	19–39,	here	29.

9	 European	Commission	(2018).	“How	should	Social	Sciences	and	Humanities	(SSH)	be	addressed	and	evaluated	in	H2020	proposals?”.	FAQ	Participant	Portal,	
ID	938	(26.01.2018)	(URL:	https://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/portal/desktop/en/support/faqs/faq-938.html,	last	access	26.01.2018).	

10	 See	also	C.	Schmaltz	 (2016).	Multi-	and	Transdisciplinary	Research	 in	Horizon	2020.	Presentation	given	at	 the	National	Network	and	 Information	Event	
2016,	NCP	Life	Sciences,	Cologne,	01	June	2016,	here	7.	(URL:	https://www.healthncp.net/sites/default/files/downloads/Plenar01_Health.pdf,	last	access	
31.10.2018).	Also	note	that	transdisciplinarity	is	here	defined	as	“creating	a	unity	of	intellectual	frameworks	beyond	the	disciplinary	perspectives”	(6).	This	
understanding	of	the	concept	differs	from	the	one	referred	to	above	(Guidance	for	evaluators”	(2014)).	

11	 	td-net:	Network	for	Transdisciplinary	Research	(URL:	http://www.transdisciplinarity.ch,	last	access	31.10.2018).
12	 USYS	TdLab	(URL:	http://www.tdlab.usys.ethz.ch,	last	access	31.10.2018).	
13	 See	also	the	Horizon	2020	project	ACCOMPLISSH	(URL:	https://www.accomplissh.eu,	last	access	04.12.2018).	
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EURESEARCH PILOT EVENT 
ON TRANSDISCIPLINARITY 
IN HORIZON 2020

In	April	2018,	Euresearch,	the	Swiss	advisory	network	on	“European	
Research	and	 Innovation”,	organised	an	event	on	 transdisciplinarity	 in	
Horizon	 2020.14	 Applicants,	 coordinators,	 evaluators	 and	 experts	 dis-
cussed	on	how	theoretical	and	methodological	expertise	in	transdiscipli-
narity	may	contribute	to	both	better	proposals	and	improved	implemen-
tation	of	projects.	

Experts	on	transdisciplinary	methodologies	assessed	the	general	de-
sign	of	collaborative	projects	in	Horizon	2020.	They	especially	mentioned	
the	importance	of	the	common	problem	framing	by	the	consortium	mem-
bers.15	Against	this	backdrop,	one	of	the	main	challenges	concerns	the	
implementation	of	transdisciplinary	processes	within	top-down	calls,	as	
the	latter	are	often	strongly	pre-defining	the	scope	of	the	projects.	

In	a	 second	step,	evaluators	and	coordinators	of	Horizon	2020	dis-
cussed	the	concrete	potential	of	transdisciplinarity	within	proposals	and	
project	implementation.	It	became	obvious	that	in	certain	research	fields	
(such	as	“Public	Health	and	Sustainable	Development”)	the	use	of	trans-
disciplinary	tools	is	daily	business.	In	other	fields,	transdisciplinarity	hap-
pens	rather	implicitly	and	by	learning	by	doing.	As	for	the	evaluation,	all	
panellists	agreed	on	that	an	explicit	consideration	of	transdisciplinarity	
would	make	proposals	more	credible.	However,	the	involvement	of	trans-
disciplinary	experts	could	also	lead	to	conflict	of	aims	as	such	experts	ge-
nerate	additional	costs	for	the	consortium.	The	goal	would	therefore	be	
to	convince	evaluators	that	the	incorporation	of	transdisciplinary	experts	
in	consortia	is	an	integral	part	of	collaborative	research	and	innovation.

HORIZON EUROPE AND 
MISSION-ORIENTED RESEARCH

In	June	2018,	 the	EC	published	 its	proposal	on	 the	 “9th	European	
Framework	Programme	Horizon	Europe”.	One	of	the	main	recommenda-
tions	is	the	preservation	of	the	three	pillar	approach	of	Horizon	2020.	For	
the	present	article,	the	pillar	“Global	Challenges	and	Industrial	Compe-
titiveness”	is	of	special	interest.	It	should	“encourage	cross-disciplinary,	

cross-sectoral,	cross-policy	and	cross-border	collaboration	 in	pursuit	of	
the	 UN	 SDGs	 and	 the	 competitiveness	 of	 the	 Union’s	 industries	 ther-
ein.”16	On	 top	of	 the	 regular	 call	 for	proposals	 “a	 limited	 set	 of	highly	
visible	 missions	 will	 be	 introduced.	 […]	 Missions,	 with	 ambitious	 but	
time-bound	and	achievable	goals,	should	speak	to	the	public	and	engage	
it	 where	 relevant.	 They	 will	 be	 co-designed	 with	 Member	 States,	 the	
European	Parliament,	stakeholders	and	citizens.”17	On	this	basis,	it	seems	
very	likely	that	SSH	integration,	as	well	as	inter-	and	transdisciplinarity,	
will	play	an	important	role	in	the	upcoming	“Framework	Programme”.	

However,	there	remain	some	open	questions	which	have	to	be	con-
sidered.	The	role	of	SSH	is	not	explicitly	addressed	in	the	document.	The	
most	important	programme	for	SSH	Integration	in	Horizon	2020	was	the	
“Societal	Challenge”	6	on	“Inclusive	Societies”.	While	there	will	be	a	si-
milar	cluster	in	Horizon	Europe,	the	budget	will	be	comparatively	low.18It	
remains	 to	be	 seen	how	much	budget	 from	 the	other	 clusters	will	 be	
dedicated	 to	SSH	 research.	As	 for	 the	question	of	 inter-	 and	 transdis-
ciplinarity,	 the	 idea	of	 co-designing	 the	newly	 introduced	missions	 to-
gether	with	citizens	 is	 certainly	a	 laudable	 initiative.	 There	 is,	 though,	
an	obvious	area	of	 tension	between	 the	 top-down	approach	of	highly	
prescriptive	topic	texts	and/or	missions	on	the	one	hand	and	inter-	and	
transdisciplinary	processes	on	the	other	hand,	as	the	latter	require	cer-
tain	openness.19

CONCLUSION AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS 

From	 a	 methodological	 point	 of	 view,	 SSH	 integration	 is	 a	 special	
case	 of	 interdisciplinarity.	 As	 SSH	 flagged	 topics	 often	 involve	 non-
academic	stakeholders,	transdisciplinarity	is	also	of	high	relevance.	The	
relation	between	SSH	integration,	interdisciplinarity	and	transdisciplina-
rity	should	therefore	be	thoroughly	discussed	and	the	results	should	be	
made	available	for	the	Horizon	2020	stakeholders.	

The	 EC	 should	 reconsider	 the	 methodological	 terminology	 for	 col-
laborative	projects,	especially	regarding	the	topic	texts.	One	possibility	
would	be	to	include	basic	concepts	in	the	glossary	of	the	“Funding	and	
Tenders	 Portal”.	 Some	definitions	 are	 already	 provided	 on	 the	Horizon	
2020	FAQ	section.	They	are,	however,	somewhat	hidden	and	incomplete	
(e.g.	no	reference	to	transdisciplinarity	is	given).	As	for	the	“9th	European	
Framework	Programme	Horizon	Europe”,	the	EC	should	include	experts	
on	inter-	and	transdisciplinarity.	The	latter	could	give	valuable	inputs	on	

14	 Euresearch	event	on	“Transdisciplinarity	in	Horizon	2020.	Challenges	and	Approaches”.	Bern,	24	April	2018	(URL:	https://www.euresearch.ch/en/events/
event-detail/showUid/746/,	last	access	31.10.2018).	

15	 C.	Pohl	et	al.	(2017).	Ten	Reflective	Steps	for	Rendering	Research	Societally	Relevant.	GAIA	26/1	(2017),	43–51.
16	 European	Commission	(2018).	Proposal	 for	a	Regulation	of	 the	European	Parliament	and	of	 the	Council	Establishing	Horizon	Europe	(COM(2018)	435	fi-

nal,	2018/0224	(COD)),	17	(URL:	https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/budget-may2018-horizon-europe-regulation_en.pdf,	last	access	
31.10.2018).	

17	 European	Commission	(2018).	Proposal	 for	a	Regulation	of	 the	European	Parliament	and	of	 the	Council	Establishing	Horizon	Europe	(COM(2018)	435	fi-
nal,	2018/0224	(COD)),	10	(URL:	https://ec.europa.eu/commission/sites/beta-political/files/budget-may2018-horizon-europe-regulation_en.pdf,	last	access	
31.10.2018).

18	 The	proposal	suggests	around	3	billion	Euro	for	a	cluster	called	Inclusive	and	Secure	Societies.	European	Commission	(2018).	Proposal	for	a	Regulation	of	the	
European	Parliament	and	of	the	Council	Establishing	Horizon	Europe	(COM(2018)	435	final,	2018/0224	(COD)),	32	(URL:	https://ec.europa.eu/commission/
sites/beta-political/files/budget-may2018-horizon-europe-regulation_en.pdf,	last	access	31.10.2018).

19	 	C.	Pohl	et	al.	(2017).	Ten	Reflective	Steps	for	Rendering	Research	Societally	Relevant.	GAIA	26/1	(2017),	43–51;	L.	van	Drooge	and	J.	Spaapen	(2017).	Evalu-
ation	and	Monitoring	of	Transdisciplinary	Collaborations.	The	Journal	of	Technology	Transfer	(2017)	(URL:	https://doi.org/10.1007/s10961-017-9607-7,	last	
access	31.10.2018).	
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do’s	and	don’ts	regarding	the	framing	of	collaborative	projects	(e.g.	re-
garding	 the	 top-down	 approach,	 common	 problem	 framing,	 co-design	
etc.).	

Collaborative	Horizon	2020	projects	often	involve	different	academic	
disciplines	and	non-academic	stakeholders.	 In	these	cases,	applicants	
should	explicitly	address	methodological	issues	regarding	the	integration	
of	knowledge	and	the	elaboration	of	common	research	and	innovation	
results.	They	should	take	 into	account	the	state	of	the	art	research	on	
corresponding	concepts	and	–	 if	necessary	–	 involve	experts	on	 inter-	
and	transdisciplinarity	both	for	the	proposal	writing	and	the	project	im-
plementation.	

Evaluators	should	be	thoroughly	briefed	about	SSH	integration,	not	
only	regarding	the	numerical	involvement	of	SSH	researchers	but	also	re-
garding	the	actual	process	of	how	the	specific	competences	are	integra-
ted	into	the	consortium.	In	general,	evaluators	should	be	systematically	
looking	at	inter-	and	transdisciplinary	methodologies.	

“National Contact Points”	dealing	with	SSH	integration	should	ad-
vise	applicants	about	the	basic	challenges	of	integrating	the	knowledge	
of	different	stakeholders	within	collaborative	projects.	Dedicated	tools	–	
such	as	webinars,	factsheets	etc.	–	do	already	exist	in	some	cases20	and	
should	further	be	developed,	also	by	the	NCP	networks.	Specific	events	
as	the	one	described	above	may	also	contribute	to	the	discussion.	
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1. INTRODUCTION 
The	importance	of	social	innovation	in	successfully	addressing	social,	

economic,	political	and	environmental	challenges	of	the	21st	century	is	
recognised	not	only	within	the	Europe	2020	strategy,	but	also	on	a	global	
scale.	As	a	novel	approach	to	address	complex	problems	in	global	health,	
social	care,	education,	energy,	and	environmental	policies,	social	innova-
tion	has	been	embraced	by	stakeholders	and	communities	on	the	local,	
regional	 and	 even	 national	 level	 (Franz	 et	 al.	 2012;	 Hochgerner	 2013.	
Moulaert	et	al.	2013;	Nicholls	et	al.	2015).	

The	term	“Social	Innovation”	can	be	traced	back	to	the	early	19th	cen-
tury,	 long	before	 technological-economic	 connotations	determined	 the	
common	understanding	of	innovation	(Godin	2012,	pp.	21).	Nevertheless,	
there	is	no	shared	understanding	of	social	innovation	in	the	sense	of	a	
clear	differentiation	from	other	concepts	such	as	social	entrepreneurship	
or	business	innovation	based	on	new	technologies,	organisational	fea-
tures	and	marketing	models.	Likewise,	there	 is	no	integration	of	social	
innovation	in	a	comprehensive	innovation	policy	(Howaldt	et	al.	2014).	

We	define	social	innovation	as	a	new	combination	and/or	new	con-
figuration	of	social	practices	in	certain	areas	of	action	or	social	contexts,	
prompted	by	certain	actors	or	constellations	of	actors	in	an	intentional	
targeted	manner	with	the	goal	of	better	satisfying	or	answering	needs	
and	problems	than	is	possible	on	the	basis	of	established	practices.	An	
innovation	is	therefore	social	to	the	extent	that	it,	conveyed	by	the	mar-
ket	or	“non/without	profit”,	is	socially	accepted	and	diffused	throughout	
society	or	in	certain	societal	sub-areas,	may	become	transformed	depen-
ding	on	societal	circumstances	(context)	and	ultimately	institutionalised	
as	 a	 new	 social	 practice	 or	 made	 routine.	 As	 every	 other	 innovation,	
“new”	does	not	require	absolute	or	genuine	novelty:	Most	 innovations	
are	new	in	relative	terms,	i.e.	transferred	or	disseminated	to	another	re-
gion,	city	or	social	grouping,	other	sectors	and	policy	fields.	Moreover,	an	
innovation	termed	social	innovation	does	not	necessarily	provide	impact	
that	is	“good”	for	all	or	“socially	desirable”	in	an	extensive	and	normative	
sense.	Accordingly,	the	actors’	practical	rationale,	social	attributions	for	
social	innovations	are	generally	uncertain	(Howaldt/Schwarz	2010).	

With	a	 focus	on	social	practices,	 their	 reproduction	and	change	as	
the	 central	 element	 of	 sociality,	 “Social	 Practice	 Theories”	 (SPT)	 allow	
for	 identifying	the	social	dynamics	of	change	processes.	This	modified	
understanding	of	the	social	as	social	practices	opens	the	view	on	their	
reconfiguration	as	a	core	element	of	social	innovation	and	social	change	
(Shove	et	al.	2012).	The	social	world	is	therefore	composed	of	very	spe-

The social sciences and humanities are deeply involved in the processes 
that use scientific and scholarly approaches to bring about a better society, 
difficult as it may be to define it.
(König	et	al.	2018)

ABSTRACT

The	 paper	 emphasises	 the	 crucial	 role	 of	 social	 innovation	 in	
successfully	addressing	social,	economic,	political	and	environ-
mental	challenges	of	the	21st	century.	In	this	context,	the	global	

mapping	of	the	international	research	project	SI-DRIVE	reveals	the	capa-
cities	of	social	innovations	to	modify	or	even	re-direct	social	change	and	
to	empower	people	–	i.e.	to	address	a	wide	variety	of	stakeholder	groups,	
as	well	as	the	broader	public,	in	order	to	improve	social	cohesion	and	to	
allow	for	smart,	sustainable	and	inclusive	growth.	Like	technological	in-
novations,	successful	social	innovations	are	based	on	numerous	presup-
positions	 and	 require	 appropriate	 infrastructures	 and	 resources.	 This	
includes	a	new	role	of	public	policy	and	government	for	creating	suitable	
framework	and	support	structures,	the	integration	of	the	economy	and	
civil	society	as	well	as	supporting	measures	by	science	and	universities	
(e.g.	education	for	social	innovation	performance,	know-how	transfer).

This	also	raises	the	question	of	the	role	of	universities	in	general	and	
of	social	sciences	in	particular	in	social	innovation	processes.	It	will	be	
a	major	challenge	for	the	development	of	social	innovation	to	ensure	a	
much	higher	involvement	of	research	and	education	facilities.	In	these	
processes	social	sciences	will	be	challenged	to	redefine	their	functions	
with	regard	to	innovation.	In	the	past,	innovation	research	in	the	context	
of	social	sciences	has	contributed	to	explain	the	social	dimensions,	the	
complexity	 and	 paradoxes	 of	 innovation	 processes.	 Henceforth,	 much	
will	depend	on	realigning	the	range	of	competencies	of	social	science	
as	well	as	social	scientists	by	contributing	actively	to	the	development	
of	social	 innovation.	Against	 this	background	participatory	approaches	
that	promote	involvement	and	empowerment	of	civil-society	actors	are	
indispensable.

JÜRGEN	HOWALDT
DOI:	10.22163/fteval.2019.365

NEW	PATHWAYS	TO	SOCIAL	CHANGE	–	
CREATING	IMPACT	THROUGH	SOCIAL	
INNOVATION	RESEARCH



ISSUE 48 |  JULY 201940

cifically	 nameable,	 individual,	 although	 interdependent	 practices	 of	
governance	and	organising;	partnership;	negotiations;	self	(cf.	Reckwitz	
2003);	comfort,	cleanliness	and	convenience	(Shove	2003);	working	and	
nurturing	(Hargreaves	et	al.	2013),	and;	consumption	(Brand	2010).

Therefore	 it	 does	 not	 surprise	 that	 in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 broad	 so-
cial	debate	surrounding	sustainable	development	and	necessary	social	
transformation	processes	(Loorbach/Rotmans	2010),	the	question	of	the	
relationship	between	social	innovations	and	social	change	becomes	im-
portant	(Avelino	et	al.	2014):	How	can	processes	of	social	change	be	in-
itiated	which	go	beyond	the	illusion	of	centralist	management	concepts	
to	link	social	innovations	from	the	mainstream	of	society	to	the	intended	
social	transformation	processes	(McGowan/Westley	2015)?

But	what	are	the	conditions	under	which	social	innovations	flourish	
and	create	 impact?	Who	are	 the	 stakeholders?	How	do	 social	 innova-
tions	diffuse	and	lead	to	social	change?	Against	this	background,	a	new	
generation	of	EU-funded	projects	worked	on	a	sound	theoretical	under-
standing	of	 social	 innovation	and	 its	 relation	 to	 (transformative)	 social	
change	to	contribute	to	a	better	understanding	of	the	conditions	under	
which	social	innovations	develop,	flourish	and	finally	increase	their	so-
cietal	impact	(chapter	2).		

This	also	raises	the	question	of	the	role	of	universities	in	general	and	
of	social	sciences	in	particular	in	social	innovation	processes.	It	will	be	
a	major	challenge	for	the	development	of	social	innovation	to	ensure	a	
much	higher	 involvement	of	 research	and	education	 facilities	 (chapter	
3).	In	these	processes	social	sciences	will	be	challenged	to	redefine	their	
functions	with	regard	to	innovation.	Against	that	background	participa-
tory	approaches	that	promote	participation	and	empowerment	of	civil-
society	 actors	 are	 indispensable	 to	 increase	 impact	 (Howaldt/Schwarz	
2010)	(chapter	4).	

2. THE GROWING IMPORTANCE 
OF SOCIAL INNOVATION – “A 
GLOBAL MAPPING OF SOCIAL 
INNOVATION INITIATIVES”

Recent	 years	 have	 witnessed	 the	 emergence	 of	 this	 new	 type	 of	
innovation,	 as	 an	 object	 of	 research	 and	 development	 appearing	 in	 a	
variety	of	forms	and	influencing	our	lives.	There	is	a	growing	consensus	
among	 practitioners,	 policy	 makers	 and	 the	 research	 community	 that	
technological	innovations	alone	are	not	capable	of	overcoming	the	social	
and	economic	challenges	modern	societies	are	facing.	This	is	why	a	vast	
number	of	social	 innovation	 initiatives	 in	different	world	regions	provi-
ding	new	levers	for	solving	problems	and	contributing	to	social	change,	
can	be	identified.	

The	first	global	mapping	of	social	 innovation	 initiatives,	which	was	
conducted	 in	 the	 SI-DRIVE	 (Social	 Innovation:	 Driving	 Force	 of	 Social	
Change)	project,	revealed	the	importance	of	social	innovation	in	addres-
sing	social,	economic,	political	and	environmental	challenges	of	the	21st	
century	on	a	global	scale.	It	demonstrates	the	need	for	social	innovati-
on	to	overcome	the	(policy	field	related)	societal	challenges	and	social	
demands.	 In	 many	 policy	 fields	 we	 find	 a	 variety	 of	 social	 innovation	
initiatives	(see	figure	1).	

Social	 innovations	 change	 the	 manner	 in	 which	 we	 live	 together	
(shared	 housing),	 work	 (telework),	 consume	 (car-sharing),	 distribute	
wealth	(unconditional	basic	income)	or	deal	with	economic	crises	(short	
time	work	instead	of	termination).	Social	innovations	provide	new	forms	
of	 collaboration	 between	 people	 (co-working	 spaces),	 organisations	
(private-public-partnerships)	 and	 states	 (agreement	 on	 the	 free	 move-
ment	of	labour).	Social	innovations	can	emerge	within	different	sectors:	
in	 civil	 society	 (urban	 farming),	 politics	 (parental	 leave),	 and	 economy	

Figure 1.	Social	innovations	cross	policy	fields.
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Figure 2.	Societal	level	the	initiative	is	addressing.

As	 figure	2	 illustrates,	most	 initiatives	do	not	address	one	 societal	
level	 alone,	 but	 rather	 different	 combinations.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 the	
societal	 level	 addressed	 by	 the	 initiatives	 is	 varying	 in	 the	 different	
policy	 fields	 with	 a	 strong	 focus	 on	 social	 needs	 in	 most	 of	 the	 poli-
cy	 fields,	 except	 for	 “Transport	 and	 Mobility”	 and	 “Energy	 Supply”,	
which	 both	 have	 a	 stronger	 orientation	 towards	 societal	 challenges.	
This	 result	 is	 also	 reflected	 in	 the	 feedback	 from	 policy	 workshops	
	which	highlights	 the	dominant	practice	 fields:	cooperatives	and	well-
connected	neighbourhood	initiatives	in	the	field	of	“Energy	Supply”	are	
mostly	working	on	an	agenda	which	goes	beyond	concrete	and	local	so-
cial	demands,	and	so	do	mobility	clusters	of	inclusiveness/access	dimen-
sion	and	greening	mobility	in	the	field	of	“Transport	and	Mobility”.	Global	
developments	such	as	oil	prices,	environmental	change	and	standard	of	
living	are	considered	a	central	driver	in	both	policy	fields.

At	the	same	time,	the	global	mapping	revealed	the	diversity	of	the	
challenges	modern	societies	are	facing	and	the	complexity	of	innovation	
processes.	 The	 mapping	 demonstrated	 that,	 like	 technological	 innova-
tions,	 successful	 social	 innovations	are	based	on	numerous	presuppo-
sitions	and	require	appropriate	infrastructures	and	resources.	Moreover,	
social	 innovations	 require	 specific	 conditions	 because	 they	 aim	 at	 ac-
tivating,	 fostering,	 and	 utilising	 the	 innovation	 potential	 of	 the	 whole	
society	 (BEPA	2010).	 Therefore,	new	ways	of	developing	and	diffusing	
social	 innovations	 are	 necessary	 (e.g.	 design	 thinking,	 innovation	 labs	
etc.)	as	well	as	additional	far	reaching	resources,	in	order	to	unlock	the	
potential	of	social	innovation	in	society	and	to	enable	participation	of	the	
relevant	actors	and	civil	society.

This	is	not	only	a	matter	of	appropriate	funding	but	also	of	new	parti-
cipation	and	collaboration	structures,	co-creation	and	user	involvement,	
empowerment	and	human	resources	development	(see	figure	3).	Atten-
tion	has	to	be	paid	to	the	invention	and	its	development	as	well	as	its	
diffusion	and	imitation.	From	this	 innovation	process	and	development	
perspective,	resources,	capabilities	and	constraints,	drivers	and	barriers	
are	not	only	relevant	for	the	invention	and	implementation,	but	also	for	
scaling	and	diffusion	of	successful	innovations.	

(micro	credits).	 In	short:	social	 innovations	in	a	sense	of	new	practices	
are	omnipresent	and	contribute	to	social	change.	The	establishment	of	
new	social	practices	does	play	a	prominent	role	in	making	mobility	more	
environmentally	friendly,	diseases	less	scary	or	the	energy	turn	around	
more	successful.	The	high	diversity	of	social	needs	and	societal	challen-
ges	addressed	by	 the	 initiatives	are	not	 limited	 to	one	but	often	work	
across	several	policy	fields.	Social	innovation	has	become	a	ubiquitous	
concept	(Howaldt	et	al.	2016).	

At	the	same	time	the	global	mapping	demonstrated	the	capacities	of	
social	innovations	to	modify	or	even	re-direct	social	change	and	to	empo-
wer	people	–	i.e.	to	address	a	wide	variety	of	stakeholder	groups,	as	well	
as	the	broader	public,	in	order	to	improve	social	cohesion	and	to	allow	
for	 smart,	 sustainable	and	 inclusive	growth	 (Howaldt	et	al.	2018).	The	
mapping	empirically	shows	that	the	societal	and	governance	systems	in	
which	the	social	innovations	are	embedded	are	complex,	the	problems	
addressed	are	deeply	rooted	in	established	practices	and	institutions	and	
that	many	initiatives	are	small	in	scale.	Therefore,	to	better	understand	
this	relationship	between	social	innovation	and	social	change,	the	social	
embeddedness	of	any	innovation	in	a	dense	network	of	existing	practi-
ces,	routines,	institutions	and	context	conditions,	on	the	one	hand,	and	
innovation	streams,	on	the	other	hand,	has	to	be	analysed.	Any	social	
innovation	results	in	an	outcome	for	those	involved,	yet	to	disseminate	
an	impact	further	into	society	depends	on	specific	conditions	and	mutual	
resonance	between	various	social	innovations.	Growing	social	numbers	
and	 the	 range	 of	 social	 innovations	 may	 be	 likely	 to	 affect	 pace	 and	
perhaps	directions	of	social	change.	Thus,	social	 innovation	 in	general	
has	an	impact	on	societal	development,	just	as	innovations	in	business	
are	meant	to	have	an	impact	on	economic	development	and	growth.	The	
impact	of	 social	 innovations	varies	 (in	every	case)	 from	 raising	aware-
ness,	which	is	essential	in	the	ideation	phase	and	the	starting	point	of	
initiatives	to	create	and	implement	an	innovation,	up	to	the	formation	of	
institutions	(which	is	not	necessarily	the	same	as	institutionalisation	of	
new	innovative	practices,	but	often	required	to	ensure	the	sustainability	
of	social	innovation).	The	mapping	shed	light	on	the	great	many,	often	
nameless	 but	 still	 important,	 social	 innovations	 responding	 to	 specific	
and	 every-day	 social	 demands	 or	 incremental	 innovations	 (Howaldt	 et	
al.	2016).	

Social	innovative	projects	and	initiatives	aim	to	address	social	needs	
and	societal	challenges	rather	than	focusing	primarily	on	economic	suc-
cess	and	profit.	Referring	to	a	distinction	introduced	by	BEPA	(“Bureau	
of	European	Policy	Advisers”)	who	suggests	that	“the output dimension 
refers to the kind of value or output that social innovation is expected 
to deliver: a value that is less concerned with mere profit, and including 
multiple dimensions of output measurement”	(2010,	p.	26)	there	are	three	
societal	 levels	on	which	output	may	take	place.	 In	this	understanding,	
social	innovations	

•	 “respond to social demands that are traditionally not addressed 
by the market or existing institutions and are directed towards 
vulnerable groups in society […],

•	 tackle ‘societal challenges’ through new forms of relations be-
tween social actors, […] respond to those societal challenges in 
which the boundary between social and economic blurs, and are 
directed towards society as a whole […],

•	 or contribute to the reform of society in the direction of a more 
participative arena where empowerment and learning are both 
sources and outcomes of well-being”	(ibid.,	p.	29).
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To	overcome	societal	challenges,	cross-sector	collaboration	is	crucial,	
actively	involving	public,	economic	and	civil	society	partners	–	including	
active	user	or	beneficiary	involvement	in	almost	half	of	the	social	inno-
vation	 initiatives.	 This	 shows	 that	 most	 of	 the	 initiatives	 develop	 new	
alliances,	guarantee	cross-sector	 fertilisation	and	mobilise	civil	 society	
(also	proved	by	the	high	number	of	volunteers	supporting	the	initiatives).

Such	collaborations	are	picked	up	by	at	 least	 two	different	heuris-
tic	models,	 the	quadruple	helix	 (Wallin	2010)	on	 the	one	hand,	where	
government,	 industry,	 academia	and	civil	 society	work	 together	 to	 co-
create	 the	 future	and	drive	specific	 structural	 changes,	and	 the	social	
innovation	ecosystem	(Sgaragli	2014)	on	the	other	hand	(see	figure	4),	
which	also	asks	for	interactions	between	the	helix	actors,	adds	the	no-
tion	of	 systemic	 complexity	 and	 looks	at	 both	 the	 serendipity	 and	ab-
sorptive	capacity	of	a	system	as	a	whole.	Academic	knowledge	on	social	
innovation	ecosystems	is	very	scarce	and	the	concept	is	still	fuzzy.	

Figure 4.	Social	innovation	ecosystem.

The	results	of	the	global	mapping	of	the	SI-DRIVE	project	demonstra-
ted	that	social	innovation	processes	and	the	underlying	resources,	capa-
bilities	and	constraints	are	related	to	the	actors	of	the	different	sectors	of	
the	social	innovation	ecosystem.	This	includes	a	new	role	of	public	policy	

and	government	for	creating	suitable	framework	and	support	structures,	
the	integration	of	resources	of	the	economy	and	civil	society	as	well	as	
supporting	measures	by	science	and	universities	(e.g.	education	for	soci-
al	innovation	performance,	know-how	transfer).

While	private	companies,	public	bodies	and	Non-Governmental	Or-
ganisations/Non-Profit-Organisations	 NGOs/NPOs	 are	 involved	 in	 the	
majority	of	initiatives,	surprisingly,	social	enterprises	are	engaged	only	in	
minor	parts	of	the	initiatives.	Additionally,	academia	is	only	a	partner	in	
some	of	the	social	innovation	initiatives	(see	figure	5).	

Figure 5. Partners	involved	in	the	initiative.

The	marginal	engagement	of	research	and	education	facilities	 is	 in	
strong	contrast	to	their	essential	role	as	knowledge	providers	in	classical	
innovation	 processes	 (Mowery/Sampay	 2005)	 and	 as	 one	 actor	 of	 the	
triple	helix	model.

Figure 3. Cross-cutting	themes	addressed	by	the	initiative.



ISSUE 48 |  JULY 2019 43

refer	to	(social)	innovations).	Hence,	as	long	as	those	who	work	in	this	
area	and	aim	at	 introducing	change	have	no	clear	concept	and	under-
standing	of	social	innovation,	it	will	be	difficult	to	succeed.	

This	leads	me	to	a	second	challenge.	The	topic	of	social	innovation	
should	be	integrated	along	the	three	missions.	On	the	one	hand,	social	
innovation	is	appearing	on	a	growing	number	of	universities’	agendas,	
sometimes	even	becoming	an	important	part	of	their	development	stra-
tegies.	Some	universities	offer	classes	and	degrees,	such	as	Master	or	
Bachelor.	 Others	 focus	 on	 research	 in	 social	 innovation.	 Probably	 the	
most	common	way	for	universities	to	engage	in	this	topic	that	we	can	
observe	is	related	to	manifold	activities	within	what	is	usually	referred	to	
as	the	third	mission	(here	mainly	understood	as	social	responsibility,	out-
reach	and	engagement).	On	the	other	hand,	we	can	rarely	see	a	univer-
sity	where	social	innovation	is	major	part	of	the	strategy	and	integrated	
in	all	three	missions	(McKelvey/Zaring	2017).	Therefore,	the	challenge	is	
not	only	to	develop	activities	in	teaching,	research	and	the	third	mission.	
It	is	the	issue	of	integrating	social	innovation	along	the	three	missions	in	
a	comprehensive	way:	the	work	in	every	“mission”	needs	to	be	connec-
ted	to	the	work	in	other	missions,	so	that	it	can	benefit	from	the	others.

Third,	there	are	two	interrelated,	fundamental	characteristics	of	uni-
versity	support	for	social	innovation	that	need	to	change:	i)	social	inno-
vation	support	activities	tend	to	be	ad	hoc	and	largely	altruistic,	ii)	as	a	
result,	while	commercial	innovation	is	recognised	and	institutionally	sup-
ported	by	well-established	knowledge	transfer	offices,	 there	 is	no	pro-
fessional	support	function	within	universities	for	supporting	social	inno-
vation.	Until	now,	neither	the	infrastructure	nor	the	funding	has	existed	
to	make	this	possible,	largely	because	governments	and	even	university	
executives	have	been	resistant	to	the	notion	of	social	innovation	as	an	
effective	socioeconomic	instrument.	The	adoption	of	social	innovation	at	
a	policy	level	by	governments	throughout	the	world	is	creating	an	envi-
ronment	in	which	institutional	support	for	this	area	becomes	increasingly	
prevalent	with	funders	willing	to	invest	in	projects.

Fourth,	there	is	a	challenge	of	integrating	both	the	top-down	and	the	
bottom-up	perspective.	Usually,	when	universities	assume	their	role	as	
socially	responsible	 institutions	regarding	their	environment,	they	start	
developing	 initiatives,	 which	 are	 supposed	 to	 favour	 different	 target	
groups	(e.g.	communities).	However,	such	initiatives	tend	to	be	designed	
and	 implemented	 from	 the	 university’s	 perspective,	 missing	 to	 involve	
the	target	group	right	from	the	start.	 It	 is	not	surprising	then	that	pro-
jects	 developed	 by	 HEIs	 do	 not	 necessarily	 respond	 to	 the	 needs,	 the	
ideas	and	the	visions	of	communities	and	other	target	groups.	HEIs	have	
to	 learn	how	to	work	with	 target	groups	on	equal	 footing	and	how	to	
integrate	their	own	perspective	with	the	latter’s	perspective	(Anderson	
et	al.	2018).

4. PARTICIPATORY 
APPROACHES IN SOCIAL 
INNOVATION RESEARCH

While	the	future	engagement	of	HEIs	in	social	innovation	is	crucial	
with	regard	to	the	impact	of	social	innovation	for	societies,	particular	at-
tention	should	be	paid	to	the	role	of	social	sciences.	It	will	be	necessary	
to	overcome	the	traditional	“division	of	labour”	in	innovation	processes	
between	natural	and	engineering	sciences,	on	the	one	hand,	and	social	

3. THE MISSING LINK – 
THE ROLE OF “HIGHER 
EDUCATION INSTITUTES” 
(HEIS) IN SI-PROCESSES

This	raises	the	question	of	the	role	of	universities	in	general	and	of	
social	sciences	in	particular	in	social	innovation	processes	(see	chapter	
4).	The	marginal	engagement	of	research	and	education	facilities	shown	
in	the	mapping,	is	in	strong	contrast	to	their	essential	role	as	knowledge	
providers	in	classical	innovation	processes	and	as	one	actor	of	the	triple	
helix	model.	That	means	that	at	this	time	we	find	an	uncompleted	eco-
system	of	social	 innovation	 (quadruple	helix)	with	one	 important	pillar	
missing.	It	will	be	a	major	challenge	for	the	development	of	social	inno-
vation	to	ensure	a	much	higher	involvement	of	research	and	education	
facilities.

The	shift	in	focus	towards	social	innovation	means	more	than	just	ta-
king	new	or	other	phenomena	into	account.	To	the	extent	that	something	
new	 occurs	 at	 the	 level	 of	 social	 practices	 and	 not	 in	 the	 medium	 of	
technical	artefact,	a	fundamental	conceptual	realignment	in	innovation	
research	 is	necessary.	 It	 relates	“to living together in communities and 
society” and concretely means “new forms of participation and social in-
tegration, of reconciling interest and social justice as well as individuality 
and solidarity”	(Rammert	2010,	p.	43).	

Against	that	background	the	role	that	HEIs	are	playing	in	social	 in-
novation	has	evolved	in	recent	years.	Besides	researching	transformati-
on	processes,	more	approaches	in	which	science	itself	is	considered	as	
an	active	participant	 in	processes	of	social	 innovation	are	 increasingly	
coming	 to	 the	 fore.	 Concepts	 such	 as	 “Design	 Thinking”	 or	 “Transfor-
mative	Research”	with	focus	on	active	participation	of	stakeholders	are	
becoming	more	important	for	the	work	of	HEIs	with	their	environments	
(Schneidewind/Singer-Brodowski	 2013).	 Through	 transformative	 re-
search,	science	seeks	to	solve	societal	problems	by	activating	processes	
of	societal	change.	Against	this	background,	the	creation	of	appropriate	
structures	(“Living	Labs”	and	other	spaces	for	exploration	and	learning)	
that	help	 to	develop	knowledge	based	on	experience	 in	order	 to	esta-
blish	 new	 social	 practices	 has	 received	 growing	 attention	 and	 needs	
to	be	 further	promoted.	Only	by	sensitising	people	about	societal	pro-
blems	 and	 possible	 solutions,	 HEIs	 can	 advance	 the	 development	 of	
social	innovation	with	community	members.	Through	concepts,	such	as	
“Service	Learning”	or	“Explorative	Learning”,	knowledge	and	experience	
of	students	are	 taken	on	and	 links	between	academia	and	society	are	
developed,	with	the	latter	becoming	an	important	partner	in	addition	to	
economy.	This	also	 includes	the	question	of	new	modes	of	knowledge	
production	and	scientific	co-creation	of	knowledge	aiming	at	an	integ-
ration	of	practitioners	and	social	innovators	in	the	innovation	processes	
(Nowotny	et	al.	2001).

Nevertheless,	 there	are	 several	 challenges	 that	HEIs	need	 to	meet	
in	order	to	advance	in	the	area	of	social	innovation.	First,	they	need	to	
understand	better	what	social	innovation	is:	while	more	and	more	HEIs	
recognise	the	importance	of	social	innovation	for	societal	development	
and	the	need	to	engage	in	this	area,	they	do	not	necessarily	understand	
what	social	innovation	is	exactly	about	(e.g.,	it	is	often	confused	with	the	
area	of	“University’s	Social	Responsibility”,	which	does	not	necessarily	
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sciences	and	the	humanities,	on	the	other	hand: “Natural and enginee-
ring sciences are different from social sciences and the arts primarily in 
that the former produce innovations or the prerequisites for innovations 
while the latter reflects on the emergence, the implementation and the 
success of innovation or also seek to explain the process”	 (Blättl-Mink	
2006,	 p.	 31).	 In	 the	 past,	 innovation	 research	 in	 the	 context	 of	 social	
sciences	has	helped	to	explain	the	social	dimensions,	the	complexity	and	
paradoxes	of	innovation	processes.

Specifically	in	its	analytical	function,	research	in	the	social	sciences	
contributed	 greatly	 to	 conceptually	 processing	 the	 social	 prerequisi-
tes	for	 innovation	and	the	social	character	of	 innovation	processes.	 Its	
strengths	rest	in	the	analysis	of	innovation	processes	and	their	contex-
tual	circumstances.	The	findings	picked	up	here	have	permeated	social	
consciousness	deeply,	have	determined	the	thinking	and	action	of	social	
actors	and	have	contributed	significantly	to	establishing	a	new	sociologi-
cally	enlightened	innovation	paradigm.	

Shifting	the	perspective	on	innovation	from	technical	to	social	inno-
vation	as	an	independent	type	of	innovation,	the	present	self-limitation	
of	 the	 social	 sciences	 to	 the	 concomitant	 research	 associated	 with	 a	
reference	to	the	complexity	and	paradoxically	loaded	nature	of	innova-
tion	proves	 to	be	 insufficient.	 For	 it	 is	here	 that	 the	 subject	matter	of	
innovation	itself	rests	immediately	in	the	disciplinary	perspective	and	the	
affiliated	capacity	for	action	and	formation.	

In	the	classical	process	of	social	science	production,	research	takes	
place	in	research	institutions	society	being	an	excursion	for	mining,	an	
empirical	source	of	data	and	information	but	not	a	partner,	in	the	best	
case,	also	the	address	of	transfer	activities	once	research	is	concluded.	
But	social	science	production	can	be	seen	as	a	social	production	of	sci-
ence.	 Social	 actors	 from	 the	 fields	 of	 social	 action	 relevant	 to	 the	 re-
search	 theme	 or	 project	 participate	 in	 the	 whole	 process	 of	 research.	
Social	 scientists	 are	 social	 actors	 among	 others	 with	 the	 special	 task	
and	 role	 of	 driving	 the	 process	 towards	 the	 production	 of	 knowledge,	
knowledge	achieving	varying	scopes	of	relevance:	 from	“simple”	prob-
lem	solving	with	and	for	individual	partners	to	general	problem	solutions	
in	processes	of	societal	 transformation.	Practitioners	 from	civil	 society,	
companies	 and	 institutions	 –	 all	 these	 groups	 work	 together	 creating	
new	knowledge.	So	the	different	forms	of	knowledge	created	have	to	be	
combined	and	tested	to	evolve	into	socially	robust	knowledge	(Nowotny	
et	al.	2001).

Purely	analytical	concepts	fall	short	precisely	in	relation	to	the	spe-
cific	 content	 of	 social	 innovations.	 After	 all,	 as	 mentioned	 previously,	
social	innovations	(in	contrast	to	technological	innovations)	are	a	natural	
subject	 of	 the	 social	 sciences	 in	 terms	 of	 content,	 and	 as	 such	 social	
innovation	can	be	not	only	analysed	and	indicated	from	a	level	of	com-
prehension,	but	also	be	engendered	and	(co)shaped	in	terms	of	its	(social	
and	societal)	preconditions,	repercussions,	etc..	Thus,	it	is	hardly	surpri-
sing	that	the	role	of	the	social	sciences	in	examining	and	shaping	social	
innovation	is	an	important	issue	in	the	international	scientific	discussion	
on	social	innovation	with	a	strong	focus	on	participatory	approaches	that	
promote	participation	and	empowerment	of	civil-society	actors	(Howaldt/	
Schwarz	2010)1.

4.1 THE CONCEPT OF WOLFGANG ZAPF

Already	Wolfgang	Zapf	connected	the	analysis	of	the	meaning	and	
specifics	of	social	innovations	with	the	question	about	the	role	and	pos-
sibilities	of	 the	social	 sciences	 in	 researching	social	 innovations	 (ZAPF	
1989,	p.	182	et	seq.).	Zapf	emphasises	that	it	is	precisely	the	application-
oriented	“tools for making decisions [delivered by the social sciences] – 
forecasts, incremental planning, social experiments, evaluation, practices 
for mobilisation and motivation – (…) that [can] indeed enhance the abi-
lity of modern societies to solve problems and direct themselves” (ibid.,	p.	
183).	Zapf	distinguishes	potential	contributions	the	social	sciences	can	
make	to	social	innovation:	

•	 decision-making	support	(survey	research,	personality	tests,	risk	
assessment	and	technology	impact,	human	resources	planning,	
etc.),

•	 sources	of	social	technologies	(quality	management,	co-deter-
mination	model,	group	therapy),	

•	 approaches	to	general	theory	in	order	to	better	understand	in-
novation	and	productivity	(1989.);

This	sort	of	understanding	of	 innovation	processes	requires	develo-
ping	 appropriate	 forms	 of	 co-operation	 between	 science	 and	 practice	
that	are	not	centrally	focused	on	the	transfer	of	expert	knowledge	into	
social	practice.	The	aim	of	the	conception	of	co-operation	is	to	organise	
the	process	of	change	itself	as	a	learning	process	that	fosters	the	deve-
lopment	and	skills	of	every	actor	involved	and	enhances	their	ability	to	
determine	and	reflect.

4.2 SOCIAL INNOVATION IN LOCAL AND REGIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT

One	of	the	most	prominent	areas	in	which	the	concept	of	social	inno-
vation	has	increasingly	become	a	research	focus	in	the	social	sciences	is	
local	and	regional	development.	It	is	the	urban	context	in	which	challen-
ges	such	as	the	effects	of	the	economic	crisis,	demographic	or	climate	
change	become	directly	visible	as	pressing	social	demands.	And	it	is	the	
cities	 where	 unlikely	 collaborations	 emerge	 to	 tackle	 problems	 when	
new	competences	are	handed	down	from	national	or	regional	levels	wit-
hout	corresponding	budget	allocations	(Moulaert	et	al.	2013).

In	Europe,	a	series	of	research	projects	delivered	important	findings	
on	the	role	of	the	local	level	for	social	innovation;	the	latter	mainly	view-
ed	under	the	perspective	of	the	social	economy.	For	example,	the	project	
“Integrated	 Area	 Development”	 (IAD)	 dealt	 with	 challenges	 faced	 by	
neighbourhoods	and	provided	“an alternative to the more prevalent forms 
of market-led economic development”	(Moulaert	et	al.	2013b,	p.	19).	Ano-
ther	 important	 project	 in	 order	 to	 better	 understand	 the	 role	 of	 social	
innovation	 in	 community	 building	 was	 SINGOCOM	 (Social	 Innovation,	
Governance	 and	 Community	 Building).	 Findings	 from	 SINGOCOM	 also	
essentially	 contributed	 to	 the	 understanding	 of	 governance	 processes	
on	the	local	level.	For	example,	by	focusing	on	the	governance	structures	
of	neighbourhood	management,	it	was	possible	to	describe	and	analyse	

1	 Social	innovation	research	can	thereby	build	up	on	the	long	tradition	of	participatory	approaches	in	social	sciences	(e.g.	action	research	etc.)	(Gustavsen	
2012).
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how	a	direct	link	between	the	needs	and	demands	of	excluded	groups	
and	 the	 resources	 to	 tackle	 them	 can	 be	 established	 (Moulaert	 et	 al.	
2005).	It	showed	that	social	innovations	involve	different	dimensions	–	
such	as	 the	 relation	 to	culture,	social	connection	and	 identity	–	going	
beyond	material	and	economic	issues	(Moulaert	et	al.	2013b,	p.	9).

The	“International	Handbook	on	Social	 Innovation”,	published	by	a	
group	 led	by	Frank	Moulaert,	presents	a	 research	perspective	on	soci-
al	innovation	that	has	been	developed	cooperatively	over	the	last	thirty	
years	and	which	is	intended	to	be	a	coherent	methodological	perspecti-
ve	that	deals	both	conceptually	and	practically	with	structural,	political	
and	 cultural	 forces	 that	 generate	 social	 exclusion.	 Furthermore,	 it	 has	
the	 potential	 for	 social	 change	 and	 socially	 innovative	 initiatives,	 and	
combines	societal	well-being	with	the	shaping	and	organisation	of	soci-
ety	(Moulaert	et	al.	2013).	The	approach	centres	on	a	three-dimensional	
frame	of	reference	that	consists	of	the	mutually	associated	defining	cha-
racteristics	of	social	innovation:	satisfying	needs	in	the	sense	of	human	
development,	reconfiguration	of	social	relationships,	and	empowerment	
or	political	mobilisation.	At	the	same	time,	the	aim	is	to	develop	and	de-
monstrate	a	specific	type	of	social	innovation	research	that	seeks	to	find	
the	right	balance	between “research on action”,	“action in research”	and	
“research through and by action”	(Moulaert	et	al.	2013a,	p.	6),	and	that	
illustrates	 the	 extraordinary	 importance	 of	 social	 innovation	 as	 a	 field	
both	of	research	and	of	action	and	social	change	(cf.	ibid.,	p.	5).

According	to	the	authors,	social	innovation	is	about	a	completely	new	
ontology,	which	has	 to	do	with	socialised	change	practices	 instead	of	
organisational	efficiency	and	an	optimised	use	of	knowledge.	This	notion	
of	a	different	ontological	perspective	and	an	orientation	towards	a	cons-
titutive,	performative	role	of	social	practices	and	their	transformative	po-
tential	is	an	interesting	idea	which	would	be	worth	further	development.

In	this	sense,	social	innovation	is	an	arena	for	a	deliberating	kind	of	
decision-making	with	a	transformative	power,	based	on	political	negot-
iation	at	local/regional	level	by	publics	created	by	the	political	power	of	
social	 movements.	 In	 this	 arena,	 social	 innovation	 researchers	 can	 be	
active	actors:	Social	innovation	research	becomes	an	interactive	process	
of	research	and	action,	starting	from	a	collective	discussion	and	decision	
by	a	transdisciplinary	group	regarding	the	problems	of	human	develop-
ment	that	should	be	addressed	and	which	questions	explored,	what	the	
composition	of	the	team	should	be,	and	what	the	meta-theoretical	frame	
of	reference	should	look	like.

4.3 EMPOWERMENT AND DESIGN-THINKING

The	 BEPA	 report	 supports	 this	 view	 when	 emphasising	 that	 social	
innovations	have	the	function	of	mobilising	citizens	to	take	an	active	part	
in	 innovation	processes	and	thereby	enhance	society’s	generic	 innova-
tive	 capacity	 (BEPA	 2010).	 Here,	 new	 models	 of	 governance	 in	 favour	
of	 self-organisation	 and	 political	 participation	 are	 required,	 allowing	
unexpected	 results	 through	 the	 involvement	 of	 stakeholders.2	 If	 social	
innovation	also	has	to	do	with	innovation	in	social	relations	(Moulaert	et	

al.	2013b),	then	it	can	be	expected	to	become	what	former	EC-President	
Barroso	referred	to	as	part	of	a	new	culture	of	empowerment	(Franz	et	al.	
2012).	This	notion	of	culture	becomes	important	when	the	conditions	for	
social	innovations	are	not	restricted	to	the	level	of	actors,	but	understood	
as	an	ecosystem,	a	“complex environment in which social innovations are 
created, develop and flourish, on the one hand, and take effect or perish, 
on the other hand”	(Eckhardt	et	al.	2017,	p.	73).

Against	 this	 background	 different	 concepts	 of	 design	 thinking	 and	
related	approaches	have	gained	attention	over	the	past	years	in	a	wide	
range	of	contexts	beyond	the	communities	of	designers	and	design	re-
searchers	including	the	discussion	of	social	innovation. “The core idea is 
that the ways professional designers solve problems is useful in different 
contexts where individuals and groups in economy and society try to in-
novate and make change happen. This section reviews the core ideas of 
the concept of design thinking with regard to social innovation and social 
change”	(Schaper	Rinkel/Wagner-Luptacik	2014,	p.	97).

In	 the	Critical	 Literature	 Report	 of	 the	SI-DRIVE	project	 the	 role	 of	
design	thinking	in	innovation	processes	summarised:

“Design	thinking	has	become	a	dominant	issue	in	contemporary	
design	discourse	and	rhetoric,	especially	with	the	design	thin-
king	practice	of	the	design	and	innovation	firm	IDEO,	and	with	
the	application	of	its	concept	to	design	education	at	prestigious	
d.school,	 the	 Institute	 of	 Design	 at	 Stanford	 University	 (Bjog-
vinsson	et	al.,	2012).	The	main	characteristic	of	design	thinking	
is	 its	 approach	 to	 think	 beyond	 the	 omnipotent	 designer	 and	
to	overcome	the	obsession	with	artefacts,	products,	and	things	
(Bjogvinsson	et	al.,	2012).	This	is	one	of	the	interfaces	between	
design	 thinking	 and	 social	 innovation	 approaches.	 Design	
thinking	as	part	of	design	studies	 includes	the	complex	social	
context	 of	 design	 to	 highlight	 the	 contradiction	between	 uni-
queness	of	design	and	designer	as	basis	of	business	models	in	
traditional	design	and	the	concept	of	transferable	solutions	as	
in	social	innovation	concepts.	
From	this	perspective,	design	thinking	is	closely	connected	with	
traditions	such	as	“participatory	design”,	“design	 for	change”	
(Bjogvinsson	et	al.,	2012,	p.	101)	and	socially	responsible	design	
(Melles	et	al.,	 2011)”.	 (Schaper	Rinkel/Wagner-Luptacik	2014,	
p.	97)

As	Deserti	and	others	demonstrated,	different	approaches	of	design	
thinking	have	been	developed	to	promote	processes	of	social	innovation	
by	 involving	stakeholders	 in	different	contexts	 (Deserti	et	al.	2018,	pp.	
66	et	seq.).

4.4 TRANSITION RESEARCH AND DESIGN

Social	 innovation	research	that	addresses	system	transformation	or	
embraces	a	transition	perspective	lays	a	strong	focus	on	the	reorganisa-
tion	of	 society	via	participation,	empowerment	and	social	 learning	 (cf.	

2	 Klein,	Fontan,	Harrisson,	and	Lévesque	(2013)	describe	the	development	of	the	Québec	Model	as	social	innovation	linked	to	social	transformation.	“From	this	
standpoint,	participative	governance,	co-production	of	services	or	activities,	co-construction	of	public	policies,	as	well	as	the	plural	character	of	the	economy	
[…]	represent	important	dimensions	of	social	innovation”	(Klein,	Fontan,	Harrisson,	and	Lévesque,	2013,	p.	382).	Thereby	they	identify	the	“economic	turn”	
–	“the	fact	that	social	movements	have	switched	from	merely	demanding	actions	from	other	to	proactive	actions	at	the	economic	level”	(Klein	et	al.,	2013,	
p.	382)	–	as	an	important	source	for	social	innovation	(Klein	et	al.,	2013,	p.	371).
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BEPA	2010;	Elsen/Lorenz	2014).	A	whole	series	of	more	or	less	theoreti-
cally	informed	approaches	that	conceptually	and	programmatically	focus	
on	the	shaping	or	shapeability	of	transformation	processes	in	terms	of	
sustainable	and	human	development	has	been	developed.	Transforma-
tive	social	 change	here	 is	not	understood	 to	be	a	 largely	uncontrolled	
outcome	of	gradual	evolutionary	developments	(cf.	Osterhammel	2011),	
but	rather	as	something	which	can	in	principle	be	shaped	by	society,	i.e.	
“by	the	actors	and	their	innovations”	(Schneidewind	2013,	p.	123).	Thus	
heterogeneous,	more	or	less	theoretically	informed	approaches	(to	sha-
ping)	change	come	to	the	fore,	which	elevate	investigating	and	shaping	
the	transformation	process	itself	as	well	as	the	increasing	importance	of	
social	innovations	in	this	connection	to	the	status	of	the	actually	relevant	
theme.

However,	the “varied use of the term ‘transformation’”	(Aderhold	et	al.	
2015,	p.	135)	–	as	can	be	seen	in	approaches	such	as	transition	manage-
ment,	 transition	 design,	 transformation	 design,	 social	 design,	 and	 the	
Great	Transformation	–	leads “to a conceptual uncertainty”	(ibid.,	p.	135)	
rather	 than	 to	a	 theoretically	grounded,	practicable	model	of	 transfor-

mation	(cf.	Howaldt/Schwarz	2016,	p.43	et	seq.).	Given	the	importance	
of	social	innovation	in	these	discourses,	as	mentioned	earlier,	our	view	
is	that	the	lack	of	a	well-developed	and	workable	concept	of	social	in-
novation	that	goes	beyond	a	metaphorical	description	of	certain	pheno-
mena	and	 initiatives	 is	one	of	 the	main	reasons	for	 this	unsatisfactory	
situation3.	

One	transition	approach	which	with	a	view	to	sustainable	develop-
ment	directly	aims	at	transforming	social	practices	and	at	the	same	time	
explicitly	aims	to	include	and	develop	theories	of	change	in	order	to	bet-
ter	understand	the	dynamics	of	change	in	the	social	and	natural	world,	
is	transition	design	(cf.	Hopkins	2008).	It	aims	to	mobilise	existing	change	
potential	 in	 a	 collaborative	 process,	 and	 emphasises	 transdisciplinary	
and	reintegration	as	well	as	the	recontextualisation	of	knowledge.	It	is	
less	about	having	a	shaping	influence	on	social	phenomena,	and	more	
about	a	deeper	understanding	of	specific	environments	(“ecosystems”),	
about	the	relations	between	its	different	parts,	what	the	specific	needs	
are,	what	works	and	what	does	not,	and	how	things	could	develop	in	the	
future	(see	figure	6).

3	 The	lack	of	a	social-theory	foundation	for	transformation	discourse	is	also	illustrated	by	the	fact	that,	with	regard	to	social	transformation	processes,	recourse	
is	often	made	to	the	multi-level	perspective	(MLP)	(cf.	Geels	2006;	Geels/Schott	2007)	that	was	developed	in	socio-technical	innovation	research,	and	the	
governance	model	of	transition	management	that	builds	on	it	(cf.	Loorbach	2007).	In	this	perspective,	system	innovations	in	social	functional	areas	such	as	
transportation,	the	energy	supply,	food,	housing,	and	communication	are	considered	(cf.	Geels	2005).	These	functional	areas	are	characterised	by	specific	
socio-technical	systems.	System	innovations	emerge	from	interlinked	developments	on	different	levels.	Different	societal	sectors,	actors,	practices,	(learning)	
processes,	routines,	abilities,	and	rules	play	a	role	here,	but	this	is	always	with	regard	to	the	question	of	their	influence	on	the	emergence,	development	and	
establishment	of	new	technologies,	and	socio-technical	systems	or	regimes	that	are	shaped	as	a	result.	

	 Despite	various	criticisms,	the	approach	seems	to	have	lost	little	of	its	attractiveness	as	a	theoretical	model	of	the	shaping	of	social	transformation	processes.	
However,	from	the	point	of	view	of	an	understanding	of	social	innovation	that	is	grounded	in	practice	theory,	it	does	not	offer	any	suitable	basis	for	an	
appropriate	understanding	of	social	transformation	processes.	It	systematically	ignores	the	change	dynamics	of	social	practices	and	is	therefore	unable	to	
capture	the	importance	of	social	innovations	in	transformation	processes	(cf.	Avelino	et	al.	2014).	

Figure 6.	“The	Transition	Framework”	(Irwin	et	al.	2015,	p.	7).
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One	prominent	application	of	transition	design	is	the	transition	town	
movement	 (http://www.transition-initiativen.de)	 initiated	 by	 Rob	 Hop-
kins,	and	the	embedded	transition	research	network	(http://www.tran-
sitionresearchnetwork.org),	which	aims	 to	bring	 together	and	promote	
transition	initiatives	and	transition	research.	Around	the	world,	some	500	
transition	initiatives	are	now	registered,	and	have	initiated	diverse	social	
innovations	at	local	level	(https://www.transitionnetwork.org).	

The	transition	town	movement	can	be	interpreted	as	a	concretisation	
of	the	post-growth	economy	and	economy	for	the	common	good	(cf.	Pufe	
2014,	p.	276).	Here	it	is	not	a	question	of	theories,	but	of	practice	which	
itself	“is the intellectual equipment for the process of transforming soci-
ety as a whole, for an economy and a society that is on its way into and 
through the 21st century”	(ibid.,	p.	291).

In	 the	 German	 sustainability	 discussion,	 the	 concept	 of	 “transfor-
mation design”	has	gained	 importance	 in	 recent	years.	Transformation	
design	begins	with	small	transformation	examples	that	affect	only	a	li-
mited	number	of	people	as	exercises	 in	path-changing	and	 inspiration	
for	similar	path	changes,	and	is	here	understood	as	shaping	a	necessary	
process	of	transformation	of	the	capitalist	growth	economy,	i.e.	a	change	
process	includes	changing	social	structures	together	with	the	correspon-
ding	power	and	control	structures	(Sommer/Welzer	2014).

5. CONCLUSION – RETHINKING 
SOCIAL SCIENCE

In	 the	 increasing	discussion	on	social	 innovation	new	participatory	
concepts	for	social	science	research	have	been	developed.	While	there	
are	a	lot	of	differences	with	regard	to	the	field	of	action,	their	objectives	
and	the	addressed	problems	these	approaches	are	based	on	the	idea	of	
developing	research	and	innovation	process	with	and	for	society.	

In	these	briefly	outlined	approaches	social	sciences	are	challenged	to	
redefine	their	functions	with	regard	to	innovation	and	societal	transforma-
tion.	This	goes	far	beyond	a	better	understanding	of	science	or	new	con-
cepts	of	transfer,	but	deeply	affects	the	traditional	academic	ways	of	know-
ledge	production.	New	modes	of	the	production	of	social	science	and	the	
social	production	of	science	will	become	necessary.	“Mode	2“	has	been	
the	label	tagged	to	this	newly	emerging	type	of	knowledge	production	by	
Nowotny	et	al.	(2001)	mostly	referring	to	natural	or	engineerial	sciences.	

There	is	a	large	gap	between	the	traditional	understanding	of	social	
research	and	science	and	 the	new	mode	of	generating	socially	 robust	
knowledge	under	the	framework	conditions	as	we	have	outlined	them.	
The	 new	 mode	 of	 knowledge	 production	 will	 definitely	 require	 a	 tho-
rough	review	of	the	classical	quality	criteria	of	what	 is	scientific	along	
with	the	development	of	new	concepts,	methods,	procedures	and	orga-
nisational	structures.	The	discussion	about	such	an	innovative	approach	
to	the	production	of	social	science	as	a	process	of	social	production	could	
be	very	valuable	for	understanding	the	specific	contribution	of	the	social	
sciences	to	processes	of	innovation	and	societal	transformation4.

In	the	past,	innovation	research	in	the	context	of	social	sciences	has	
contributed	to	explain	the	social	dimensions,	the	complexity	and	parado-
xes	of	innovation	processes.	Henceforth,	much	will	depend	on	realigning	

the	range	of	competencies	of	social	science	as	well	as	social	scientists	by	
contributing	actively	to	the	development	and	integration	of	innovations	
as	well	as	by	developing	social	innovation.	The	great	challenge	for	con-
temporary	innovation	research	lies	in	analysing	its	potential	in	the	search	
for	new	social	practices	that	enable	us	to	secure	the	future	and	allow	
people	to	live	“a richer and more fulfilled human life”	(Rorty	2008,	p.	191).	

Against	that	background	participatory	approaches	that	promote	par-
ticipation	 and	 empowerment	 of	 civil-society	 actors	 are	 indispensable.	
The	requisite	know-how	is	found	not	only	in	the	sociology	of	technology,	
economic	sociology,	and	organisational	sociology	(cf.	Blättel-Mink	2006)	
but	also	in	the	debate	about	the	importance	of	stakeholder	involvement	
to	increase	the	impact	of	the	social	sciences	and	humanities	(Spaapen/
van	 Drooge	 2011).	 This	 also	 includes	 the	 question	 of	 new	 modes	 of	
knowledge	production	and	scientific	co-creation	of	knowledge	(Nowotny	
et	al.	2001)	aiming	at	an	integration	of	practitioners	and	social	innovators	
in	the	innovation	processes	(Soler	Gallart	2017).	There	is	a	lot	of	evidence	
that	social	innovation	research	will	become	of	growing	importance	not	
only	with	regard	to	social	 integration	and	equal	opportunities	but	also	
with	regard	to	preserving	and	expanding	the	innovative	capacity	of	so-
ciety	as	a	whole.
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ting	out	alternatives	in	rigorous,	but	non-experimental	forms.	Philosophy	
offers	the	chance	to	think	through	hypothetical	alternatives,	whilst	lite-
rature	makes	use	of	imagination	to	conceive	alternative	scenarios	and	to	
explore	them.	Historians	and	archaeologists	use	the	analysis	of	the	past	
as	a	form	of	laboratory	of	different	worlds.	Being	able	to	think	through	
“what	if?”	scenarios	deepen	one’s	understanding	of	the	world.	

These	approaches	also	bring	into	consideration	the	non-material	fea-
tures	of	our	human	existence.	The	quality	of	life	depends	not	on	having	
new	gadgets	or	new	products,	but	on	being	able	to	live	a	life	which	has	
value	that	may	make	use	of	what	technology	has	to	offer	in	a	valuable	
way.	Vision,	beauty,	style,	and	enjoyment	are	integral	to	a	valuable	hu-
man	life.

The	social	sciences	offer	yet	different	ways	of	challenging	contem-
porary	 norms	 and	 traditions	 of	 doing	 things.	 Techniques	 such	 as	 mo-
delling	enable	alternative	scenarios	to	be	built	and	tested	in	a	rigorous	
way	without	the	ability	to	repeat	experiments	as	in	laboratory	science.	
Modelling	often	reduces	complexity	by	focusing	on	key	features	of	a	si-
tuation	and	then	varying	them.	

Quantification	is	typically	an	approach	of	economics,	geography	and	
sociology.	Other	approaches	look	at	qualitative	analysis,	scaling	up	from	
samples.	 These	 social	 sciences	 enable	 us	 not	 just	 to	 gain	 information	
about	 what	 might	 change,	 but	 also	 identify	 and	 test	 our	 deep	 values	
against	which	to	test	the	social	contribution	of	technological	advances.

In	our	 view,	any	worthwhile	 science	programme	 for	 the	EU	has	 to	
harness	the	potential	of	all	branches	of	scientific	endeavour	and	to	en-
courage	them	to	work	together.	This	perspective	agrees	with	the	view	
of	the	Lamy	Report:	“Innovation is more than technology. EU innovation 
policy must be based on a definition of innovation that acknowledges and 
values all forms of new knowledge – technological, but also business mo-
del, financing, governance, regulatory and social – which help generate 
value for the economy and society and drive systemic transformation.”2	

“Innovation”	should	be	redefined	and	implemented	more	holistically	
and	openly	in	order	to	achieve	the	aims	the	EU	wishes	to	support.	Inno-
vation	is	not	limited	to	business	and	economic	opportunities,	but	it	is	also	
fundamentally	about	transforming	the	way	we	live	and	the	things	we	do,	
socially	and	culturally	as	well	as	economically.	The	humanities	and	social	
sciences	have	a	very	strong	contribution	to	make	such	transformations	
happen.	

Similarly, “impact”	should	be	conceived	in	terms	of	how	it	affects	not	
only	the	economy	and	governmental	policies,	but	also	the	way	social	in-

INTRODUCTION

This	paper	 is	a	 revision	of	 the	proposals	 for	 the	 regulation	and	
specific	 programme	 of	 the	 forthcoming	 European	 Framework	
Programme	for	Research	and	Innovation	presented	by	the	Euro-

pean	Commission	(EC)	on	7	June	2018.	It	presents	ideas	on	how	Social	
Sciences	and	Humanities	(SSH)	research	could	be	better	integrated	and	
puts	 forward	 suggestions	 for	 collaborative	 research	 and	 innovation	 as	
a	main	line	of	engendering	change	and	securing	competitiveness.	It	 is	
crucial	for	the	future	of	the	“European	Research	Area”	to	recognise	the	
value	and	 importance	of	the	SSH,	 including	through	continued	annual	
SSH	Monitoring	Reports	that	have	up	to	now	illustrated	the	lack	of	pro-
gress	that	the	EC	has	made	in	integrating	SSH	in	Horizon	2020.

By	engaging	with	the	concepts	of	innovation	and	impact,	the	paper	
promotes	an	understanding	of	innovation	as	a	factor	to	transform	society	
and	calls	 for	a	conceptualisation	of	 impact	 that	 is	 taking	wider	social,	
cultural	and	political	developments	into	account.	Last	but	not	least,	this	
is	 followed	 by	 some	 practical	 suggestions	 for	 potential	 missions	 and	
ways	of	implementation.

THE CONCEPTS OF 
“INNOVATION” AND “IMPACT” 

Horizon	Europe	brings	together	the	European	Union’s	(EU)	research	
and	innovation	activities	largely	under	one	Framework	Programme.	But	
there	 is	always	a	danger	 that	 the	emphasis	on	 the	contribution	of	 re-
search	to	economic	growth	fosters	a	technocratic	paradigm	in	which	the	
translation	 of	 fundamental	 research	 into	 innovative	 ‘products’	 is	 seen	
as	 the	benchmark	of	 success.	 In	 the	past,	 the	EC	has	understood	 the	
relationship	between	research	and	innovation	too	much	in	terms	of	an	
overly	 simplistic,	 linear	 process	 in	 which	 research	 is	 expected	 to	 lead	
to	 ever	 higher	 Technology	 Readiness	 Levels	 (TRLs).	 The	 dominance	 of	
this	paradigm	belittles	the	contribution	of	Humanities	and	the	Social	Sci-
ences.	Humanities	and	Social	Sciences	have	different	perspectives	on	
problems,	but	they	contribute	to	a	rounded	approach.

What	is	it	that	the	Humanities	contribute	to	innovation?	They	offer	an	
ability	to	challenge	present	ways	of	approaching	social	problems	by	tes-
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1	 This	paper	draws	heavily	on	the	ALLEA	Position	Paper	Developing	a	Vision	for	Framework	Programme	9	(July	2017).	
2	 Report	of	the	Independent	High	Level	Group,	Investing in the European Future we want	(July	2017),	p.	12.
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teractions,	culture	and	ways	of	thinking	are	affected.	There	are	good	ex-
amples	of	this	being	recognised	in	Societal	Challenge	6	of	Horizon	2020,	
but	the	approach	is	not	reflected	consistently	across	the	other	Challen-
ges.	A	definition	of	impact	that	incorporated	the	contribution	of	research	
and	 innovation	 to	 the	wellbeing	of	 society	would	be	a	significant	and	
important	step	in	the	right	direction.

The	ambition	of	European	research	needs	to	look	at	how	the	indivi-
dual	and	collective	 lives	of	 residents	 in	 the	EU	are	 improved	and	how	
Europe	can	contribute	to	the	quality	of	life	of	other	parts	of	the	world.	
Research	needs	to	look	at	not	only	individual	situations,	but	also	the	fea-
tures	of	structures	within	society	–	power,	institutions,	political	partici-
pation,	and	new	actors	in	civil	society.	It	explores	cohesion	and	diversity	
in	 the	 way	 we	 are	 living	 together.	 It	 needs	 to	 investigate	 appropriate	
foundations	 and	 ingredients	 of	 contemporary	 democracy	 to	 make	 our	
societies	more	sustainable,	open	and	resilient;	widen	our	knowledge	on	
the	social	and	cultural	dynamics	and	effects	of	(democratic)	governance	
structures	as	we	take	advantage	of	changes	that	science	and	technology	
bring	and	the	new	questions	they	raise.	For	instance,	fields	of	inquiry	and	
more	concrete	objectives	could	include	the	social	application	of	historical	
studies.

What	is	an	appropriate	balance	between	individuality	and	solidarity	
for	modern	European	societies?	Social	and	cultural	diversity	are	valua-
ble	features	of	life	in	Europe	(as	in	many	other	parts	of	the	world).	This	
provides	not	only	a	context	for	research	and	policy,	but	it	also	provides	a	
wonderful	resource.	For	example,	if	we	look	at	the	arts	and	society,	we	
might	ask	whether	literary	models	can	enhance	social	cohesion?

Literature	and	art	offer	us	a	laboratory	of	the	future,	drawing	on	our	
deep	sense	of	identities	in	the	present	and	related	to	our	past.	Develo-
ping	strategies	to	foster	social	access	to	art	history	and	to	critique,	and	
to	increase	participation	in	cultural	and	artistic	endeavour	have	creative	
potential	to	contribute	to	the	transformation	of	society	as	much	as	any	
technological	innovation.

THE DESIGN OF THE EUROPEAN 
RESEARCH AGENDA 

In	order	to	tackle	the	global	challenges	of	the	decades	to	come	and	
enable	European	citizens	and	societies	maintain	the	pace	of	innovation	
and	social	transformation,	Europe	needs	to	harness	the	creative	capaci-
ties	of	all	its	researchers	and	social	actors.	This	can	be	only	achieved	in	
a	 joint	 endeavour,	 especially	by	 intensified	 inter-	 and	 transdisciplinary	
cooperation.	In	order	to	understand	the	human	dimension	of	social	and	
technological	transformation,	it	is	crucial	to	look	at	different	perspectives	
and	use	the	potential	of	the	humanities	and	social	sciences	in	enabling	
innovation	and	reflection.	Each	branch	of	science	has	its	own	contribu-
tion	to	knowledge	and	Horizon	Europe	needs	to	draw	on	them	all	 in	a	
holistic	way.	

This	has	implications	for	the	drafting	of	the	“Global	Challenges”	and	
“Missions”.	How	do	we	identify	the	problems	which	these	instruments	
are	designed	to	solve	and	the	methods	appropriate	 for	 tackling	 them?	
The	challenges	Europe	and	its	citizens	face	today	and	in	the	decades	to	
come	are	not	merely	economic,	technological	and	political,	they	are	also	

social,	cultural,	legal	and	ethical.	Challenges	such	as	rising	inequalities,	
nationalism,	radicalism	and	terrorism	threaten	inclusion,	social	cohesion	
and	democratic	governance	all	over	Europe.	Demographic	change,	mig-
ration	and	digitisation	create	constant	change.	These	challenges	call	for	
a	profound	and	inclusive	dialogue	between	all	actors	in	society.

Technological	 innovation	 is	 obviously	 necessary	 to	 improve	 many	
features	of	the	way	we	live,	e.g.	in	medical	interventions	for	healthcare,	
in	smart	systems	to	improve	the	quality	of	life,	in	ways	of	reducing	th-
reats	to	the	climate	and	in	improved	transport.	But	technologies	need	to	
be	embedded	in	an	understanding	of	how	we	human	beings	might	use	
them,	how	lives	might	adapt	to	their	presence,	and	whether	this	would	
improve	the	quality	of	our	 lives.	Scientists	understand	this	well	–	they	
are,	after	all,	members	of	society	with	a	humane	interest	 in	 living	and	
contributing	to	good	lives.	They	are	keen	to	involve	different	branches	of	
knowledge	in	ensuring	that	their	efforts	really	do	transform	the	lives	of	
people	in	society.

From	the	perspective	of	the	humanities	and	social	sciences	commu-
nities,	 these	 challenges	 require	 concerted	 efforts	 within	 and	 outside	
Europe,	cutting	across	borders,	cultures,	languages,	disciplines,	sectors	
and	institutions.	That	is	why	not	only	the	“ALLEA	Working	Group	Horizon	
Europe”	argues	for	more	interdisciplinarity	and	a	bigger	and	well-defined	
role	of	the	SSH	in	design	and	evaluation	of	the	research	which	is	funded	
through	Horizon	Europe.	Otherwise	the	societal	challenge	to	build	inclu-
sive,	innovative	and	reflective	societies	runs	the	danger	of	being	margi-
nalised	by	other,	more	tangible	material	and	technological	challenges.

MISSIONS 
The	ambition	of	“Missions”	to	achieve	tangible	results	within	a	de-

fined	timeframe	is	laudable	in	many	ways.	Nevertheless,	again,	it	is	ne-
cessary	 to	 guarantee	 interdisciplinarity	 and	 a	 bigger	 and	 well-defined	
role	of	the	SSH	in	design	and	evaluation	of	the	missions.	In	a	statement	
published	 in	cooperation	with	other	stakeholders3,	 the	ALLEA	Working	
Group	Horizon	Europe	critically	reflects	on	the	type	and	scope	of	missions	
that	would	adequately	respond	to	the	societal	challenges	Europe	faces	
in	the	years	and	decades	to	come.

The	2030	Agenda	of	the	United	Nations	(UN)	should	serve	as	a	frame-
work	of	inspiration	when	targeting	these	challenges	through	the	deve-
lopment	of	missions.	Such	“Missions”	have	a	strong	potential	 to	bring	
together	researchers	from	many	disciplines	as	well	as	political,	cultural,	
economic	and	social	actors	and	civil	society	in	a	common	endeavour	of	
ensuring	that	Europe	is	at	the	forefront	of	research,	innovation	and	smart	
implementation	–	and	hence	well	equipped	 to	answer	urgent	societal	
questions.	Actions	 should	be	 inter-	or	multidisciplinary	and	 involve	or-
ganisations	 in	 the	 cultural,	 economic	 or	 social	 sectors:	 Co-creation	 of	
research	questions	will	allow	the	 translation	of	societal	needs	 into	 re-
search	and	 innovation	and	facilitate	the	translation	of	research	results	
into	smart	applications	and	societal	uptake.	

If	 it	 is	 to	 achieve	 worthwhile	 results,	 mission-oriented	 research	
should	thus	

(1)	 be	transformative	in	that	it	generates	new	knowledge	and	un-
derstanding,	

(2)	 acknowledge	that	innovation	is	more	than	technology,	

3	 	See	further	the	Statement	led	by	ALLEA	and	HERA,	Living	Together:	Missions	for	Shaping	the	Future	(2018).
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(3)	 be	broad	enough	and	not	too	constrained	on	specific	end-prod-
ucts	through	a	premature	identification	of	indicators	of	success	
or	failure,	

(4)	 be	open	to	researchers	to	come	up	with	projects	of	all	sizes	to	
produce	innovative	ideas	(bottom-up	approach),	

(5)	 integrate	all	 countries	and	 regions	 in	order	 to	counter	 the	 re-
search	and	innovation	divide	in	the	“European	Research	Area”	
and	 maintain	 openness	 towards	 collaboration	 with	 non-EU	
countries.

Many	of	these	ideas	are	reflected	in	the	Mazzucato	report4	on	which	
the	“Draft	Regulation”	now	draws.	The	Mazzucato	report	sought	to	find	
a	way	in	which	research	and	economic	growth	could	be	steered.	As	a	
result,	its	second	criterion	is	that	missions	should	be	“targeted,	measu-
rable”	and	time-limited	(now	Article	7(3)(c)	of	the	“Draft	Regulation	on	
Horizon	Europe”,	p.	14),	and	its	third	criterion	is	that	they	should	be	am-
bitious,	but	realistic.	That	requires	careful	thought	in	terms	of	the	design	
of	mission	calls.	This	is	a	top-down	activity	by	EU	institutions.	Of	course,	
the	final	criterion	for	missions	 is	that	they	should	be	open	to	multiple,	
bottom-up	proposals	(now	Article	7(3)(f)).	That	leaves	an	important	scope	
for	 the	 initiative	 of	 individual	 researchers	 and	 innovators	 or	 groups	 of	
them.	But	those	bottom-up	proposals	will	come	within	a	framework.	This	
feature	draws	out	a	major	area	for	thought	about	Horizon	Europe	–	not	
just	the	content	and	the	budget,	but	the	process	by	which	it	is	implemen-
ted,	particularly	at	the	level	of	the	EC.

IMPLEMENTATION 
Call design:	We	consider	that	the	drafting	of	“Work	Programmes	for	

Challenges	and	Missions”	should	draw	on	researchers	in	different	discip-
lines	and	different	methodologies	as	well	as	on	experts	from	civil	society	
and	the	culture	and	economics	sector.	The	wording	of	calls	should	reflect	
the	need	to	draw	on	the	full	range	of	research	capacity	within	Europe.	
That	has	not	always	been	the	case	in	Horizon	2020	(especially	outside	
“Societal	Challenge	6”	SC6)	and	this	is	reflected	in	the	low	level	of	parti-
cipation	by	SSH	disciplines	within	those	other	challenges.	

The	idea	of	involving	humanities	and	social	sciences	in	planning	is	to	
enable	topics	to	be	identified	correctly	in	the	first	place.	Take	a	current	
example:	In	the	“Work	Programme”	of	SC4	(Smart,	Green	and	Integrated	
Transport)	 for	2018-2020,	 there	 is	a	call	 in	 relation	 to	“Harnessing and 
understanding the impacts of changes in urban mobility on policy making 
by city-led innovation for sustainable urban mobility” (LC-MG-1-3-2018).	
The	detail	 of	 the	challenge	states	 that	“Urban mobility is in transition. 
This is a result of, for example, changing user needs; emerging transport 
technologies; new transport services using new business models; and new 
institutional and financing structures.” (LC-MG-1-3-2018,	p.20).	Further	it	
states	that	“Special	attention	should	be	paid	to	the	needs	of	vulnerable	
groups	and	users	with	different	cultural	backgrounds	taking	into	account	
gender	issues;	and	to	the	specific	context	of	areas	that	are	undergoing	
rapid	economic	change.”	(LC-MG-1-3-2018,	p.20).	Both	of	these	clearly	
call	for	a	contribution	by	social	scientists	and	humanities	scholars	in	or-
der	to	understand	the	social	needs	that	transport	technologies,	business	
models	and	financing	structures	are	required	to	serve.	

However,	 compared	 with	 the	 emphasis	 on	 data-driven	 planning,	
new	business	models	and	technology,	not	much	thought	has	gone	into	
identifying	the	social	phenomena	which	research	in	this	area	should	be	
addressing.	It	should	also	be	looking	at	why	people	are	using	vehicles,	
how	changes	in	work	patterns	(e.g.	mobile	and	home	working)	affect	de-
mands	for	and	timing	of	vehicle	use,	and	whether	the	location	of	schools,	
leisure	and	shopping	venues	make	a	difference.	 In	a	document	which	
runs	to	over	a	hundred	pages	on	all	the	calls,	the	thought	given	to	the	po-
tential	contribution	of	humanities	is	very	limited,	and	the	contribution	of	
social	scientists,	such	as	social	geographers,	is	badly	under-developed.	
There	are	words	which	have	potential,	but	in	comparison	with	the	detail	
on	other	matters,	they	give	the	impression	of	being	an	after-thought.

Horizon	Europe	should	aim	to	designate	broad	fields	of	enquiry	which	
leave	 substantial	 flexibility	 to	 accommodate	 the	 innovative,	 but	 unex-
pected	proposal.	This	means	that	 the	drafts	of	calls	should	be	far	 less	
detailed	than	the	current	calls	for	“Societal	Challenges”	within	Horizon	
2020.	

Emerging priorities: Given	 the	 uncertainty	 about	 the	 future	 and	
the	 rapid	 development	 of	 technology,	 the	 fields	 of	 research	 identified	
for	“Missions”	should	not	cover	the	whole	of	the	2021-2027	period,	but	
should	initially	be	shorter,	with	the	possibility	of	continuation	where	they	
prove	fruitful.	

Project design: Projects	submitted	should	be	broad	enough	to	inclu-
de,	where	appropriate,	participatory	actions	 (co-design)	by	non-resear-
chers.	For	example,	research	on	migrants	or	elderly	people	might	invol-
ve	those	groups	in	shaping	the	design	of	projects	and	in	selecting	the	
materials	to	be	included	as	part	of	the	research.	It	is	in	these	ways	that	
“citizen-led	science”	is	best	understood.	Such	processes	of	co-creation	of	
knowledge	ensure	better	acceptance	and	implementation	in	society	and	
the	economy.	In	many	research	projects	in	the	humanities,	it	is	common	
to	bring	together	individuals	from	communities	that	are	being	studied	to	
help	design	and	implement	the	research	through	writing,	oral	history	or	
articulating	features	of	 their	communities	which	shape	the	understan-
dings	that	are	necessary	for	effective	research.

Evaluation: The	 evaluation	 of	 proposals	 should	 include	 represen-
tatives	 of	 a	 range	 of	 disciplines,	 including	 the	 humanities	 and	 social	
sciences.	 The	 diversity	 of	 social	 science	 and	 humanities	 subjects	 (like	
the	diversity	of	biological	sciences)	requires	a	range	of	expert	evaluators	
to	be	 involved	 to	 reflect	 the	diversity	of	disciplines	 (and	 the	emerging	
new	fields	generated	through	inter-	and	transdisciplinary	collaboration).	
“Ethics	Reviews”	need	informed	experts.	

Project size: There	should	be	greater	flexibility	in	choosing	the	size	
of	a	project.	Projects	in	the	humanities	and	social	sciences	typically	do	
not	have	the	need	for	expensive	equipment.	There	are	sometimes	good	
reasons	 for	 larger	 teams,	but	often	 close	working	by	 smaller	 teams	 is	
the	most	productive	way	forward.	The	permitted	size	of	bids	should	be	
smaller	than	in	Horizon	2020.	It	may	be	prudent	to	give	smaller	amounts	
of	initial	funding	until	the	proof	of	concept	stage	is	reached	or	potential	
social	or	conceptual	impact	is	envisaged.	This	calls	for	follow-up	funding	
for	promising	ideas.	

Monitoring: Review	criteria	should	recognise	that	research/science	
accept	a	diversity	of	good	solutions	and	a	complexity	of	contexts	in	which	
solutions	achieve	results.	New	indicators	for	societal	and	cultural	impact	
need	to	be	developed	and	used.	Assessing	the	performance	of	missions	

4	 	Mariana	Mazzucato,	Mission-Oriented	Research	and	Innovation	in	the	European	Union	(2018)
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cannot	simply	be	in	terms	of	success	(man	on	the	moon)	or	failure	(no	
man	 on	 the	 moon).	 Scholars	 from	 the	 humanities	 and	 social	 sciences	
need	to	be	integral	to	the	monitoring	if	the	potential	for	steering	research	
and	social	development	(not	just	economic	growth)	is	to	be	realised.

CONCLUSION
The	 humanities	 and	 social	 sciences	 need	 to	 be	 deeply	 embedded	

in	the	research	agenda	of	Horizon	Europe.	This	is	because	the	research	
endeavour	needs	them	in	order	to	achieve	its	transformational	potenti-
al.	Researchers	in	these	fields	do	have	different	research	methods	and	
ambitions	 compared	 with	 engineers	 and	 scientists,	 but	 this	 offers	 the	
potential	for	mutual	enrichment.	Ultimately,	we	are	serving	a	communi-
ty	of	nations	within	the	EU	who	have	the	ambition	to	work	together	to	
improve	their	own	quality	of	individual	and	community	lives	as	well	as	
those	of	the	wider	world.	If	we	fail	to	do	this	effectively	through	Horizon	
Europe,	we	let	down	ourselves	as	researchers	and	the	people	we	serve.
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2 REFLECTIVE SOCIETY
The	“reflective	society”	is	also	a	syntagma	that	has	found	wide	usage	

among	 researchers	 since	 a	 precise	 date,	 in	 this	 case	 the	 fall	 of	 2013,	
when	the	European	Commission	introduced	it	for	posting	Social	Scien-
ces	and	Humanities	related	calls	within	the	sixth	societal	challenge	of	
Horizon	2020,	the	one	about	“Inclusive,	innovative	and	reflective	socie-
ties”.	The	last	adjective	refers	to	the	role	of	deliberative	communication	
of	citizens	 in	a	modern	public	sphere	aiming	at	mutual	understanding	
and	goes	back	to	Immanuel	Kant	(1790),	G.W.F.	Hegel	(1812-13),	Jürgen	
Habermas	(1973),	James	S.	Fishkin	(1993),	Ulrich	Beck,	Anthony	Giddens	
and	 Scott	 Lash	 (1996)	 as	 well	 as	 Alessandro	 Ferrara	 (1998).	 A	 closer 
scrutiny	reveals	that	Habermas	has	applied	to	society	what	Hegel	had	
elaborated	as	 the	passage	 from	the	surface	of	being	 to	 the	ground	of	
essence,	a	passage	that	takes	place,	literally,	by	reflecting	into the thing 
– like	reflected	 light	 that	 illuminates	something	previously	 invisible,	or	
creates	a	pattern	not	previously	existing.	Insisting	on	reflexivity	helps	to	
raise	awareness	for	the	importance	of	framing	issues	around	engaging	
with	 science	 and	 society,	 identifying	 problems	 and	 defining	 solutions.	
The	“Faro	Framework	Convention	on	the	Value	of	Cultural	Heritage	for	
Society”	of	UNESCO	(2007)	encourages	reflection	on	the	role	of	citizens	
in	 the	process	of	defining,	 creating,	and	managing	a	 cultural	 environ-
ment	in	which	communities	evolve.	

It	 is	 true,	 innovation	 is	part	of	economics,	because	 it	 is	about	mo-
ney	generating	knowledge.	There	is,	however,	innovation	in	society	and	
in	 culture.	Social	 and	cultural	 innovation	 is	a	 fact.	While	according	 to	
the	 traditional	 –	 so-called	 Mode	 1	 –	 knowledge	 production,	 which	 is	
motivated	by	scientific	knowledge	alone	(fundamental	research)	and	is	
neither	bothered	by	the	applicability	of	its	findings	nor	by	bridging	over	
to	other	disciplines,	in	contemporary	research,	multidisciplinary	teams	–	
so-called	Mode	2	–	are	brought	together	for	short	periods	of	time	to	work	
on	 specific	 problems	 in	 the	 real	 world	 for	 knowledge	 production.	 This	
mode	can	be	explained	by	the	way	research	funds	are	distributed	among	
scientists	and	how	scientists	focus	on	obtaining	these	funds	(Gibbons,	
Limoges,	Nowotny,	Schwartzmann,	Scott	and	Trow	1994).	Relatively	re-
cent	models,	such	as	triple	helix	and	open	innovation	have	stressed	that	
the	 collaboration	 among	 different	 institutions	 is	 crucial	 for	 successful	
innovation.	But	only	marginally	 these	models	have	 taken	 into	account	
the	actual	and	potential	role	that	citizens	in	the	reflective	society	have	in	
shaping	the	innovation	process	(Leydesdorff	and	Etzkowitz	1998;	Etzko-
witz	and	Leydesdorff	2000;	Carayannis	and	Campbell	2009;	Chesbrough	
2003).

ABSTRACT

“Cultural	innovation”	sounds	like	an	oxymoron.	It	is	not,	though.	It	
is	something	real	that	tops	up	social	and	technological	innovation.	
How	can	we	measure	“cultural	 innovation”?	The	answer	 is,	as	a	

result	of	co-creation.	Items	of	cultural	innovation	are:	content	providers	
such	as	museums,	 science	 centres	and	 libraries,	 as	well	 as	processes	
triggered	 by	 issues	 such	 as	 cosmopolitanism,	 inclusiveness,	 mobility,	
migration,	heritage	and	creativity.	Valuating	the	impact	is	fundamental	
to	improve	societal	acceptance	of	public	investment	in	culture,	because	
these	measurements	may	provide	a	basis	for	aligning	research	and	in-
novation	with	 the	values,	needs	and	expectations	of	society.	 In	 recent	
years,	 it	has	become	clear	 that	 co-creation	plays	a	 central	 role	within	
open	 innovation,	because	a	“specific innovation can no longer be seen 
as the result of predefined and isolated innovation activities but rather as 
the outcome of a complex co-creation process involving knowledge flows 
across the entire economic and social environment”	(Open	Science,	Open	
Innovation,	Open	to	the	World.	EC	2016,	p.	11).	The	paper	offers	migrati-
on-relate	case	studies	for	evaluating	the	impact	of	cultural	innovation	in	
societies	that	aim	at	being	innovative,	reflective	and	inclusive.

1 INTRODUCTION
“Social	and	Cultural	 Innovation”	 is	a	syntagma	that	 is	 receiving	 in-

creased	usage	among	researchers	after	it	was	chosen	by	the	“European	
Strategy	 Forum	 Research	 Infrastructures”	 (2016)	 for	 the	 name	 of	 the	
working	group	that	deals	with	research	infrastructures	primarily	connec-
ted	 with	 Social	 Sciences	 and	 the	 Humanities	 (SSH).	 Innovation	 refers	
to	 the	 creation	 of	 new	 products	 and	 services	 by	 bringing	 a	 new	 idea	
to	the	market.	Economic	growth	turns	on	infrastructures,	which	provide	
access	to	services	and	knowledge,	e.g.	by	overcoming	the	digital	divide.	
Globalisation	has	made	it	clear	that	a	most	urgent	objective	is	to	work	
out	policies	of	social	and	cultural	innovation	to	the	advantage	of	citizens	
–	policies	that	aim	at	achieving	changes	in	the	regulatory	environment	
that	make	societies	both	inclusive	and	reflective.	Thinking	ahead	of	Hori-
zon	Europe,	there	is	some	fear	the	notion	of	“cultural	innovation”	might	
sound	like	an	oxymoron,	no	doubt.	It	is	not,	though.	Cultural	innovation	
is	 something	 real	 that	 tops	 up	 social	 and	 technological	 innovation	 by	
providing	the	reflective	society	with	spaces	of	exchange	in	which	citizens	
engage	in	the	process	of	sharing	their	experiences	while	appropriating	
common	goods	content.	We	are	talking	of	public	spaces	such	as	univer-
sities,	academies,	 libraries,	museums,	science-centres,	but	also	of	any	
place	in	which	co-creation	activities	may	occur,	e.g.,	research	infrastruc-
tures	such	as	“DARIAH-Digital	Research	Infrastructure	for	the	Arts	and	
the	Humanities”.	At	this	level,	social	innovation	becomes	reflective	and	
generates	cultural	innovation.	
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3 CULTURAL INNOVATION

What	is	social	innovation	we	know	about:	it	ought	to	be	the	backbone	
of	all	European	research	policies,	as	Marcelo	Rebelo	de	Sousa,	President	
of	the	Republic	of	Portugal,	made	it	clear	in	the	concluding	remarks	he	
gave	at	the	Opening up to an Era of Social Innovation Conference	in	Lisbon	
on	28	October	2017.	We	still	know	little	about	cultural	innovation,	though.	
The	syntagma	 is	mentioned	at	 times	 just	 to	say	 that	culture	 too	needs	
innovation	and	in	fact	produces	innovation:	museum	studies	foster	inno-
vation	 in	 museography;	 archaeology	 fosters	 innovation	 in	 data	 science	
that	becomes	data	humanities;	music	and	art	foster	innovation	through	
social	networks.	There	are	even	studies	in	the	“philosophy	of	museums”,	
whose	 items	are	questions	such	as	“What	 types	of	value	do	museums	
have?	What	is	the	ethically	correct	stance	for	a	museum	to	take	towards	
its	public?	And	towards	the	objects	constituting	its	collection?	Should	mu-
seum	exhibits	seek	to	make	a	claim	to	objectivity?“	(Harrison,	Bergqvist	
and	Kemp	2016).	In	sum,	we	can	talk	of	“heritage-led	innovation”,	which	
means	that	culture	fosters	technological	innovation.	Digitisation	is	in	itself	
innovation.	Data	science	has	become	data	humanities.	We	still	need	a	
great	 deal	 of	 reflection	 on	 digitisation.	 However,	 we	 can	 look	 at	 it	 the	
other	way	around.	Cultural	innovation	tops	up	social	innovation,	which	on	
its	turn	relies	on	technological	innovation.	Innovation	must	come	to	term	
with	social	innovation,	then,	this	is	a	European	requirement.

The	question	is	what	part	of	social	innovation	is	cultural	innovation	
and	what	rights	can	cultural	innovation	claim	with	respect	to	society	(Ko-
efoed	2017)?	A	preliminary	answer	is:	European	cultural	heritage	marks	
our	 cultural	 identity,	 which	 is	 at	 the	 same	 time	 cultural	 diversity.	 The	
“European	Year	of	Cultural	Heritage”	is	about	identity	and	diversity,	said	
Jean-Claude	Juncker	in	his	opening	speech	at	the	European 2017 Culture 
Forum	 in	Milan	on	7	December	2017.	But	to	assess	cultural	 innovation	
as	the	value-sensitive	integration	to	technological	and	social	innovation	
is	the	great	challenge	contemporary	“Science	and	Technology	Studies”	
are	 confronted	 with	 and	 we	 need	 to	 look	 at	 it	 more	 closely.	 The	 new	
“missions”	of	 the	next	“European	Framework	Programme	for	Research	
and	Innovation”	of	the	multi-annual	financial	period	2021-2027	will	fos-
ter	research	on	systemic	change	in	the	new	generations	and	contribute	
to	the	creation	of	a	cross-border	and	multi-disciplinary	open	innovation	
environments	for	research	data,	knowledge	and	services	with	engaged	
stakeholders	and	organisations.	The	current	migrant	crisis	has	made	it	
clear	 with	 extraordinary	 force	 that	 a	 most	 urgent	 objective	 is	 to	 work	
towards	Euro-Mediterranean	societies	that	are	inclusive,	reflective,	and	
attentive	 to	 the	 impact	 that	migration	 is	having	on	social	and	cultural	
innovation,	security	and	health,	environment	and	biodiversity.

The	biggest	challenge	of	this	century,	which	is	migration,	asks	for	a	
new	narrative	of	 inclusion	and	reflection.	Kantian	philosophy,	e.g.,	has	
the	best	 chances	 to	provide	 it.	What	Kant	has	written	on	 the	 right	of	
visit	(das Recht eines Fremdlings), on hospitality (hospes) and sovereignty 
(hostis) is the key to shaping the narrative. The commentary to the third de-
finite article of Perpetual Peace makes it clear that “originally no one has 
more right [Recht] than another to live on a particular place [Ort] on the 
earth” (Kant 1795, p. 41). Looking at late eighteenth-century colonialism, 
Kant envisaged a form of ius cosmopoliticum (Weltbürgerrecht), whose 
consequence is universal hospitality (allgemeine Hospitalität), which is to 
be acknowledged as the right of the foreigner (das Recht eines Fremd-
lings), although hospitality does not entail the right of the foreigner to 
rob, exploit, and enslave (Kant 1797).	In	sum,	philosophy,	in	its	historical	

dimension,	 is	able	 to	grant	a	 shared	narrative	of	what	has	happened,	
what	 is	happening	and	what	will	happen	with	migration	 in	our	globa-
lised	world.	On	the	basis	of	a	cross-disciplinary	approach,	philosophers	
is	 to	 be	 trusted	 to	 achieve	 what	 Hanna	 Arendt	 (1963)	 did	 achieve	 for	
the	Holocaust	and	Jürgen	Habermas	(1991)	for	citizenship,	by	pushing	
forward	the	recent	proposal	of	Donatella	Di	Cesare	(2017)	for	a	philoso-
phical	narrative	of	migration.

It	is	now	time	to	examine	the	role	of	reflection	for	rethinking	the	ways	
in	which	culture	has	been	envisioned,	particularly	to	visualise	the	various	
ways	in	which	users	engage	with	cultural	processes	in	the	past,	present,	
and	future.	Let	me	propose	a case	study.	Imagine	a	second-generation	
diaspora	 child	 (huaqiao 华桥)	 who	 attends	 a	 human	 sciences	 high	
school	in	Italy.	At	a	certain	point,	s/he	might	be	asked	to	read	a	text	by	
Plato,	 possibly	 the	 Apology of Socrates (Apologia Sokratous Ἀπολογία 
Σωκράτους),	first	in	Italian,	then	perhaps	in	the	Greek	original	or	in	the	
Renaissance	Latin	rendering	of	Marsilius	Ficinus.	Students	today	delve	
easily	into	multilayered,	multilingual	hypertexts,	and	they	do	so	on	the	
basis	of	the	reciprocal	guidance	made	possible	by	social	reading	tools.	
Our	student	ought	to	read	the	same	text	in	modern	unified	Chinese	as	
well,	so	that	s/he	might	be	able	to	start	a	discussion	on	Socrates	in	its	
Chinese-speaking	family.	Inversely,	schoolmates	might	appropriate,	say,	
the	Analects (Lunyu 伦语) of Confucius	through	the	conceptual	referen-
ces	indicated	by	our	student.	Together	they	may	start	thinking	on	move-
ment	(dong 动),	rest	(jing 静),	human	being	(renji	人际),	humaneness	
(ren	仁),	and	eventually	come	to	grasp	key	tenets	of	Neo-Confucianism,	
such	as	the	dictum	that	represents	the	unity	of	heaven	and	human	or	su-
pernal	heaven	and	humanity	(tianrenheyi 天人合一),	which	amounts	to	
“restoring the Heavenly Principle and diminishing human desires”	(Wang	
2005,	p-320;	Ni	Peimin	2017).

4 CONCLUSION
Rémi	 Brague	 (2004)	 has	 noted	 that	 the	 Arabic	 term	 for	 dictionary,	

	سوماق (qāmūs),	 is	 a	 translation	 of	 the	 name	 of	 the	 Titan	 of	 Greek	
mythology	Ὠκεανός (Okeanós),	 in	 the	original	 literal	 sense	of	a	 liquid	
extension	 that	 embraces	 all	 emerged	 lands,	 permitting	 navigation	 and	
hence	communication.	Leibniz	has	used	the	ocean	metaphor	for	an	en-
cyclopaedia,	which	is	the	very	same	idea	concerning	languages	that	this	
paper	tries	to	defend.	We	expect	SSH	research	to	trigger	a	change	in	the	
mind-set	as	regards	locating	culture	for	inclusion	and	reflection	in	educa-
tion,	life-long	learning,	healthcare,	urban	development	and	regeneration.	
Culture	cannot	be	but	plural,	changing,	adaptable,	constructed.	Inclusion	
and	 reflection	 are	 constructed	 whenever	 we	 are	 in	 contact	 with	 other	
human	beings,	regardless	where	they	come	from.	This	we	have	to	learn.
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“An important aim of ELSA is creating societally robust bio-, nano- and 
neurotechnologies. The programme will work to explore central challenges 
for governance, risk, regulation, culture, and values connected to these 
technologies. The programme should contribute to increase reflexivity and 
promote learning among ELSA researchers as well as scientists.” 
(Forskningsradet,	s.	a.)

Likewise,	 a	 frequently	 stated	 goal	 for	 responsible	 innovation/res-
ponsible	 research	 and	 innovation	 (RRI),	 is	 that	 R&I	 processes	 become	
reflexive/reflective	–	such	as	in	the	“R”	of	the	British	“AREA”	framework:	
“Anticipate,	Reflect,	Engage	and	Act”i.	While	there	is	no	consensus	at	all	
on	the	overall	goal	and	purpose	of	RRI	in	the	EU	–	for	some,	the	goal	is	
reflexive	practice	and	governance	of	science	and	technology;	for	others	
it	is	“better alignment” between civil society and the R&I sector – it is in-
teresting to reflect upon the origin of the RRI concept. Except for sporadic 
and quite unrelated mentions, the term was introduced by philosopher 
and European Commission (EC) Directorate-General (DG) Research and 
Innovation (RTD) policy officer René von Schomberg in 2011. Interestingly, 
he did so with explicit reference to the potential of technology to have 
negative ethical and social implications:
“[…] we are confronted with the Collingridge dilemma, implying that 
ethical issues could be easily addressed early on during technology de-
sign and development whereas in this initial stage the development of the 
technology is difficult to predict. Once the social and ethical consequences 
become clearer, the development of technology is often far advanced and 
its trajectory is difficult to change.” 
(von	Schomberg	2011,	p.	8)

In	this	regard	the	so-called	Collingridge	dilemma	is	taken	to	stand	for	
the	 following:	Technologies	 (created	by	 research	and	 innovation)	have	
negative	side-effects	(such	as	risks	and	hazards),	but	by	the	time	the	si-
de-effects	are	identified	and	understood,	the	technologies	have	become	
entrenched	in	society	and	infrastructure	or	otherwise	difficult	to	remove.	
Neither	 existing	 modes	 of	 technology	 assessment,	 ethics	 procedures,	
risk	 assessment	 nor	 market	 mechanisms	 have	 been	 able	 to	 solve	 this	
problem.	R&I	practice	and	governance	accordingly	should	become	more	
anticipatory	–	better	able	 to	anticipate	and	avoid	R&I	 trajectories	 that	
instantiate	the	dilemma.

This	 narrative,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 accompanying	 idea	 that	 SSH	 know-
ledge	and	practice	can	contribute	 in	the	strive	for	reflexivity,	builds	on	
extensive	scholarship	–	some	would	say	back	to	Vico	(Rommetveit	et	al.	
2013),	others	 to	Heidegger	and	 the	Frankfurter	School,	and	yet	others	
would	make	a	more	easily	documented	claim	that	it	builds	on	latter	de-
cades’	“Science	and	Technology	Studies”	(STS),	history,	philosophy	and	
sociology	of	science	and	technology,	and	related	strands	of	scholarship.	
Indeed,	since	the	late	1960s,	there	have	been	various	maxims	of	critical	
science,	radical	science,	the	science	and	society	movement,	technology	
assessment,	post-normal	science,	socially	robust	knowledge	and	finally	
responsible	research	and	innovation	that	had	similar	content	(see	Sardar	

ABSTRACT

The	value	of	reflexivity	has	repeatedly	been	mobilised	in	claims	
for	 Social	 Sciences	 and	 Humanities	 (SSH)	 involvement	 in	 Sci-
ence,	 Technology,	 Engineering	 and	 Mathematics	 (STEM)	 re-

search.	In	short	(if	not	in	caricature),	the	policy	narrative	goes	like	this:	
Scientists,	 scientific	 practices,	 the	 governance	 of	 science	 and	 indeed	
modern	 society	 should	 become	 more	 reflective/reflexive.	 This	 can	 be	
achieved	by	involving	SSH,	which	are	inherently	reflexive.	

In	this	paper,	I	will	follow	this	narrative	from	the	“Ethical,	Legal	and	
Social	 Implications”	 (ELSI)/	 “Ethical,	 Legal	 and	 Social	 Aspects	 of	 bio-,	
neuro-,	and	nanotechnology	(ELSA)	policies	and	practices	of	the	1990s	
and	 2000s,	 to	 the	 concept	 of	 “Responsible	 Research	 and	 Innovation”	
(RRI)	 and	 the	 “need to integrate”	 SSH	 with	 STEM	 to	 address	 societal	
challenges	 in	 Horizon	 2020.	 Drawing	 upon	 my	 experience	 as	 an	 SSH	
practitioner	in	ELSA,	RRI	and	societal	challenges-focused	interdisciplina-
ry	collaborations,	I	shall	propose	two	lessons	learnt.	One	key	lesson	is	the	
need	to	go	beyond	the	simple	policy	narrative	“SSH makes science more 
reflexive”	and	the	many	disappointments	that	it	invariably	produces.	The	
other	key	lesson	is	the	need	to	go	beyond	simple	dichotomies	between	
SSH	research	and	scholarship	on	one	hand	and	non-SSH	research	on	the	
other	in	order	to	look	for	meaningful	collaborations.

INTRODUCTION: THE 
REFLEXIVITY POLICY NARRATIVE 

This	paper	discusses	 the	 role	and	value	of	 the	social	 sciences	and	
the	humanities	 (hereafter	abbreviated	as	SSH)	 in	 research	endeavours	
primarily	 driven	 by	 the	 natural	 “Science,	 Technology/Technoscience,	
Engineering	and	Mathematics”	(hereafter	abbreviated	as	STEM).	To	the	
concept	of	STEM	we	may	also	include	the	main	part	of	medical	science,	
which	in	its	methods	and	orientation	is	quite	similar	to	natural	sciences.	
In	the	abstract	of	this	paper,	I	claimed	the	existence	of	a	policy	narrative	
that	can	be	summarised	as	follows:	STEM	scientists,	scientific	practices,	
the	 governance	 of	 science	 and	 indeed	 the	 modern,	 knowledge-based	
society	should	become	more	reflective/reflexive.	This	can	be	achieved	by	
involving	SSH,	which	is	inherently	reflexive.

The	narrative	is	never	expressed	exactly	as	such,	or	with	such	blunt-
ness,	 in	the	European	Union	R&I	policy	documents,	which	have	to	ba-
lance	the	argument	for	SSH	with	the	appropriate	tokens	of	respect	for	
STEM.	In	a	small	country	such	as	my	own	(Norway),	however,	one	can	
find	more	direct	expressions.	The	following	quote	states	the	mission	of	
the	(second)	“ELSA	funding	programme”	of	the	Research	Council	of	Nor-
way	(2008-2014;	ELSA	=	Ethical,	Legal	and	Social	Aspects	of	bio-,	neuro-	
and	nanotechnology):
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and	 van	 Loon	 2012	 for	 an	 introduction	 to	 the	 history	 of	 this	 develop-
ment).	At	 times,	 the	 call	was	 simply	 for	 an	awakening	of	 the	political	
and	ethical	sensibilities	of	 (natural)	scientists	–	get	out	of	 the	 lab	and	
engage	in	society!	–	while	often	this	was	not	seen	as	enough:	There	was	
an	implicit	diagnosis	of	political	ignorance	and	social,	ethical	and	episte-
mological	naivety	within	STEM	research	cultures	that	SSH	involvement	
presumptively	would	correct.	 Indeed,	this	resembled	a	“deficit	model”,	
this	 time	 the	 scientists	 being	 the	 empty	 vessels	 that	 should	 be	 filled	
with	knowledge	from	SSH	in	order	to	become	reflexive.	It	also	followed	
what	would	be	the	most	relevant	knowledge	from	SSH:	Above	all	history,	
philosophy	and	sociology	of	science,	STS,	Wissenschaftstheorie	 (in	 the	
Germanic	language	area),	ethics	and	philosophy	of	technology	etc	–	that	
is,	the	various	strands	of	scholarship	that	have	science	and	technology	
as	their	object	of	study.	

I	write	as	if	I	have	ironic	distance	to	this	narrative.	I	should	immedia-
tely	admit	that	I	am	among	its	many	narrators.	For	instance,	I	was	among	
those	who	strongly	argued	for	the	mandatory	presence	of	ELSA	in	bio-	
and	nanotechnology	as	the	Norwegian	government	revised	its	research	
policies	in	the	late	2000s;	and	the	government	agreed.	The	strive	for	re-
flexive	science	also	underpinned	my	and	others’	efforts	to	give	content	
to	RRI	in	the	EU	context,	although	the	efforts	rarely	bore	the	desired	fruit	
(Rip	2016).	And	I	have	kept	publishing	claims	to	that	inverted	deficit	mo-
del,	even	with	a	paper	entitled	“Naivety	in	the	Molecular	Life	Sciences”	
(Strand	2000).	The	need	to	historicise	these	claims	does	not	void	them	
of	truth	value.	We	should	note,	however,	the	speculative	nature	of	the	
claim	for	SSH	as	a	means	to	make	STEM	practice	and	governance	refle-
xive.	To	the	extent	that	the	policy	narrative	has	been	used	to	legitimise	
a	space	 for	SSH	 in	 funding	programmes,	 it	 should	be	admitted	 that	 it	
was	not,	 and	could	not	be,	 evidence-based.	Rather,	 to	apply	our	own	
concepts,	it	was	more	of	an	imagined	future	of	a	desirable	social,	scien-
tific	and	 technological	order	 in	which	 the	Collingridge	dilemma	would	
be	solved.	In	this	sense,	that	is,	in	the	sense	of	Jasanoff	and	Kim	(2009),	
our	policy	narrative	of	how	SSH	would	be	conducive	to	reflexive	science	
constitutes	a	sociotechnical	imaginary.

ELSI/ELSA AND RRI: 
OPPORTUNITIES AND 
DISAPPOINTMENTS

The	many	published	self-reflection	essays	from	SSH	scholars	confirm	
the	personal	experience	of	my	colleagues	and	I	who	have	taken	part	in	
the	various	generations	of	ELSI/ELSAii	and	RRI-labelled	 interdisciplina-
ry	collaborations	over	the	 latter	two	decades:	While	results	have	been	
achieved	 and	 lessons	 have	 been	 learnt,	 there	 are	 also	 quite	 frequent	
expressions	of	disappointment.	

It	is	useful	to	distinguish	between	two	phases	of	ELSI/ELSA	research	
each	with	 their	phases	of	disappointment.	The	 typical	disappointment	
of	first	ELSI/ELSA	involvements	was	the	lack	of	impact,	which	was	diag-
nosed	as	a	lack	of	true	interaction	and	true	interdisciplinarity	(Nydal	et	al.	
2011),	as	well	as	the	lack	of	critical	mass	and	proper	organisation	(Kaye	
et	al.	2012).	The	sociologists,	ethicists	and	philosophers	were	funded	to	
do	 ELSI/ELSA	 research	 within	 a	 larger	 STEM	 (typically	 biotechnology)	
project	but	they	had	too	much	distance.	For	 instance,	at	 the	Research	
Council	 of	 Norway,	 this	 diagnosis	 was	 explicitly	 endorsed,	 and	 from	

the	 mid-2000s	 ELSA	 funding	 was	 directed	 towards	 “integrated	 ELSA”	
and	 “integrated	 projects”	 with	 real	 and	 intense	 interaction	 between	
SSH	scholars	and	STEM	 researchers.	Similar	developments	 took	place	
elsewhere,	drawing	on	 longer	 traditions	of	 scholarship	of	 constructive	
technology	assessment	 (Schot	and	Rip	1997)	and	 innovative	combina-
tions	of	ethics	and	ethnographic	work	(e.g.	“Socio-Technical	Integration	
Research”,	see	Fisher	and	Schuurbiers	2013).

Again,	 disappointments	 are	 well	 documented,	 ironically	 by	 the	 so-
called	post-ELSI	manifesto	by	Balmer	et	al.	 (in	a	British	context),	 later	
to	be	elaborated	as	lessons	learnt	(Balmer	et	al.	2016).	Also	in	my	own	
country,	self-reflection	and	self-analysis	by	these	integrated	ELSA	resear-
chers	has	had	a	relatively	pessimistic	tone	(Forsberg	2014,	Nydal	et	al.	
2016).	Taking	one	step	back	from	the	more	immediate	concerns	raised	in	
these	papers,	the	disappointment	appeared	to	be	related	to	the	adjus-
ted	role	as	“integrated”	ELSA/SSH	scholars	on	their	way	into	the	STEM	
laboratories.	 In	 integrated	ELSA,	distance	was	reduced	sufficiently	 for,	
as	 it	 were,	 CP	 Snow’s	 famous	 “Two	 Cultures”	 (1959)	 to	 clash,	 that	 is,	
between	the	natural	sciences	on	one	hand	and	the	social	sciences	and	
the	humanities	on	the	other.	SSH	scholars	experienced	that	they	were	
not	 taken	seriously	qua	researchers,	were	perhaps	not	even	welcome,	
were	neither	advancing	their	own	careers	nor	having	an	impact	on	so-
ciety,	or	generally	uncomfortable	with	finding	their	role	in	co-producing	
the	 science	and	 technology	 that	 they	by	 virtue	of	 their	 own	expertise	
could	not	really	vouch	for	 in	terms	of	 its	ethical	and	social	desirability.	
The	scientists,	on	their	side,	had	problems	coming	to	terms	with	what	
exactly	they	had	let	into	the	lab	–	a	sort	of	spies?	Saboteurs?	Or	just	an	
irrelevant	expense,	forced	onto	them	by	the	grant	conditions?	A	number	
of	 lessons	 were	 drawn,	 most	 of	 them	 quite	 commonsensical,	 such	 as	
being	 reflexive	and	open	 to	dialogue	about	our	own	 facts	and	values;	
seek	out	the	meaningful	collaborative	relationships	with	scientists	rather	
than	forcing	ELSA	down	their	throats;	etc.

In	Europe	in	2011-2012,	ELSA	gradually	ceded	to	the	new	EU	policy	
concept	of	RRI	(Owen	et	al.	2012).	The	European	Commission	(EC)	con-
cept	was	interpreted	differently	across	Europe,	and	notably	also	within	
the	European	Commission,	with	the	orthodox	DG	RTD	bureaucracy	insis-
ting	on	the	five	or	six	“keys”	(ethics,	gender	equality,	public	engagement,	
open	access,	science	education	(sic!)	and	sometimes	“governance”)	at	
the	same	time	as	 the	original	von	Schomberg	definition	was	 implicitly	
endorsed	by	most	SSH	scholars	who	acted	for	and	interacted	with	the	
European	Commission.	In	the	UK,	the	alternative	“AREA”	framework	for	
Responsible	Innovation	proved	influential	well	beyond	the	British	Isles.	
RRI	functioned	as	an	umbrella	not	only	for	ELSA	but	also	a	number	of	
other	communities	of	practice	and	scholarship,	notably	those	of	techno-
logy	assessment	and	public	engagement.	Still,	RRI	actions	and	projects	
recruited	quite	a	 few	of	 the	 same	SSH	scholars	who	 surfed	 the	ELSA	
waves.	 For	 some	 of	 us,	 RRI	 gave	 new	 promise	 and	 new	 enthusiasm,	
perhaps	primarily	because	RRI	was	 seen	 less	as	an	 inherent	negative	
response	 to	 STEM	 (in	 spite	of	 its	 origin	 in	 the	governance	 of	 the	 Col-
lingridge	 dilemma)	 and	 also	 as	 an	 opportunity	 to	 “promote	 the	 good”	
by	 steering	 science	 and	 technology	 towards	 the	 common	 good	 and	 a	
better	society.	Again,	the	presumption	was	that	such	steering	is	not	only	
possible	but	also	that	SSH	scholars	hold	the	expertise	that	enables	us	
to	engage	in	this	steering	and	identify	its	goals,	this	time	in	active	dia-
logue	with	civil	society.	Again,	there	were	lessons	and	disappointments,	
often	 related	 to	RRI	practices	appearing	 less	 than	meaningful	both	 to	
SSH	scholars	and	STEM	researchers.	To	quote	a	biotech	PhD	student	in	
one	of	our	RRI	courses: “I am still waiting for the moment when you say 
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that we have to engage the citizens in our laboratory research and we 
tell you that it won’t work.”	Indeed,	in	my	own	subjective	experience,	I	
have	witnessed	how	debates	among	RRI	scholars/practitioners	in	2016-
18	appeared	quite	similar	to	the	ELSA	debates	5-10	years	ago,	even	with	
and	 without	 overlap	 in	 the	 actual	 people	 taking	 part.	 For	 instance,	 at	
the	 2018	 international	 conference	 of	 S.Net	 (the	 Society	 for	 the	 Study	
of	New	and	Emerging	Technologies)	in	Maastricht,	the	difficult	conver-
gence	worker	 role	of	SSH	scholars	hired	to	“do	RRI”	 in	STEM	projects	
was	discussed	in	several	of	the	sessions.

LESSON 1: BEYOND THE 
PURE IMAGINARY OF 
“REFLEXIVE SCIENCE” 

Let	us	recall	for	a	moment	the	policy	narrative	that	I	claimed	to	underlie	
ELSA,	RRI	and	other	attempts	at	integrating	SSH	into	STEM:

STEM	scientists,	scientific	practices,	the	governance	of	science	and	
indeed	 the	 modern,	 knowledge-based	 society	 should	 become	 more	
reflective/reflexive.	 This	 can	 be	 achieved	 by	 involving	 SSH,	 which	 are	
inherently	reflexive.	

Above	 I	 have	 described	 some	 experiences	 of	 disappointment	 as	
ELSI/ELSA	and	RRI	efforts	often	seemed	to	have	 little	 impact	and	so-
metimes	 were	 perceived	 as	 downright	 meaningless.	 Since	 reflexivity	
is	 what	 we	 as	 SSH	 scholars	 by	 assumption	 are	 supposed	 to	 purport,	
it	 seems	 timely	 to	 ask	 reflexive	 questions	 about	 the	 disappointment.	
How	may	we	understand	our	own	role	as	participants	in	the	strive	for	
reflexive	science?

The	policy	narrative	of	reflexive	science	can	be	seen	as	a	sociotech-
nical	imaginary,	that	is,	a	collective	vision	of	good	and	attainable	future	
science,	technology	and	society.	It	will	be	useful	to	pursue	that	analytical	
lens	somewhat	further	in	the	case	of	RRI.	“Science”	means	two	things	
in	 this	 regard.	 At	 the	distal	 pole	of	 the	 imaginary,	 it	 is	 a	 vision	 of	 co-
produced	good	(i.e.,	reflexive)	STEM	science,	good	(i.e.,	ethically,	socially	
and	environmentally	desirable)	STEM-based	technology	and	a	good	so-
ciety	that	can	benefit	from	this	ethically	and	socially	good	STEM	science	
and	technology.	The	programme	of	action	corresponding	to	this	vision,	is	
simply	the	successful	deployment	of	SSH-informed	and	SSH-driven	RRI	
practices.	However,	 these	RRI	practices	are	also	themselves	 imagined;	
they	are	in	no	way	present	as	off-the-shelf	technologies.	So	at	the	proxi-
mal	pole	of	the	imaginary	we	have	the	vision	of	co-produced	“science”	as	
SSH-based	knowledge	on	RRI,	“technology”	as	the	RRI	practices,	tools	
and	methods	to	be	applied	onto	STEM	research,	and	“society”	as	the	re-
search	and	innovation	sector	that	no	longer	will	give	rise	to	Collingridge	
dilemmas	 or	 otherwise	 create	 problems	 in	 the	 world.	 Programmes	 of	
action	corresponding	to	this	version	of	the	imaginary	include	RRI	frame-
works	and	funding	schemes,	such	as	the	Horizon	2020	SwafS	(Science-
with-and-for-Science)	programme.

All	imaginaries	are	speculative;	this	is	what	makes	them	imaginari-
es	 rather	 than	plans	or	cost-benefit	analyses.	Change	 is	generated	by	
imagining	the	non-existent	and	agreeing	on	a	programme	of	action	that	
may	bring	it	into	existence.	This	implies,	however,	that	there	can	be	no	
guarantee	of	success.	Anything	can	go	wrong	in	the	attempts	to	realise	
a	sociotechnical	imaginary,	and	the	failure	may	have	any	type	of	cause:	
material,	social,	epistemic,	political.	

As	for	the	proximal	pole	of	the	imaginary,	one	assumption	stands	out	
in	its	boldness:	The	belief	that	STEM	practices	will	produce	substantively	
“better”	 technologies	 (in	 the	sense	of	 their	ethical,	environmental	and	
social	desirability)	if	these	practices	become	reflexive	and	so	can	account	
for	their	own	value-ladenness	and	their	own	context	of	implication.	This	
assumption	seems	to	be	shared	in	all	strives	for	reflexivity,	going	back	
to	Marxist	and	 feminist	critiques,	 through	radical	science,	post-normal	
science	 and	 the	 concept	 of	 socially	 robust	 technology,	 all	 the	 way	 to	
the	RRI	of	the	2010s.	The	exact	mechanism	of	how	this	is	supposed	to	
happen,	 varies	 from	 quite	 elitist	 beliefs	 in	 the	 normative	 expertise	 of	
SSH,	ethics,	“Technology	Assessment”	experts	and	the	like,	to	beliefs	in	
the	power	of	deliberation	and	democratisation.	The	 latter	would	entail	
recommendations	of	bringing	in	a	range	of	stakeholders,	citizens	and	so-
cial	actors	in	upstream	engagement	exercises	to	cancel	the	tunnel	vision	
of	STEM	practitioners	and/or	“align”	research	agendas	with	society,	that	
is,	steer	research	funding	towards	STEM	that	addresses	social	needs	and	
concerns.

We	do	not	know	if	this	assumption	of	the	effectiveness	of	reflexivity	
holds.	It	is	of	course	always	possible	to	cherry-pick	examples	that	seem	
to	confirm	the	assumption;	hence	the	industry	of	projects	that	document	
“best	 practices”	 of	 RRIiii.	 In	 my	 experience,	 many	 STEM	 researchers	
can	 sympathise	 with	 the	 goals	 of	 RRI	 but	 they	 also	 find	 the	 working	
assumption	quite	naïve.	I	quoted	above	the	PhD	student	who	said:	“I	am	
still	waiting	for	the	moment	when	you	say	that	we	have	to	engage	the	
citizens	in	our	 laboratory	research	and	we	tell	you	that	 it	won’t	work.”	
Indeed,	 he	 expressed	 the	 expectation	 that	 we	 were	 making	 naïve	 as-
sumptions	about	the	impact	of	upstream	engagement.

The	 experience	 of	 disappointment	 with	 RRI	 as	 expressed	 by	 SSH	
scholars	engaged	in	RRI	projects	and	efforts	has	been	connected	to	more	
than	this	problematic	(but	central)	assumption,	however.	Perhaps	above	
all	 there	 has	 been	 frustration	 with	 practical	 and	 organisational	 issues	
related	to	the	programmes	of	action.	The	RRI	frameworks	and	the	SwafS	
programme	have	been	seen	as	too	superficial	and	not	really	embodying	
the	 insights	 of	 relevant	 SSH	 scholarship	 (see	 e.g.	 Rip	 2016);	 research	
policy-makers	don’t	really	understand	RRI;	even	when	STEM	researchers	
engage,	they	might	not	engage	with	the	level	of	commitment	required;	
and	when	 research	 funding	organisations	 require	RRI	 from	STEM	pro-
jects,	 they	 may	 be	 satisfied	 with	 mere	 tokens	 and	 window-dressing,	
not	unlike	“Corporate	Social	Responsibility”	at	its	worst.	The	pure	ideas	
about	reflexive	science	originating	from	STS	and	all	 the	other	 relevant	
SSH	fields	become	co-opted,	contaminated	and	perverted.

I	suggest	that	this	type	of	disappointment	can	be	overcome	by	apply-
ing	our	own	scholarship	onto	our	own	situation;	by	an	exercise	of	refle-
xivity,	as	it	were.	Indeed,	if	our	vision	was	to	achieve	impact	on	a	large	
scale,	co-producing	goodness	in	STEM	and	the	whole	world	by	first	co-
producing	our	own	RRI	knowledge	and	technology,	then	this	was	a	vision	
of	massive	upscaling.	We	know,	however,	from	STS	and	the	history,	philo-
sophy	and	sociology	of	science	and	technology,	that	upscaling	processes	
are	open-ended	and	that	they	introduce	surprise.	Above	all,	other	actors	
who	are	not	trained	in	SSH	have	to	become	enrolled	into	the	programme	
of	action,	and	they	cannot	help	but	make	their	own	sense	of	these	policies	
and	practices.	 Inside	 the	bureaucracy	of	 the	European	Commission,	 for	
instance,	the	successful	deployment	of	any	policy	concept	both	necessi-
tates	and	hinges	upon	the	development	of	numerical	indicators	and	a	mo-
nitoring	system.	Otherwise	it	cannot	survive	within	the	institutional	logic.	

The	 open-endedness	 and	 complexity	 of	 such	 processes	 also	 im-
ply	 that	one	should	not	 trust	one’s	own	assessment	and	evaluation	of	
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the	process	while	 it	 is	unfolding.	It	 is	a	paradox	that	while	we	as	SSH	
teachers	will	instruct	our	students	about	the	virtues	of	critical	distance	
to	the	object	of	study,	ELSA	and	RRI	scholars	are	to	the	highest	degree	
both	participants	and	observers	at	the	same	time;	indeed,	we	seem	to	
be	our	own	chroniclers.	This	criticism	hits	the	present	author	as	much	as	
anybody	else	and	it	also	hits	several	authors	in	the	reference	list	of	this	
paper.	It	is	a	striking	feature	of	SSH	scholars	who	work	with	STEM	that	
we	write	quite	a	lot	about	ourselves.

None	of	these	analyses	proves	that	RRI	or	other	strives	for	reflexive	
sciences	are	futile	or	meaningless.	The	analysis	indicates	the	trivial	con-
clusion	that	there	can	be	no	recipe	for	success	but	also	the	slightly	less	
trivial	 insight	 that	 success	 may	 be	 different	 from	 what	 was	 imagined	
and	might	be	identified	in	hindsight	and	perhaps	by	others	than	the	SSH	
scholars	who	were	involved	in	the	first	place.	We	are	reminded	of	Hegel:	
“The owl of Minerva spreads its wings only with the falling of the dusk.” 
(Hegel	1972,	p.	14)

At	 the	 same	 time,	SSH	scholars	are	 knowledge	workers,	 and	even	
when	consciously	involved	and	engaged	in	the	co-production	of	society,	
we	are	 involved	with	knowledge	production.	 I	will	end	 this	section	by	
a	personal	example,	taken	from	my	work	for	the	Centre	for	Digital	Life	
Norway,	a	national,	“virtual”	(meaning	geographically	delocalised)	cen-
tre	for	systems	biology	and	biotechnology.	The	centre	and	 its	research	
projects	 are	 funded	 by	 the	 Research	 Council	 of	 Norway,	 and	 RRI	 is	 a	
mandatory	 requirement	 in	all	 research	projects	and	 in	 the	activities	of	
the	centre	hubiv.	I	participate	as	one	of	the	RRI	coordinators	of	this	hub.	
In	this	capacity	I	see	myself	and	my	colleagues	as	knowledge	workers	
in	 three	 respects.	 First,	 we	 teach	 and	 disseminate	 SSH	 knowledge	 to	
STEM	 scientists,	 in	 particular	 PhD	 students	 and	 postdoc	 researchers,	
but	also	to	some	extent	the	“Principal	Investigators”	who	are	ultimately	
responsible	for	their	own	implementation	of	RRI	into	their	respective	re-
search	projects.	Secondly,	we	make	some	effort	to	attend	to	the	core	of	
the	assumption	of	the	RRI	imaginary,	namely	to	understand	the	possible	
relationship	between	the	many	methodological	choices	in	the	STEM	re-
search	and	its	context	of	implication.	In	this	effort	it	has	made	little	sense	
so	far	to	“bring	citizens	into	the	lab”.	Rather,	we	work	to	understand	the	
downstream	implications	of	choosing,	say,	one	type	of	computational	or	
biological	model	over	another.	This	is	a	challenge	not	so	much	of	partici-
patory	technology	assessment	as	of	Wissenschaftstheorie,	of	being	able	
to	penetrate	deep	into	the	epistemological	questions	of	STEM	science,	
actually	deeper	than	what	is	normally	required	for	STEM	daily	practice,	
to	identify	sites	of	de facto politics	in	the	lab.	This	kind	of	work	depends	
on	combined	STEM	and	SSH	knowledge	to	the	extent	that	it	has	proven	
difficult	 to	do	without	“double	competence”,	 that	 is,	persons	who	are	
trained	in	both	STEM	and	SSH.	

Finally,	we	do	our	own	SSH-based	research,	organised	in	the	recently	
started	 Res	 Publica	 project,	 which	 is	 led	 by	 Dr	 Heidrun	 Åm.v	 The	 Res	
Publica	project	will	among	other	issues	focus	on	how	the	bioeconomy	is	
imagined	and	attempted	to	become	realised	by	biotechnology.	In	other	
words,	the	project	will	not	restrict	itself	to	the	potential	de facto politics	
of	minute	methodological	decisions	 in	 the	 laboratory	but	also	keep	an	
open	eye	 for	 the	de facto politics	of	politics	 itself,	 in	 the	conventional	
sense	 of	 public	 decision-making	 and	 political	 institutions.	 Again,	 one	
could	imagine	a	future	ex-post	assessment	of	the	RRI	endeavours	of	the	
2010s	to	conclude	that	they	had	an	STS	bias	and	focused	too	much	on	
the	implicit	micro-politics	at	the	expense	of	attention	to	political	econo-
my.	Perhaps	future	historians	would	identify	this	bias	as	part	of	a	larger	
SSH	trend	at	the	beginning	of	the	21st	century	and	relate	it	to	increasing	

differentiation	and	fragmentation	of	SSH.	Even	worse,	they	might	relate	
the	fragmentation	of	SSH	research	to	how	important	issues	are	lost	out	
of	sight.	They	may	even	connect	this	to	how	SSH	students	and	scholars	
maintained	an	intersectionalist	focus	on	micro-aggressions	in	university	
life	in	European	and	North-American	countries,	while	the	public	sphere	
in	the	same	countries	saw	the	rise	of	populism	and	open	threats	to	de-
mocracy.	There	might	be	a	need	for	a	wake-up	call	to	engage	with	the	
big	issues	and	ask	what	is	important.

LESSON 2: GOING FOR 
WORTHWHILE COLLABORATIONS 
BEYOND THE INVERTED 
DEFICIT MODEL

The	big	issues	do	not	respect	disciplinary	borders	or	even	the	distinc-
tion	between	nature	and	culture.	For	SSH	to	gain	impact,	it	seems	that	
SSH	scholars	have	 to	 learn	about	 issues	outside	of	 their	 usual	 scope,	
which	is	an	excellent	motivation	for	research.	This	has	been	a	key	point	
from	actor-network	theory	for	decades:	The	development	of	science	and	
technology	 (and	 accordingly	 its	 governance)	 depends	 on	 many	 non-
human	 actors:	 the	 genetically	 modified	 organisms,	 the	 nanoparticles,	
the	CRISPR-Cas	systems,	the	plastic	in	the	Pacific	Ocean	–	such	things	
that	STEM	researchers	know	much	better	 than	us.	Here	 there	 is	a	 re-
search	challenge,	not	just	a	challenge	to	educate	STEM	researchers	and	
policy-makers	with	our	perfect	SSH	understanding,	and	it	is	a	research	
challenge	that	is	profoundly	Mode	2	in	the	sense	that	it	demands	con-
tributions	from	radically	different	types	of	disciplines	but	also	that	they	
leave	their	comfort	zones.	I	will	end	this	paper	with	another	personal	ex-
ample,	not	from	an	RRI	project	but	from	the	“Horizon	2020	Societal	Chal-
lenge”	 project	 called	 MAGIC	 (making	 GRADE	 the	 irresistible	 choice)vi.	
In	MAGIC,	we	study	the	science-policy	interface	for	the	governance	of	
the	 water-energy-food	 nexus	 with	 a	 combination	 of	 ecological	 econo-
mics,	energetics,	biosemiotics,	sociology	and	STS,	because	this	is	called	
for	to	understand	the	interactions	between	the	human,	social	and	natu-
ral	agencies	involved,	including	our	own	role	as	change	agents.	Whereas	
it	is	possible	to	classify	the	researchers	in	the	project	as	“mainly	STEM”	
and	“mainly	SSH”,	the	practice	is	more	usefully	described	in	Germanic	
languages	that	have	less	dualistic	concepts	for	the	“Two	Cultures”:	We	
are	all	Wissenschaftler.	There	may	be	occasions	when	researchers	from	
one	culture,	say	SSH,	have	to	fill	in	knowledge	gaps	left	open	by	STEM	
and	vice	versa.	However,	the	interaction	goes	beyond	seeing	the	others	
as	empty	vessels	whose	knowledge	deficit	has	to	be	corrected.	I	interpret	
the	richness	of	interaction	in	part	as	a	result	of	the	scope	and	complexity	
of	the	research	topic,	namely	the	water-energy-food	nexus.	In	order	to	
understand	the	biophysical	system	of,	say,	a	river	and	the	surrounding	
agriculture,	 one	 needs	 to	 understand	 the	 human,	 social,	 cultural	 and	
political	dimensions	of	 this	system.	Conversely,	 in	order	 to	understand	
and	interpret	the	intricacies	of	policy-making	in	the	field	of	water	gover-
nance,	one	also	needs	to	understand	what	is	at	stake	in	the	policy	de-
bates,	in	biophysical	terms.	What	we	learn	in	the	MAGIC	project,	is	that	
SSH	methods	and	theories	are	not	void	of	implicit	assumptions	about	the	
nature	that	humans	try	to	govern,	and	that	STEM	methods	and	theories	
also	hold	implicit	assumptions	about	governance	and	society.	Part	of	the	
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research	 challenge	 is	 to	 discover	 these	 implicit	 layers,	 explicate	 them	
and	challenge	them.	This	is	quite	different	from	filling	deficits.

There	is	nothing	unique	in	this	particular	example;	there	are	whole	
journals	 that	 identify	 features	 and	 approaches	 conducive	 to	 meaning-
ful	 inter-	 and	 transdisciplinary	 work	 between	 SSH	 and	 STEM.	 When	 I	
invoke	 the	 example	 of	 MAGIC,	 it	 is	 to	 make	 a	 specific	 point	 by	 cont-
rasting	it	with	features	of	ELSA	and	RRI	interactions	that	have	created	
disappointment.	I	have	launched	above	the	idea	of	going	for	“big”	and	
“worthwhile”	issues;	however,	with	further	comment	this	idea	is	nothing	
more	than	two	fine	words.	Above	it	was	noted	how	STS	may	have	int-
roduced	a	bias	towards	the	de facto	micro-politics	of	the	STEM	labora-
tory.	In	some	instances	this	“bias”	may	be	terribly	important	and	exactly	
what	one	 should	 focus	on;	 and	 it	was	 a	great	 achievement	 of	 STS	 to	
discover	the	micro-politics	through	thorough	empirical	research	from	the	
1970s	and	onwards.	Still,	one	potential	disappointment	of	the	ELSA	or	
RRI	convergence	worker	is	created	from	the	realisation	that	the	actual	
micro-politics	of	a	particular	STEM	research	project	may	be	quite	unim-
portant	or	uninteresting,	or	that	it	may	be	important	but	that	there	is	no	
willingness,	 neither	 in	 the	 practice	 or	 the	 governance	 of	 the	 science,	
to	change	anything.	This	is	partly	why	the	Res	Publica	project	also	will	
return	 to	 the	 “politics	 of	 politics	 proper”,	 to	 find	 other	 and	 promising	
sites	for	the	co-production	of	the	good	future.	If	a	STEM	project	has	the	
express	and	unshakeable	goal	of	producing	a	cybernetic	soldier	or	a	ge-
netically	modified	salmon,	there	may	be	little	use	in	spending	years	 in	
the	 lab	 to	do	RRI	as	a	kind	of	activist	ethnographic	action	 researcher.	
The	contrast	with	the	MAGIC	project	is	striking.	Although	its	main	part	
is	quantitative	biophysical	science,	its	goal	is	to	rethink	and	help	change	
the	science-policy	interface	in	the	governance	of	the	nexus.	It	addresses	
a	“big”	issue	not	by	trying	to	device	a	technical	solution	but	by	creating	
knowledge	that	may	induce	institutional	change.

The	openness	of	 the	MAGIC	project	 to	 theoretical	and	 institutional	
change	fits	SSH	really	well	and	in	particular	the	H	for	Humanities.	SSH	
rarely	sits	well	 in	collaborations	 in	which	 it	 is	 relegated	 to	a	 technical	
role,	defined	by	STEM;	this	is	seen	well	in	the	disappointments	described	
above.	Indeed,	before	the	split	of	the	“Two	Cultures”,	the	laboratory	had	
to	be	invented	for	natural	philosophy	to	become	able	to	solve	technical	
problems.	 In	 the	example	of	 the	MAGIC	project,	we	accordingly	see	a	
marker	of	a	worthwhile	collaboration:	The	willingness	of	all	participants	
to	go	beyond	the	technical	challenges	and	engage	with	theoretical	as	
well	as	practical-political	challenges.	However,	 this	marker	–	 indeed	a	
marker	 of	 reflexive	 science	 already	 present	 –	 is	 sufficient	 but	 not	 ne-
cessary.	 One	 could	 still	 strive	 for	 reflexive	 science,	 not	 necessarily	 to	
solve	 the	Collingridge	dilemma	but	 to	arrive	 to	 the	point	at	which	 the	
SSH-STEM	 collaboration	 becomes	 meaningful	 because	 a	 shared	 inte-
rest	in	theoretical	and	practical-political	challenges	has	been	cultivated.	
Perhaps	what	has	been	 learned	through	the	successes	and	failures	of	
ELSA	and	RRI	endeavours	is	that	SSH	cannot	provide	a	technical	fix	to	
the	lack	of	reflexivity.	Rather,	it	brings	a	repertoire	and	knowledge	reser-
voir	that	may	or	may	not	be	relevant	in	the	context	at	hand.	Mechanical	
and	mindless	deployment	of	that	repertoire	may	end	in	disappointment	
because	it	tries	do	what	especially	the	humanities	are	not	at	all	equipped	
to	do,	namely	 reduce	 the	other	human	subject	 (the	STEM	 researcher)	
to	 an	 object.	 For	 worthwhile	 collaborations	 towards	 reflexive	 science	
to	develop,	 it	seems	a	better	strategy	to	cultivate	common	intellectual	
curiosity	and	engagement	towards	the	big	issues	across	the	STEM-SSH	
divide.	Part	of	 that	 strategy	will	 be	 to	 identify	 contexts	 in	which	 such	

commonalities	are	likely	to	be	possible.	This	insight	reflects	back	on	the	
policy	narrative	of	reflexive	science,	however:	It	might	mean	that	RRI	or	
other	SSH	interactions	with	STEM	will	never	come	off-the-shelf	(Delgado	
and	Åm	2018).
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Endnotes
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ii	 I	will	use	the	ELSI/ELSA	acronyms	as	almost	synonymous.	The	original	concept,	dating	back	to	the	“Human	Genome	Project”,	was	ELSI	–	ethical,	legal	and	

social	implications.	As	the	concept	crossed	the	Atlantic	and	became	adopted	in	Europe,	it	was	also	criticised	for	being	too	narrowly	construed	in	terms	of	
identifying	and	“fixing”	collaterals	of	the	genomic	revolution	with	the	tools	of	bioethics,	bio	law	and	patent	law.	The	choice	of	ELSA	–	A	for	aspects	–	that	
was	made	in	some	national	contexts	in	Europe	can	be	seen	as	an	attempt	to	express	the	awareness	of	this	criticism	and	the	intention	to	have	a	broader	
focus.		

iii	 See	https://www.rri-tools.eu/	and	https://www.rri-practice.eu/	for	two	prominent	examples.
iv	 https://digitallifenorway.org/gb/responsibility	
v	 https://digitallifenorway.org/gb/projects/res-publica	
vi	 https://magic-nexus.eu/	
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ledge	transfer	and	to	describe	themes,	formats	and	programme	elements	
to	illustrate	the	role	of	SSHA	sectors	within	university	outreach	actions.

KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER – WITH 
STRINGS ATTACHED FOR SSHA

Knowledge	transfer	is	often	associated	with	utilisation	of	intellectual	
property,	patent-	or	product-centred	technical	innovations.	The	so-called	
TTOs	 (“Technology	 Transfer	 Officers”)	 are	 responsible	 to	 deliver	 hard	
evidence	for	businesses	through	lawyers	and	patent	offices.	Obviously	
there	are	several	reasons	why	the	SSHA	fields	cannot	be	very	interested	
in	participating	within	such	kind	of	transfer	business.	It	is	even	hard	to	
say	 that	 the	 social	 sciences,	 the	 humanities	 and	 the	 arts	 are	 sharing	
the	same	viewpoint	and	goals	within	the	knowledge	transfer	setup.	For	
people	 outside	 these	 fields,	 the	 acronym	 SSHA	 is	 not	 even	 graspable	
and	therefore	has	to	be	brought	 into	attention	by	awareness	activities	
and	good	practice	examples.	From	a	critical	point	of	view,	plenty	of	rea-
sons	have	been	brought	into	discourse	about	how	and	why	the	transfer	
of	knowledge	and	the	economic	trigger	behind	it	will	corrode	the	core	
values	of	SSHA	(e.g.	Castells	1997,	Lui	2004,	Boltanski	/	Chiapello	2005).	
Nevertheless,	the	goal	and	motivation	to	create	societal	impact	through	
knowledge	transfer	to	communities	and	peers	 is	seen	as	an	 important	
issue.	On	the	one	hand,	the	judgment	is	often	driven	by	a	strong	mistrust	
(e.g.	Raunig	2007)2	according	to	the	systematic	approach	to	include	neo-
liberal	and	entrepreneurial	elements	 into	 the	 freedom	of	sciences	and	
arts.	On	the	other	hand,	social	 impact	and	responsible	 innovations	are	
identified	as	core	drivers	and	motivations	to	contribute	academic	know-
ledge	and	research	skills	to	a	broader	field	of	application	within	society.	
Still,	we	see	problems	on	an	individual	level	of	precarity	and	stagnation	
arising,	which	have	to	deal	with	fundamental	issues	like	“make	a	living”	
or	 feeling	 valuated	 for	 the	 work	 done,	 because	 academic	 assessment	
structures	are	not	aligned	to	mark	and	qualify	these	actions.	The	claim	
is:	Valuation	processes	in	the	SSHA	with	societal	impact	are	developed;	
they	“just”	have	to	be	applied	in	existing	structures	of	knowledge	trans-

INTRODUCTION

Based	on	observations	within	the	structural	framework	provided	
by	 the	 “Wissenstransferzentrum	 Ost”1	 (Knowledge	 Transfer	
Centre	East),	an	inter-university	collaboration	project	of	all	nine	

Viennese	universities,	this	contribution	is	pointing	out	different	elements	
driven	 by	 the	 sectors	 of	 “Social	 Sciences,	 Humanities	 and	 the	 Arts”	
(SSHA)	within	the	paradigm	of	a	“third	mission”i	of	universities.	Besides	
the	core	functions	of	teaching	and	research,	university	outreach	activi-
ties	have	developed	different	formats	to	provide	services	to	populations	
who	might	not	otherwise	have	access	to	those	services.	Historically	the	
field	of	knowledge	transfer	has	been	dominated	by	valorisation	and	uti-
lisation	methods	within	the	field	of	technology	transfer,	which	is	dealing	
mainly	with	the	sectors	of	“Science,	Technology,	Engineering	and	Ma-
thematics”	(STEM).	The	SSHA	had	not	been	taken	into	account	largely,	
since	 the	 significance	 for	 societal	 development	 and	 contribution	 were	
obviously	integral	to	a	greater	good	of	humankind	and	by	these	means	
seemed	obsolete	for	utilisation.	On	the	contrary	the	SSHA	field	is	forced	
to	generate	a	rather	radical	and	new	approach	of	knowledge	exchange	
with	a	multitude	of	peers	–	both	within	the	academic	community	and	
with	actors	and	stakeholders	from	society	as	well	as	economy	–	if	they	
want	to	be	part	of	the	third	mission	paradigm.	The	paper	elaborates	on	
different	 approaches,	 formats	 and	 processes,	 which	 have	 been	 desig-
ned	and	applied	within	the	collaboration	project	since	its	start	in	2014,	
to	exemplify	such	willingness.	There	will	be	a	focus	on	examples	from	
the	knowledge	transfer	framework	focusing	on	exchange	methods	from	
university	to	society	at	large	and	how	impact	have	been	catalysed	within	
different	levels	of	implementation.	Based	on	these	observations	and	lear-
nings,	 the	contribution	 reflects	on	 target	groups,	 such	as	 researchers,	
alumni	 and	 university	 staff	 from	 different	 disciplines	 within	 the	 SSHA	
field,	with	a	focus	on	inter-	and	trans-disciplinary	endeavours.	The	aim	
is	to	figure	out	the	potentials	and	methodological	adaptions	for	a	subs-
tantial	integration	of	the	SSHA	in	existing	knowledge	transfer	structures,	
to	describe	pathways	of	impact	oriented	narratives,	give	examples	from	
a	process	oriented	and	format	driven	participatory	empowerment	frame-
work,	to	strengthen	the	position	of	SSHA	at	large	in	the	field	of	know-
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1	 See	also:	http://www.wtz-ost.at	(last	accessed:	14.11.2018)
2	 Creative	Industries	as	Mass	Deception,	G.	Raunig.	See	also:	http://eipcp.net/transversal/0207/raunig/en	(last	accessed:	14.11.2018)
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fer	 and	 exchange	 channels.ii	 This	 cannot	 be	 done	 within	 a	 top	 down	
super-structure	treating	all	SSHA	field	and	stakeholders	with	the	same	
policy	instruments.	It	might	not	be	even	possible	to	just	apply	something	
in	an	existing	understanding	of	know-how	transfer	without	sharing	the	
same	visions,	agendas	and	tools.

THE CASE – “KNOWLEDGE 
TRANSFER CENTRES” 
IN AUSTRIA

The	case	 is	 referring	 to	a	 funding	 scheme	 introduced	by	 the	Aust-
rian	Federal	Ministry	of	Education,	Science	and	Research	 in	2014	and	
is	carried	out	by	the	funding	entity	“Austria	Wirtschaftsservice”	till	the	
end	of	2018.iii	One	Module	of	the	funding	scheme	is	dividing	Austria	in	
three	regional	centres	(East,	West,	South).	The	eastern	centre	is	Vienna	
with	its	nine	Universities.iv	Every	centre	is	receiving	about	half	a	million	
Euro	per	year	to	create,	develop	and	carry	out	knowledge	transfer	acti-
vities	addressing	society	and	economy.	The	important	and	new	element	
within	the	action	is	a	special	awareness	to	the	SSHA	fields,	designated	
through	an	additional	budget	to	the	mentioned	funding	earmarked	for	
SSHA	related	activities	only	and	thus	the	obligation	for	existing	techno-
logy	and	knowledge	transfer	structures	to	 include	SSHA	in	their	deve-
lopments	and	actions.	This	 rather	new	and	experimental	approach	 led	
to	the	development	of	several	new	knowledge	exchange	formats	trying	
to	identify	and	address	new	target	groups.	Including	workshops,	lectu-
res	and	seminars	to	empower	researchers,	university	stuff	and	doctoral	
students	for	participatory	methods	of	knowledge	exchange	e.g.	citizen	
science,	or	 to	develop	training	formats	 for	alumni	based	on	topics	 like	
social	entrepreneurship	and	social	business.	The	impact	on	this	level	of	
development	could	be	described	as	“impact	by	design”.	Pre-existing	pa-
thways	and	approaches	mainly	focused	on	exploitation	and	valorisation	
of	products	(e.g.	patents,	inventions,	technologies)	instead	of	the	empo-
werment	of	certain	groups	and	stakeholders	to	contribute	and	distribute	
their	knowledge	and	skills	to	society.	To	channel	these	actions	a	second	
level	has	to	be	delineated	within	an	external	cooperation	framework	of	
the	knowledge	transfer	centre,	to	ensure	external	organisation	units	can	
receive	 and	 apply	 knowledge	 on	 inter-	 and	 trans-disciplinary	 level.	 By	
identifying	and	including	external	organisations	and	stakeholders	as	ex-
perts,	mentors	and	partners,	awareness	raising	and	dissemination	into	
new	areas	of		application	was	accomplished.	Furthermore	a	network	of	
partners	based	on	a	qualitative	cooperation	experience	can	multiply	out-
comes	and	foment	new	actions.	The	implementation	of	the	knowledge	
transfer	centre	showed,	 if	a	clear	applicable	cooperation	 framework	 is	
provided	by	universities,	it	is	used	by	the	mentioned	target	groups	and	
partner	organisations.

THE CHALLENGE – 
TAILORING PROCESSES 
WITHOUT BLUEPRINTS

The	opportunity	 to	 create	and	develop	a	 sustainable	 framework	of	
SSHA	knowledge	transfer	between	all	Viennese	universities	and	all	re-
gional	centres	 in	Austria	 is	an	appealing	challenge.	The	establishment	
of	 a	 communication	 pattern	 for	 all	 responsible	 university	 entities	 and	
centres	is	one	of	them.	Another	one	is	to	establish	a	compliant	form	of	
interaction	to	 find	common	grounds	and	 languages	of	SSHA	interests.	
The	key	question	is	about	the	implementation	of	support	levels	in	diffe-
rent	organisational	structures	and	cultures	within	the	university	system.	
However	 the	 project	 structure	 given	 by	 the	 funding	 entity	 was	 rather	
vague	 and	 had	 not	 foreseen	 a	 clear	 structure	 of	 contents	 and	 trans-
fer	activities	within	 the	application.	The	project	partners	delivered	 the	
conceptual	outline	and	main	emphasis	on	content.	The	SSHA	sector	in	
Vienna	is	led	by	the	Academy	of	Fine	Arts	Vienna	dealing	with	the	fact	
of	minor	preliminary	work	done	concerning	knowledge	 transfer	at	 the	
partners,	 and	 hardly	 any	 structures	 established	 in	 the	 field.	 The	 main	
aim	 was	 to	 create	 new,	 open,	 flexible	 and	 interdisciplinary	 formats	 of	
exchange	and	transfer	to	support	a	bottom	up	process	in	the	SSHA	field	
based	 on	 projects,	 rather	 than	 defining	 knowledge	 transfer	 processes	
as	tailor	made	blueprints.	The	organic	vision	for	capacity	building	in	the	
universities	and	the	identification	of	cooperative	communities	in	society	
and	with	economy	still	had	to	be	narrowed	down,	especially	concerning	
the	mentioned	target	groups,	contents,	and	channels	to	design	tools	and	
formats	for	several	different	patterns	in	the	SSHA	spectrum.	For	this	rea-
son,	so	called	transfer	and	creativity	hubs	have	been	designed	to	deliver	
training	programmes	with	certain	SSHA	relevant	topics.	One	of	the	most	
integral	parts	within	the	development	plan	was	relying	on	the	empow-
erment	 of	 diverse	 target	 groups	 within	 the	 university	 system,	 such	 as	
university	staff	and	researchers.	Additionally,	a	priority	was	set	on	tar-
geting	alumni	 to	broaden	the	responsibility	of	knowledge	transfer	and	
to	create	a	level	of	exchange	with	their	competences	and	needs,	to	offer	
new	connectivity	options	and	peer	learning	formats	for	all	participants.	
By	these	decisions,	a	trust	is	laid	in	identifying	unknown	and	upcoming	
actors	of	knowledge	 transfer	within	a	broader	angle	of	empowerment	
and	knowledge	production,	in	relation	to	universities	but	not	necessarily	
only	from	universities.	Kirsten	Langkilde	describes	the	interplay	between	
a	creative	and	critical	culture	and	the	realm	of	society	as	“impact of cul-
ture” (Langkilde,	2018,	p	32).	The	process	of	production	is	understood	as	
a	contribution	to	society.	Knowledge	transfer	channels	can	support	such	
elements	by	tailoring	processes	to	address	special	interest	communities	
such	as	social	businesses	or	impact	investors	to	provide	a	participation	
or	cooperation	framework.	To	intermediate	between	academic	projects	
and	external	partners	the	knowledge	transfer	centre	helped	to	support	
on	both	sides	of	the	spectrum.
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IN THE MAKING – 
FORMATS AND TOOLS

First	of	all	a	multi-level	participatory	approach	for	target	groups	and	
cooperation	 partners	 was	 outlined	 to	 be	 adapted	 by	 different	 hosting	
university	and	opinion	leaders.	All	of	the	designed	tools	and	formats	of	
knowledge	transfer	within	the	SSHA	sector	of	the	Knowledge	Transfer	
Centre	East	are	rather	offers	than	instructions.	Since	not	every	partner	
university	 in	 the	network	 is	working	under	the	same	conditions	and	 is	
having	a	similar	development	 status,	equally	 claimed	needs	had	been	
replaced	by	offers	that	can	be	used,	adapted	and	modified	by	the	univer-
sities	for	their	purpose.	Working	in	a	network	made	it	easier	to	exchange	
offers	and	apply	them	within	the	existing	structures.	All	actions	are	open	
to	all	university	partners	and	 free	of	charge	 to	ensure	an	 interdiscipli-
nary	exchange.	The	offers	cover	extra	curricula	courses,	workshops	and	
training	programmes,	called	transfer	and	creativity	hubs,	to	cover	topics	
and	aspects	of	diverse	backgrounds	identified	from	the	SSHA	fields.	For	
example	a	continuing	education	programmev	with	more	than	forty	work-
shops,	lectures	and	seminars	per	year	is	hosted	by	the	Viennese	universi-
ties.	Different	locations	and	topics	should	help	to	identify	potentials,	sup-
port	projects	and	catalyse	communities	around	special	interest	groups.	
The	low-threshold	of	the	formats	should	raise	awareness	for	upcoming	
and	existing	elements	of	knowledge	transfer	and	attract	peers	to	learn	
more	 about	 contemporary	 developments	 and	 upcoming	 topics	 within	
the	SSHA	transfer	activities	and	its	impact	on	society.	Experts,	partners	
and	stakeholders	from	the	region	have	been	included	in	the	activities	as	
speakers	and	 trainers	 to	carry	out	a	 large	proportion	of	 the	education	
programme,	to	multiply	the	channels	of	dissemination	and	to	recognise	
new	 actors.	 This	 rather	 generic	 approach	 was	 driven	 by	 the	 fact	 that	
most	of	the	actors	within	the	SSHA	field	we	are	reaching	are	motivated	
to	apply	their	expertise	in	meaningful	actions,	they	want	to	make	a	living	
from	what	they	do	and	are	looking	for	cooperation	and	communities	to	
expand	 their	 sphere	 of	 action.	 Supporting	 transferable	 skills	 and	 peer	
learning	 within	 a	 consistent	 setup	 of	 programmes	 is	 building	 trust	 in	
sustainable	structures	where	individual	know-how	and	expertise	can	be	
adjusted	within	groups,	 leading	 to	 connections	with	external	partners	
and	assuring	the	step	by	step	development	of	a	recognised	practice	for	
cultural	wellbeing	as	integral	part	of	societal	challenges.	From	a	techni-
cal	 level	we	used	the	extra	curricula	courses	to	 identify	the	interest	of	
participants	on	a	quantitative	and	qualitative	 level	 to	decide	 if	a	more	
intensive	set	up	of	a	creativity	and	transfer	hub	is	useful.

TRANSFER FOR THE PEOPLE –  
IT’S ALL ABOUT CONTENT.

Within	the	multitude	of	structures	and	 interaction	patterns	built	 to	
identify	and	support	the	needs	of	transfer	cultures	in	the	SSHA	and	to	
deliver	it	to	a	larger	context	of	society,	precise	examples	and	good	practi-
ces	are	the	key.	Knowledge	transfer	and	all	its	implications,	especially	in	
the	SSHA	fields,	have	to	be	channelled	in	tangible	topics	to	observe	a	so-
cial	or	societal	impact.	By	this	means	I	want	to	point	out	some	examples	
to	elaborate	on.	Within	the	four-month	training	programme	called	“Make	
yourself	an	Expert	Hub”vi	we	focused	on	different	topics	such	as,	how	to	
make	a	living	in	the	arts,	how	to	set	up	a	social	business,	how	to	create	
a	crowdfunding	campaign.vii	The	trainings	always	have	been	introduced	
by	a	call,	assessed	by	a	jury,	carried	out	with	external	stakeholder	and	
cooperation	partners.	Trainers	and	experts	from	the	field	delivered	sta-
te	of	the	art	examples,	helped	with	the	setup	of	teams	and	contribute	
towards	project	management	skills	and	supporting	channels.	By	the	es-
tablishment	of	micro-funding	and	financial	support,	structures	external	
funding	sources	could	have	been	convinced	to	cooperate,	so	called	“im-
pact	investors”	have	been	made	sensitive	to	the	contributions	of	SSHA	
to	society	at	large	and	stakeholders	had	the	chance	to	understand	better	
why	SSHA	achievements	are	having	a	fundamental	significance	to	soci-
ety,	which	is	under	a	heavy	transformation	process.	

Using	the	example	of	 the	“Social	Business	Hub”	we	worked	close-
ly	with	partners	 like	“magdas	hotel”	a	social	business	operated	 in	 the	
framework	of	Caritas.	They	provide	work	for	refugees	from	crisis-ridden	
countries	 to	 offer	 them	 the	 chance	 to	 demonstrate	 their	 abilities	 and	
talents.3	In	addition	we	included	organisations	like	the	“Impact	Hub	Vien-
na”,	the	platform	“Social	City	Vienna”	and	the	“Social	Entrepreneurship	
Center	of	the	Vienna	University	of	Economics	and	Business”	to	develop	
a	training	programme	for	the	“Social	Business	Hub”.	Within	the	hub	we	
called	for	projects	from	the	university	context	with	social	business	ideas	
do	co-develop	and	co-create	their	ideas.	Out	of	25	applications	ten	pro-
jects	have	been	selected	to	bring	their	ideas	to	life.	After	two	month	of	
intensive	and	productive	training	the	projects	pitched	their	ideas	in	front	
of	the	partners,	potential	investors	and	stakeholder	from	the	field	of	so-
cial	business.4	More	than	50%	of	the	supported	projects	founded	a	social	
business.	Others	got	offers	to	develop	further	within	project	cooperation	
or	found	partners	to	go	on	with.		

CONCLUSION

One	 of	 the	 greatest	 achievements	 within	 the	 logic	 of	 knowledge	
transfer	 activities	 with	 people	 from	 a	 multi-disciplinary	 background	 is	
the	belief	 to	contribute	something	good	and	 important	 for	people	and	
society.	Even	if	this	sounds	pathetic,	but	the	credo	“to	make	the	world	
a	better	place”	 is	 enabling	a	 very	 contemporary	 culture	of	 knowledge	
beyond	 the	 fact	 of	 economical	 reason.	 In	 general	 social,	 cultural	 and	

3	 See	also:	5	good	reasons	to	stay	at	magdas	Hotel:	https://www.magdas-hotel.at/en/hotel/5-reasons	(last	accessed:	14.11.2018)
4	 A	video	of	the	presentation	event	is	available	via:	https://vimeo.com/182367688	(last	accessed	12.11.2018)
5	 Conference	for	Knowledge	Exchange	and	Technology	Transfer	Professionals,	Vienna	2018,	Panel:	On	Arts	Incubators	&	Cultural	Accelerators.	See	also:	http://

www.wtz-ost.at/conference	(last	accessed:	05.11.	2018)
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artistic	approaches	are	often	misunderstood	as	philanthropic,	with	a	mi-
nor	economical	dimension.	The	mentioned	trainings	as	well	as	„Artistic	
Incubators	and	Cultural	Accelerators“	as	discussed	at	the	„Conference	
for	Knowledge	Exchange	and	Technology	Transfer	Professionals,	Vienna	
2018“5	are	dealing	with	this	bias	by	focusing	on	substantial	transfer	and	
exchange	activities	based	on	socio-cultural	change	and	critical	reflection	
to	contribute	deeply	for	societal	challenges	and	the	contemporary	trans-
formation	 of	 society.	 The	 empowerment	 of	 social	 scientist,	 artists	 and	
cultural	workers	 in	 collaborative	and	 interdisciplinary	developments	of	
new	frameworks	of	action	such	as	artistic	incubators	and	cultural	accele-
rators	have	led	to	a	unique	perspective	on	economic	frameworks	having	
the	common	good	and	social	impact	at	stake.	For	the	SSHA	sectors	and	
especially	for	researchers	in	the	field,	the	described	fields	of	action	could	
be	rather	seen	as	a	chance	than	as	a	burden.	Taking	these	challenges	
with	an	understanding	of	diversity,	responsibility,	ethical	guidelines	and	
sustainability	 for	 the	whole	society	 into	account	will	as	well	 influence	
and	change	encrusted	economical	driven	structures.	Despite	 the	com-
mendable	fact,	monetary	aspects	cannot	be	disregarded.	Furthermore,	
a	clear	vision	of	financial	needs	and	compensation	for	these	actions	has	
to	be	developed	within	the	SSHA	interests,	to	deliver	a	serious	approach	
beyond	counter	cultures	and	dependence	on	third	party	funding	approa-
ches.	If	the	SSHA	fields	want	to	succeed	in	regard	of	the	contemporary	
societal	challenges	they	are	forced	to	step	out	of	the	comfort	zone.	To	
help	and	support	this	process	knowledge	transfer	between	universities	
and	society	can	be	a	useful	tool.
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those	 interactions	 may	 help	 policy	 makers	 to	 stimulate	 the	 conditions	
for	impact	and	through	this	increasingly	open	up	for	the	probability	that	
research	projects	do	generate	not	only	scholarly	but	also	(and	especially)	
societal	impact	(Spaapen	et	al.	2011;	Eric	2010).	

In	the	ERiC	projecti	and	in	its	successor	the	SIAMPI	projectii,	the	con-
cept	of	productive	interactions	was	deployed	to	study	research	impact	in	
a	broad	way,	including	societal	impact.	The	approach	was	applied	in	seve-
ral	scientific	and	technological	fields	like	information	and	communication	
technology	(De	Jong	et	al.	2014),	architecture	(De	Jong	et	al.	2011),	law	
(Van	Arensbergen	et	al.	2010),	electronic	engineering	(Propp	et	al.	2010);	
mechanical	engineering	(Van	der	Meulen	et	al.	2010),	in	biomedical	fields	
(Prins	2010),	and	in	the	social	sciences	and	humanities	(Molas	et	al.	2011).iii

Many	 of	 these	 productive	 interactions	 or	 “impact	 pathways”	 were	
found	 when	 the	 investigations	 were	 focused	 on	 the	 direct	 or	 indirect	
links	between	users	and	producers	of	knowledge.	More	recently,	the	con-
cept	of	co-production	of	knowledge	has	become	 fashionable,	pointing	
at	 collaboration	 between	 researchers	 and	 stakeholders	 in	 the	 process	
of	knowledge	creation.	It	 is	expected	that	such	collaboration,	in	which	
stakeholders	bring	in	local	knowledge	about	the	topic	under	study	and	
knowledge	 about	 possibilities	 and	 constraints	 of	 applying	 knowledge,	
the	dissemination	and	use	of	scholarly	research	output	will	be	more	fre-
quent,	easier	and	faster	(see	among	others:	Wardenaar	2014;	Hegger	et	
al.	2012;	Hegger	and	Dieperink	2014;	Djenontin	and	Meadows	2018).	The	
model	of	co-production	is	mainly	deployed	in	studying	complex	problems	
such	as	climate	change	and	environmental	studies,	and	many	problems	
are	still	to	be	solved,	such	as	resourcing	knowledge	co-production	and	
the	cultural	differences	between	researchers	and	stakeholders	(Djenon-
tin	and	Meadows	2018).	Furthermore,	the	role	of	stakeholders	 is	often	
not	so	much	in	the	co-production	of	the	knowledge,	but	more	in	the	start	
of	the	project	when	the	research	questions	are	formulated,	and	in	the	
end	when	disseminating	the	new	knowledge	(Wardenaar	2014).	

However,	also	other	interactions	may	be	relevant.	As	research	is	de-

ABSTRACT 

It	is	often	argued	that	the	presence	of	stakeholders	in	review	panels	
may	improve	the	selection	of	societal	relevant	research	projects.	In	
this	paper,	we	investigate	whether	the	composition	of	panels	inde-

ed	 matters.	 More	 precisely,	 when	 stakeholders	 are	 in	 the	 panel,	 does	
that	result	in	more	positive	evaluation	of	proposals	of	relevance	to	that	
stakeholder?	We	investigate	this	for	the	gender	issues	domain,	and	show	
that	this	 is	the	case.	When	stakeholders	are	present,	the	relevant	pro-
jects	obtain	a	more	positive	evaluation	and	consequently	a	higher	score.	
If	these	findings	can	be	generalised,	they	are	an	important	insight	for	the	
creation	of	pathways	to	and	conditions	for	impact.

INTRODUCTION
There	 is	 an	 increasing	 awareness	 that	 to	 generate	 impact,	 focus	

should	 be	 on	 the	 relations	 between	 knowledge	 producers	 and	 know-
ledge	users,	on	relations	that	can	be	seen	as	the	pathways	to	impact.	A	
main	reason	for	this	is	it	may	take	many	years	after	R&D	projects	have	
taken	place	before	impact	becomes	visible.	If	one	wants	to	evaluate	the	
possible	societal	impact	of	research,	it	makes	sense	to	focus	on	the	con-
ditions	 that	 increase	 the	probability	of	 impact.	 Therefore,	more	 retros-
pective	research	 is	needed	to	 identify	 the	conditions	for	contemporary	
impact	of	research	done	in	the	past.

One	may	argue	that	the	nature	of	the	relations	between	knowledge	
producers	and	knowledge	users	may	help	to	increase	utilisation	of	know-
ledge,	which	in	turn	may	lead	to	impact.	The	term	“productive	interac-
tions”	has	been	suggested	for	these	relations,	and	one	of	the	objects	of	
research	within	 this	 topic	 is	 to	 identify	 the	 variety	of	 interactions	and	
how	 they	 are	 formed	 in	 different	 knowledge	 domains.	 Understanding	

PETER	VAN	DEN	BESSELAAR	AND	ULF	SANDSTRÖM
DOI:	10.22163/fteval.2019.370

PANEL	COMPOSITION	AS	
PATHWAY	TO	IMPACT:
DO	WE	NEED	STAKEHOLDER	
EXPERTISE	TO	SELECT	RELEVANT	
MISSION-ORIENTED	PROJECTS?#

#	 The	authors	acknowledge	the	“Expert	Group”	on	the	“Interim	Evaluation	of	Gender	Equality	as	a	crosscutting	issue	in	Horizon	2020“	(Knoll	et	al.	2017).
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pendent	on	increasingly	scarce	funding,	an	important	pathway	to	impact	
may	 be	 the	 selection	 of	 the	 “correct”	 projects	 –	 projects	 that	 include	
the	creation	of	 impact	pathways	as	discussed	above,	but	also	projects	
that	directly	or	indirectly	focus	on	the	relevant	societal	issues.	It	is	often	
claimed	 that	 the	presence	of	 stakeholders	 in	 the	panels	may	 increase	
the	relevance	and	possibly	the	impact	of	research:	extended	peer	review	
(Nowotny	et	al.	2001)	through	broadening	panel	and	peer	review	by	in-
cluding	practitioners	 (Cornell	et	al.	2013).	 In	 this	paper	we	 investigate	
whether	this	indeed	works:	does	the	presence	of	stakeholders	influence	
the	selection	process?	In	this	paper	we	use	an	innovative	method	to	in-
vestigate	whether	this	indeed	works:	does	the	presence	of	stakeholders	
affect	the	selection	process?	We	do	so	for	a	case	where	selection	panels	
differ	in	terms	of	membership:	some	include	specialists	on	gender	issues,	
whereas	others	do	not.	Are	the	former	panels	more	positive	about	propo-
sals	that	have	a	gender	relevant	dimension	than	the	latter?

GENDER ISSUES IN RESEARCH
Research	on	gender	and	science	has	been	focused	on	the	position	of	

women	in	science,	such	as	on	gender	bias	in	grant	allocation	(Wennerås	
and	Wold	1997;	Van	den	Besselaar	et	al.	2018)	and	in	academic	careers	
(Brouns	2003;	Benschop	and	Brouns	2003;	Van	den	Brink	2006).	

More	recently,	the	effect	of	underrepresentation	of	women	in	science	
on	the	content	of	research	has	become	a	prominent	 issue.	Biomedical	
research	is	a	good	example,	as	it	has	become	clear	that	in	much	clinical	
research	 only	 male	 subjects	 were	 included.	 This	 has	 blinded	 the	 field	
for	 gender	 differences	 in	 symptoms,	 diagnosis	 and	 in	 medication	 and	
treatment	(Chapman	et	al.	2013).	At	the	same	time,	several	studies	have	
shown	that	female	researchers	are	more	inclined	to	take	gender	issues	
into	account	than	male	researchers	do	(Nielsen	et	al.	2017).	If	this	holds	

for	 research	 and	 research	 output,	 it	 may	 also	 hold	 for	 research	 input:	
grants.	Are	female	panel	members,	and	–	more	specifically	for	this	paper	
–	panel	members	that	specialise	in	gender	issues	more	inclined	to	select	
proposals	with	a	gender	dimension?

In	 this	 paper,	 we	 address	 the	 question	 whether	 the	 availability	 of	
gender	expertise	in	grant	selection	panels	does	matter.	Do	panels	with	
gender	specialists	and	panels	without	gender	specialists	look	differently	
at	proposals?	And,	do	panels	with	gender	expertise	have	a	more	positive	
report	on	gender	related	proposals	than	panels	without	gender	expertise	
on	board?	After	having	answered	this	question,	the	issue	comes	up	in	
what	respect	gender	expertise	is	relevant	and	is	influencing	the	selection	
process.	To	answer	that,	observations	of	panels	would	be	needed,	and	
that	falls	outside	the	scope	of	this	paper.	However,	the	research	question	
is	also	relevant	from	a	practical	perspective.	If	we	find	a	positive	effect	of	
gender	expertise	on	the	selection	process,	this	knowledge	can	be	used	
for	composing	panels,	even	if	we	do	not	know	how	it	exactly	works.

DATA AND METHOD 
DATA

We	 use	 a	 dataset	 covering	 111	 granted	 project	 proposals,	 and	 all	
were	 considered	 by	 the	 applicants	 as	 gender-relevant.iv	 The	 projects	
were	submitted	in	various	calls	in	the	Horizon	2020	programme,	all	with	
a	two-stage	procedure.	Table	1	gives	an	overview	of	the	calls	the	propo-
sals	were	addressing.	

Border	security	and	external	security	(BES) 		2		

Disaster-resilience:	safeguarding	and	securing	society,	including	adapting	to	climate	change	(DRS)	 		5

Energy	Efficiency	(EE) 		5

Meeting	new	societal	needs	by	using	emergent	technologies	in	the	public	sector	(EURO) 		3

Overcoming	the	crisis:	new	ideas,	strategies	and	governance	structures	for	Europe	(Euro	Society) 15

Fight	against	crime	and	terrorism	(FCT) 		2

RRI	uptake	in	current	research	and	innovation	systems	(Garri) 		2

Information	and	communications	technology	(ICT) 11

New	forms	of	innovation	(INSO) 		2

Energy	transition	(LCE) 		1

Mobility	(MG) 11

Nanotechnologies,	advanced	materials	and	production	(NMP) 		1

Health	research	and	innovation	(PHC) 19

Innovative	ways	to	make	science	education	and	scientific	careers	attractive	to	young	people	(SEAC) 		7

Small	farms	but	global	markets:	the	role	of	small	and	family	farms	in	food	and	nutrition	security	(SFS) 		3

A	resource	to	recycle,	reuse	and	recover	raw	materials	(Waste) 		9

Water	Innovation:	Boosting	its	value	for	Europe	(Water) 		6

The	young	generation	in	an	innovative,	inclusive	and	sustainable	Europe	(Young) 		7

All	 these	 projects	 are	 “flagged”	 as	 gender	 relevant,	 which	 means	 that	 the	 applicants	 claim	 that	 their	 project	 has	 a	 relevant	 gender	

Table 1.	Number	of	proposals	in	the	sample	by	call.
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dimension.v	However,	an	 independent	evaluation	of	the	proposals	–	 in	
terms	 of	 the	 “Cross-Cutting	 Monitoring	 Indicator”	 (CCMI)	 –	 indicates	
whether	a	gender	dimension	 is	 really	present	 in	 the	proposals.	Of	 the	
110	projects	 in	 the	 sample,	 60	get	 a	positive	 CCMI	 indicator	 score	by	
an	“independent”	project	officer.	This	means	 that	 the	sample	consists	
of	60	gender	relevant	applications,	and	30	applications	that	lack	gender	
relevance.	For	17	projects,	the	variable	is	missing.	Obviously,	many	appli-
cants	try	to	sell	their	project	as	gender	relevant	–	even	if	this	is	not	the	
case.	This	 is	not	unexpected,	as	they	may	hope	that	this	 improves	the	
probability	to	get	funded.vi

Apart	 from	 information	about	 the	gender	content	of	 the	proposals,	
we	have	information	about	the	relevant	panels.vii	We	do	know	for	each	
of	the	projects	whether	at	least	one	expert	on	gender	issues	was	in	the	
relevant	 panel	 –	 which	 was	 the	 case	 for	 71	 of	 the	 projects.	 We	 also	
know	 the	 scores	 the	proposals	have	 received	 from	 the	panels.	 Finally,	
we	have	the	evaluation	reports	about	the	proposals	in	the	second	stage	
of	the	evaluation.	All	data	were	provided	by	the	funder.	The	information	
available	enables	to	distinguish	four	conditions	which	will	be	used	for	
the	analysis.	These	are	shown	in	Table	1.

Table 2.	Sample:	gender	expertise	and	CCMI*.

Gender expert in panel

CCMI No Yes

No 22 11

Yes 15 45

Missing 2 15

Total 39 71

	 *	“Cross-Cutting	Monitoring	Indicator”

METHODS

In	order	 to	assess	 the	evaluation	of	 the	project	proposals,	and	 the	
influence	of	(in	this	case	gender)	stakeholders	in	the	panel,	we	perform	
a	 linguistic	 analysis	 of	 the	 review	 reports.	 The	 “Evaluation	 Summary	
Reports”	 (ESR)	consist	of	 (i)	 the	project	summary	produced	by	 the	ap-
plicants	and	(ii)	 the	review	text	 (including	the	scores)	produced	by	the	
panel.	Summary	and	review	were	separated	for	the	analysis.	We	use	the	
summaries	to	check	whether	gender	is	mentioned	in	the	content	of	the	
research.	The	review	text	was	used	to	investigate	whether	the	reviews	
explicitly	 relate	 to	gender,	and	to	analyse	whether	 the	reviews	have	a	
more	positive	or	negative	tone.

The	ESR	files	are	in	PDF	format,	and	we	did	split	all	files	in	a	review	
part	and	in	a	summary	part.	Then,	the	PDF	files	were	converted	into	plain	
text	files	and	from	these	files	the	“standard	text”	was	deleted,	such	as	
headings	of	sections.	The	remaining	parts	of	the	files	were	imported	into	
the	text	analysis	software	CorTexT1		for	term	extraction.	For	finding	terms	
referring	to	gender	and	gender	issues,	we	used	both	the	summary	and	
the	review.	For	the	linguistic	analysis	we	used	only	the	review	texts	(see	
below).

Finding	terms	that	 refer	 to	gender	and	gender	 issues	was	done	by	
manual	 inspection	 of	 the	 word	 lists	 produced	 by	 CorTexT.	 The	 review	

parts	were	also	used	for	a	linguistic	analysis	in	order	to	distinguish	bet-
ween	negative	and	positive	reviews.	The	latter	was	done	using	LIWC2,	
a	 tool	 for	 linguistic	 analysis	 of	 texts.	 The	 tool	 works	 with	 a	 variety	 of	
predefined	linguistic	categories	and	has	been	applied	regularly	for	the	
analysis	of	 reviews	 (Kaatz	et	al.	2014a;	Van	den	Besselaar	et	al.	2016,	
2018b).	Each	linguistic	category	consists	of	a	set	of	words	representing	
that	 category,	 which	 have	 been	 validated	 in	 other	 studies	 (Abele	 and	
Wojciszke	2014).	The	LIWC	programme	counts	for	each	of	the	categories	
how	many	times	a	word	belonging	to	that	category	is	present	in	a	review	
report.	As	 the	 reports	are	of	different	 length,	normalisation	 is	needed:	
the	number	is	translated	into	a	percentage.	In	this	case,	we	start	with	
using	those	categories	that	are	tested	and	used	in	previous	studies	on	
grant	decision	and	panel	deliberation	(Kaatz	et	al.	2014a;	Van	den	Bes-
selaar	et	al.	2016,	2018b):

•	 Ability words,	such	as	gift*,	intell*,	skill*;
•	 Achievement	words	such	as	creati*,	excel*,	compet*;
•	 Agentic	words	such	as	outspoken,	solid,	risk;
•	 Negative	evaluation	words	such	as	naïve,	defect*,	lack*;
•	 Positive	 evaluation	 words	 such	 as	 intriguing,	 compelling,	 com-

mit*;
•	 Research	words	such	as	laboratory,	result*,	fund*;
•	 Standout	 adjectives	 such	 as	 world	 class,	 outstanding,	 excep-

tional*.
The	 term	 extraction	 of	 the	 review	 reports	 resulted	 in	 a	 list	 of	 fre-

quently	used	(stemmed)	terms.	This	 list	was	 inspected	 in	order	to	find	
additional	review	terms	not	included	in	the	above-mentioned	linguistic	
categories.	Based	on	the	term	extraction,	the	following	additional	lingu-
istic	categories	are	added:

•	 Negating	words	such	as	hasn’t,	don’t,	can’t;	
•	 Negative	emotions	words	such	as	abuse*,	bitter*,	bad*;	
•	 Positive	emotions	words	such	as	agreeabel*,	benefit,	helpful;	
•	 Exclusion	words	such	as	but,	either,	except,	just,	not;
•	 Insight	words	such	as	define,	reflect,	idea*;	
•	 Certainty	words	such	as	fundamental,	commitment,	truly.

Why	were	these	additional	categories	selected?	Firstly,	as	term	ex-
traction	shows	that	the	categories	may	play	a	role	given	the	frequency	
they	appear.	For	negation	words,	an	additional	argument	is	that	the	ex-
cellent	applicants	are	the	norm	in	science,	and	the	others	are	measured	
against	those	excellent:	“not	excellent”.	Exclusion	words	might	be	used	
biased	because	of	the	same	argument.	Positive	and	negative	emotions	
are	relevant	to	include,	as	one	would	want	to	see	how	strong	sentiments	
play	a	role	in	panel	deliberation.

Running	LIWC	gives	 for	every	 review	 the	percentage	of	words	be-
longing	to	each	 linguistic	category.	We	can	now	compare	the	average	
frequencies	of	the	linguistic	categories	between	those	applications	that	
have	 a	 positive	 CCMI	 score	 versus	 a	 negative	 CCMI	 score,	 and	 those	
evaluated	by	a	panel	with	gender	expertise	or	by	a	panel	without	such	
expertise.	As	 there	are	some	missing	values	 in	 the	CCMI	variable	 (17)	
we	actually	can	include	93	projects	in	the	analysis.	As	we	also	have	the	
scores	the	proposals	received,	we	can	also	compare	the	scores	for	the	
four	groups	with	the	results	of	the	linguistic	analysis.

RESULTS

1	 http://cortext.risis.eu/login
2	 http://liwc.wpengine.com
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ARE THE SUMMARIES OF THE PROJECTS GENDER 
RELATED?

Manually	inspecting	the	words	used	in	the	project	summaries	shows	
firstly	 that	words	 like	sex,	male,	and	 female	are	hardly	used.	The	word	
gender	 is	used	 in	 the	project	summaries,	 in	a	different	way	 in	 the	 four	
conditions	(Table	2).	In	the	two	groups	with	proposals	that	were	flagged	
as	gender	relevant,	40%	uses	the	term	gender,	whereas	this	is	only	the	
case	 for	 27%	of	 the	non-gender	 relevant	proposals.	 In	 the	 reviews	 the	
pattern	 is	similar.	Comparing	 the	 two	sets	of	proposals	 that	have	been	
evaluated	by	panels	with	gender	expertise	with	the	other	two	sets,	show	
that	panels	with	 the	gender	experts	more	 frequently	evaluate	 in	 terms	
of	gender	issues	(39%),	whereas	the	other	panels	do	this	in	only	14%	of	
the	proposals.	As	a	tentative	conclusion,	panels	including	stakeholders	do	
more	often	evaluate	proposals	partly	from	the	stakeholders’	point	of	view.	

Table 3.	“Gender”	in	the	summary	and	in	the	review.

Gender expert in panel

CCMI No Yes

”gender”	in No 5	(23%) 4	(36%)

summary Yes 3	(20%) 21	(47%)

”gender”	in No 2	(9%) 2	(18%)

review* Yes 3	(20%) 20	(44%)

*	excluding	“gender	balance”	in	the	team

More	sophisticated	approaches	to	this	are	possible.	We	only	used	the	
term	gender,	but	one	could	think	of	producing	ontologies	(or	structured	
thesauri)	describing	gender	relevant	topics	 in	detail,	and	use	these	for	
analysing	 the	content	of	 the	proposals	 (e.g.,	Van	den	Besselaar	et	al.,	
2017).	This	approach,	however,	is	outside	the	scope	of	this	paper.

	

ANALYSING THE REVIEW REPORTS 

We	use	a	linguistic	analysis	of	the	review	reports,	as	described	in	the	
methods	section.	We	compare	the	four	groups	of	proposals,	defined	by	
the	two	core	variables:	 (i)	availability	of	gender	expertise	 in	the	panel,	
and	(ii)	 the	CCMI	score	for	gender	relevance.	We	use	group	4	as	refe-
rence:	gender	expertise	present	and	a	positive	CCMI	score.	

1.	 Group	 1	 (no	 gender	 expertise,	 negative	 CCMI)	 versus	 group	
4	 (gender	 expertise,	 positive	 CCMI):	 Compared	 with	 Group	 4,	
Group	1	has	a	significant	higher	mean	score	on	negative emo-
tions	(mean	=	1.14	vs	mean	=	0.70,	p	=	0.004),	agentic language	
(mean	=	2.96	vs	mean	=	2.57,	p	=	0.037)	and	on	negative evalu-
ation	(mean	=	2.13	vs	mean	=	1.22,	p	=	0.000),	and	a	significant	
lower	mean	score	on	insight	(mean	=	2.34	vs	mean	=	2.90,	p	=	
0.008)	and	on	positive evaluation	(mean	=	8.12	vs	mean	=	9.10,	
p	=	0.070).	As	these	scores	are	generally	not	normally	distribut-
ed,	we	use	next	to	Analysis	of	Variance	(to	compare	the	means)	
also	 a	 non-parametric	 test	 (to	 compare	 the	 mean ranks).	 This	
shows	that	compared	with	group	4,	group	1	has	a	significant	
higher	mean	rank	on	negative emotions,	agentic,	and	on	nega-
tive evaluations,	and	a	significant	 lower	mean	 rank	on	 insight	
and	on	positive evaluation.	So,	both	tests	give	the	same	results.

2.	 Group	2	(gender	expertise,	negative	CCMI)	versus	group	4	(gen-
der	 expertise,	 positive	 CCMI):	 Compared	 with	 group	 4,	 group	
2	has	a	significant	higher	mean	score	on	negative evaluations 
(mean	 =	 1.79	 vs	 mean	 =	 1.22,	 p	 =	 0.061),	 and	 a	 significant	
lower	mean	score	on	positive emotions	(mean	=	2.75	vs	mean	
=	3.70,	p	=	0.005)	and	on	positive evaluation	(mean	=	7.57	vs	
mean	=	9.10,	p	=	0.037).	Again,	as	these	scores	are	generally	
not	normally	distributed,	we	use	next	to	Anova	also	a	non-par-
ametric	test.	Compared	with	group	4,	group	2	has	a	marginally	
(non-significant)	higher	mean	rank	on	negative evaluation,	and	a	
significant	lower	mean	rank	on	positive emotions	and	on	positive 
evaluation.	Both	tests	give	similar	results.	The	marginally/non-
significance	is	due	to	the	small	number	of	cases	in	group	2.	The	
conclusion	of	this	analysis	is	that	panels	with	gender-specialists	
are	more	positive	on	gender-related	projects	than	non-gender-
related	projects.

3.	 Group	 3	 (no	 gender	 expertise;	 positive	 CCMI)	 versus	 group	 4	
(gender	 expertise,	 positive	 CCMI):	 Compared	 with	 Group	 4,	
Group	3	has	a	non-significant	 (small	N)	higher	mean	score	on	
negative evaluations	 (mean	=	1.61	vs	mean	=	1.22,	p	=	0.13),	
and	a	significant	lower	mean	score	on	positive emotions	(mean	
=	3.16	vs	mean	=	3.70,	p	=	0.056).	As	these	scores	are	gener-
ally	not	normally	distributed,	we	use	next	to	Anova	also	a	non-
parametric	test.	Compared	with	Group	4,	Group	3	has	a	signifi-
cant	higher	mean	rank	on	negative evaluations,	and	a	significant	
lower	mean	rank	on	positive emotions.	Obviously,	both	tests	give	
about	the	same	results.	The	non-significance	may	also	be	due	to	
the	small	N	for	group	3.	The	conclusion	is	that proposals with a 
gender dimension	are	more	positively	evaluated	by	panels	with	
gender	expertise	than	by	panels	without	gender	expertise.	

PANEL SCORES

Comparing	the	evaluation	scores	for	the	different	groups	shows	that	
in	 panels	 with	 gender	 expertise,	 “gender	 relevant”	 proposals	 (ccmi	 =	
yes)	get	a	higher	score	than	the	“non-gender	relevant”	proposals	(ccmi	
=	no):	14.0	versus	13.6;	and	the	panels	with	gender	expertise	score	the	
gender	proposals	 (ccmi	=	yes)	higher	 than	 the	panels	without	gender	
expertise	do:	14.0	versus	13.1	points.

CONCLUSIONS 
The	conclusions	are	that	(i)	panels	with	gender-specialists	are	more	

positive	about	gender-related	proposals	than	about	non-gender-related	
proposals,	and	(ii)	 that	panels	with	gender	expertise	are	more	positive	
than	panels	without	gender	expertise	about	proposals	with	a	gender	di-
mension.	This	difference	in	evaluation	language	is	also	reflected	in	the	
scores	as	we	showed	above.	The	overall	finding	would	confirm	the	stra-
tegy	of	getting	stakeholders	into	panels:	it	helps	getting	projects	funded	
that	work	on	issues	relevant	to	the	stakeholders.	So	we	can	tentatively	
answer	 the	question	 whether	gender	 expertise	matter	 or	 not:	 our	 fin-
dings	indicate	that	gender	expertise	in	panels	matter.	If	these	findings	
can	be	generalised,	 stakeholder	 representation	 seems	a	good	way	 for	
increasing	research	project	relevance	and	impact.

Further	work	is	needed,	as	this	paper	only	is	only	a	first	modest	step.	
Several	improvements	need	to	be	addressed	in	the	future.	(i)	First	of	all,	
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a	 better	 operationalisation	 is	 needed	 of	 what	 is	 “stakeholder	 relevant	
research”.	This	asks	for	ontologies	that	give	a	structured	representation	
of	the	topics	relevant	to	the	specific	stakeholders.	With	such	ontologies,	
it	becomes	easier	to	identify	relevant	research	but	also	to	assess	where	
there	are	white	spots	in	the	relevant	research	portfolio.	(ii)	The	analysis	
was	done	using	only	the	summary	of	the	proposals.	Using	the	full	text	
may	improve	the	analysis,	although	it	is	also	more	difficult	to	identify	the	
relevant	parts	of	the	proposal	and	may	 introduce	more	noise.	 (iii)	Only	
granted	proposals	are	taken	into	account,	but	the	analysis	of	the	non-
granted	proposals	 is	as	 important.	 (iv)	Other	aspects	of	 the	evaluation	
may	be	taken	into	account,	such	as	the	scientific	quality	of	the	consor-
tium,	and	earlier	work	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 stakeholders	needs.	 (v)	Since	
we	only	have	access	to	projects	in	gender	flagged	topics,	it	is	not	pos-
sible	to	conduct	a	more	refined	analysis	that	focuses	on	the	differences	
between	flagged	and	not	flagged	topics:	how	good	is	the	identification	
of	stakeholder	 relevant	projects?	 (vi)	Field	differences	should	be	 taken	
into	account.	This	could	not	be	done	due	to	the	relative	small	number	of	
proposals.	(vii)	Last	but	not	least,	ex	post	evaluation	is	needed	too.	Do	
the	proposals	that	were	defined	as	stakeholder-relevant	indeed	produce	
more	 useful	 and	 more	 used	 output?	 And	 what	 is	 the	 quality	 in	 other	
dimensions,	such	as	the	scholarly	quality?
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Endnotes
i	 ERiC	stands	for	“Evaluating	Research	in	Context”.	It	was	a	project	of	the	Royal	Netherlands	Academy	of	Arts	and	Sciences,	The	Netherlands	Research	Coun-

cil	NWO,	the	Association	of	Universities,	and	the	Association	of	Universities	of	Applied	Sciences.	The	aim	was	to	develop	a	method	for	research	evaluation	
that	takes	into	consideration	all	relevant	quality	and	impact	dimensions,	scholarly	as	well	as	societal	and	economic.	

ii	 The	SIAMPI	project	was	funded	by	the	European	Commission	under	grant	agreement	no	230330.	SIAMPI	means	“Social	Impact	Assessment	Methods	for	
research	and	funding	instruments	through	the	study	of	Productive	Interactions	between	science	and	society”.	Partners	were	the	Royal	Netherlands	Academy	
of	Arts	and	Sciences	(KNAW),	CSIC	(Spain),	MSH	(France)	and	University	of	Manchester	(UK).	The	SIAMPI	consortium	developed	methods	to	assess	social	
impact	of	research	projects,	research	programmes	and	research	funding	instruments.

iii	 However,	the	social	impact	of	the	SSH	may	be	strongest	in	interdisciplinary	projects,	where	the	social	sciences	are	an	important	part	as	these	fields	focus	
often	on	the	conditions	under	which	the	larger	project	can	have	impact.	We	cannot	go	into	this	issue	here.

iv	 What	counts	as	gender	relevant	is	not	further	discussed	here:	we	take	the	classification	of	the	proposals	in	terms	of	gender	relevance	as	it	was	done	by	
the	funding	organisation	(the	European	Commission).	It	is	necessary	to	more	detailed	define	what	gender	(or	other	societal)	relevance	means,	as	discussed	
above.	

v	 Since	we	only	have	access	to	projects	in	“gender	flagged”	topics,	it	is	not	possible	to	conduct	a	more	refined	analysis	that	focuses	on	the	differences	be-
tween	‘flagged’	and	‘non-flagged’	topics.

vi	 This	is	not	uncommon,	also	in	other	domains.	For	example,	organisations	advertise	themselves	with	fashionable	labels	(“Our	company	aims	to	empower	the	
employees”)	even	if	they	do	not	anything	that	could	count	as	empowering.	Research	shows	that	this	indeed	has	a	positive	effect	on	the	reputation	of	those	
companies	(Staw	and	Epstein	2000).

vii	 As	this	are	all	funded	projects,	it	would	be	possible	to	include	more	information	about	the	partners,	as	these	are	in	the	proposals.	Characteristics	of	the	
applicants,	such	as	their	earlier	work	on	(in	this	case)	gender	relevant	topics,	might	also	influence	the	discussion	and	scores	by	the	panel.	This	extension	is	
also	for	further	research.
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In	this	paper,	we	pursue	two	main	objectives.	First,	we	review	the	
relevant	 literature	and	present	 it	according	to	a	theoretical	frame-
work	 that	 combines	 structural	 perspectives	 and	 consideration	 for	

individual	agency,	to	allow	us	a	better	understanding	of	the	role	played	
by	senior	academics	in	the	social	sciences	and	humanities	(SSH)	in	the	
implementation	of	the	different	policies	that	concern	the	production,	the	
dissemination	and	the	evaluation	of	research,	 including	impact	related	
policies.	Indeed	the	academics’	negotiating	power	of	the	impact	agenda	
–	as	it	is	currently	promoted	by	European	policy	makers	(see	e.g.	Euro-
pean	Commission	2018)	and	encompasses	the	impact	on	policy	making,	
economy	as	well	as	the	environment	and	society	–	cannot	be	understood	
in	isolation	of	their	perception	and	attitudes	towards	the	broader	politi-
cal	changes	that	affect	the	practice	of	academic	research.	Secondly	we	
discuss	some	preliminary	results	from	the	interviews	we	have	conducted	
in	 the	 context	 of	 the	 COST	 ENRESSH	 action	 with	 16	 European	 senior	
sociologists	active	 in	eight	European	countries,	 focusing	here	on	 their	
perceptions	and	attitudes	towards	the	impact	agenda.

A. CHANGES IN THE 
RESEARCH POLICY MAKING

Most	current	research	policies	and	policy	agendas	in	research	can	be	
considered,	directly	or	indirectly,	in	the	perspective	of	a	few	tendencies	
that	have	been	initiated	or	fostered	by	research	policy	makers,	both	at	
national	and	European	levels,	and	that	concern	STEM	(Science,	Techno-
logy,	Engineering	and	Mathematics)	as	well	as	–	often	with	some	delay	
–	SSH	disciplines.	We	will	distinguish	between	the	tendencies	towards	

internationalisation,	 digitalisation,	 managerialism,	 marketisation	 and	
“exoterisation”	of	research	(Vanholsbeeck	2016).

Internationalisation	relates	to	the	tendency	to	encourage	the	produc-
tion	of	research	contents	that	focus	on	global	phenomena,	or	compari-
sons	of	national	situations,	that	are	published	in	 international	 journals	
–	mostly	in	the	English	language	–	communicated	at	international	confe-
rences	and	imply	geographical	and/or	virtual	mobility	of	the	researcher.	
In	some	disciplines,	 internationalisation	has	antedated	policy	prescrip-
tions,	following	epistemological	motives.

Digitalisation	refers	to	the	use	of	digital	tools	and	media	to	produce	
and	disseminate	research.

Managerialism	mostly	consists	in	the	adoption	of	“New	Public	Ma-
nagement”	(NPM)	in	the	administration	of	research.	NPM	relates	to	the	
introduction	into	the	public	sector	of	a	diversity	of	managing	practices	
and	 tools	 from	the	private	sector,	with	an	emphasis	on	 the	notions	of	
efficiency,	effectiveness,	excellence,	accountability	and	standards	of	per-
formance	(Hood	1995;	Deem	1998;	Enders	et	al.	2009;	Whitley	and	Gläser	
2014).	 In	 regards	 to	human	 resources	management,	 there	 is	a	 related	
tendency	–	which	constitutes	one	of	the	most	important	changes	in	the	
governance	of	research	–	to	favour	funding	modes	that	combine	recur-
rent	 with	 temporary	 project	 based	 funding,	 in	 a	 context	 of	 increasing	
scarcity	of	research	budgets	(Gläser	and	Laudel	2016:	121-122).

Marketisation	 relates	 to	 the	 tendency	 to	 consider	 universities,	 re-
searchers	and	the	research	outputs	themselves	in	the	quasi-market	per-
spective	of	a	competitive	knowledge	economy,	and	to	reconsider	in	this	
perspective	the	relations	between	academia	and	industries.

By	 the	 less	usual	notion	of	exoterisation	we	designate	 the	various	
processes	 of	 opening	 the	 production,	 dissemination	 and	 evaluation	 of	
research	outside	(exo)	of	the	disciplinary	circles	of	the	academic	peers.	
In	 that	 respect,	 European	 and	 national	 level	 policies	 have	 supported	
the	transfer	of	knowledge	from	researchers	to	non-academic	stakehol-
ders	–	in	particular	to	the	industry	–	as	well	as,	more	recently,	the	co-
creation	by	 researchers,	 policy	makers,	 industries	and/or	 citizens	alike	
of	solutions	to	societal	challenges,	under	the	influence	of	programmatic	
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EMANUEL	KULCZYCKI,	ELENA	PAPANASTASIOU,	JANNE	PÖLÖNEN,	HULDA	PROPPE	AND	MAJA	VEHOVEC
DOI:	10.22163/fteval.2019.371

SENIOR	ACADEMICS	AS	KEY	NEGOTIATORS	IN	
THE	IMPLEMENTATION	OF	IMPACT	POLICIES	
IN	THE	SOCIAL	SCIENCES	AND	HUMANITIES

1	 https://ec.europa.eu/research/openscience/pdf/draft_european_open_science_agenda.pdf#view=fit&pagemode=none,	consulted	on	20	October	2018.
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1.1 INSTITUTION AS SCIENTIFIC ORGANISATION

Of	particular	interest	while	considering	changes	in	scientific	organi-
sations,	the	so-called	“neo-institutionalist”	school	of	sociology	has	rene-
wed	organisation	theory,	by	 focusing	on	the	supra-individual	cognitive	
and	cultural	factors	that	explain	the	social	and	organisational	phenome-
na	(DiMaggio	and	Powell	1991).	Neo-institutionalists	developed	the	con-
cept	of	isomorphism,	which	explains	why	rational	actors	increase	the	si-
milarity	of	organisations	that	have	emerged	as	a	certain	field	or	domain,	
while	 trying	 to	change	 them	 (DiMaggio	and	Powell	1983).	Conceptual	
distinction	 has	 been	 made	 between	 coercive	 isomorphism	 –	 involving	
pressures	from	other	organisations	on	which	the	organisation	depends	
as	well	as	social	expectations	surrounding	them	–	mimetic	isomorphism	
–	consisting	into	an	organisation	imitating	another	organisation’s	struc-
ture	because	of	the	belief	that	such	imitative	process	will	be	beneficial	
–	and	normative	isomorphic	process,	relating	to	professional	norms	that	
span	organisations	belonging	to	the	same	field.

These	three	types	of	isomorphism	are	to	some	degree	at	work	in	con-
temporary	academia,	fostering	similar	moves	towards	internationalisati-
on,	marketisation	and	managerialism.	

First,	forms	of	coercive	isomorphism	can	be	found	in	the	driving	effect	
that	performance	quantitative	indicators	have	on	the	practices	they	try	
to	measure,	in	SSH	research	evaluation	like	in	other	areas	of	social	life	
(as	expressed	for	example	 in	Campbell’s	or	Goodhart’s	 laws,	according	
to	which	a	measure	 ceases	 to	be	a	good	measure	once	 it	 becomes	a	
target).	In	particular,	bibliometric	indicators	are	increasingly	used,	both	
at	European	(Vanholsbeeck	2017)	and	national	level	(e.g.	Hammarfelt	et	
al.	 2016;	 Pölönen	 and	 Wahlfors	 2016),	 to	 benchmark	 national	 science	
systems	 and	 universities,	 but	 also	 to	 assess	 –	 and	 provide	 funding	
to	–	 individuals	and	projects	 (De	Rijcke	et	al.	2016;	Gläser	and	Laudel	
2016).	Usually	developed	by	private	companies	–	such	as	the	infamous	
Impact	 Factor	 (now	 provided	 by	 Clarivate	 Analytics)	 –	 bibliometrics	 is	
mostly	based	on	international	databases	of	scholarly	journals.	As	such,	
they	directly	or	 indirectly	coerce	researchers	 in	their	publishing	habits.	
They	contribute	to	the	rising	proportion	of	the	share	of	SSH	publications	
that	take	the	form	of	articles	published,	in	English,	in	international	jour-
nals	(Hammarfelt	and	de	Rijcke	2015;	Kulczycki	et	al.	2018),	even	if	any	
strictly	causal	ascription	of	the	effects	of	a	given	research	policy	on	re-
search	contents	has	to	be	considered	with	caution,	because	of	the	many	
confounding	variables	which	are	to	consider	(Gläser	and	Laudel	2016)2.	
Furthermore,	some	evaluation	systems	still	take	books	and	publications	
aimed	 at	 professional	 and	 general	 audiences	 into	 account	 (Giménez-
Toledo	et	al.	2016).	

Second,	 world	 university	 rankings	 which	 are	 in	 a	 significant	 part	
based	on	bibliometric	indicators	have	become	increasingly	important	in	
the	last	decade,	not	least	due	to	their	media	exposure.	Often	produced	
by	non-academic	organisations,	they	exert	some	influence	on	universi-
ties	around	the	world,	promoting	a	global	model	of	“world-class	univer-
sities”	worth	following	(mimetic	isomorphism).

ideas	such	as	“mode	2	of	knowledge	production”	(Gibbons	et	al.	1994)	
or	–	 in	the	context	of	 the	preparation	of	the	next	“European	Research	
and	 Innovation	 Framework	 Programme	 “Horizon	 Europe”	 (2021-2027)	
–	“missions”	(Kattel	and	Mazzucato	2018).	The	European	Open	Science	
agenda1	 –	 including	 open	 access	 to	 publications,	 open	 research	 data	
and	citizen	science	–	and	the	impact	related	policies	also	align	with	this	
tendency	to	exoterisation.	The	concept	of	exoterisation	is	thus	broader	
than	marketisation,	since	it	includes	social	innovation	–	which	can	take	
non-commercial	forms	–	and	relates	to	the	notion	of	knowledge	society	
rather	than	to	the	sole	knowledge	economy.

If	 there	 is	some	degree	of	convergence	between	most	of	 the	above	
mentioned	trends,	the	tendencies	towards	exoterisation	and	manageria-
lism	of	research	are	not	(yet)	congruent,	since	performance	indicators	that	
are	currently	 in	usage	 in	the	management	of	 research	do	not	take	 into	
account	in	any	significant	way	the	extra-academic	impact	of	research,	nor	
open	science	practices	(O’Carroll	et	al.	2017;	Vanholsbeeck	2017).

B. INSTITUTIONAL AND 
INDIVIDUAL PERSPECTIVES 
ON THE ROLE OF SENIOR 
ACADEMICS

The	 role	 of	 senior	 academics	 in	 the	 implementation	 of	 research	
policies	 and	 science	 related	 political	 agendas,	 including	 the	 impact	
agenda,	 is	 better	 appreciated	 according	 to	 two	 theoretically	 different	
but	eventually	complementary	perspectives:	the	institutionalist	and	the	
comprehensive	–	in	the	Weberian	meaning	of	the	term	–	approach.	The	
first	 focuses	on	 the	 structural	 determinants	 that	 impact	 individual	be-
haviours,	studying	institutional	pressures	on	collective	organisations	(at	
a	meso-sociological	 level).	 The	 second	 takes	 the	opposite	perspective,	
focusing	on	the	inner	motivations	and	perceptions	of	individuals	as	well	
as	to	their	agency,	and	dedicates	attention	on	the	impact	that	individual	
strategies	and	subjective	 interactions	may	have	on	organisations	 (at	a	
micro-sociological	level).

1. INSTITUTIONALIST APPROACH

Institution	is	a	broad	social	science	concept	which,	in	the	context	of	
science	sociology,	can	take	two	main	meanings.	It	refers	indeed	to	the	
official	organisations	in	which	science	is	practised	(i.e.:	universities,	re-
search	centres,	research	units,	academies,	etc.),	but	also	to	the	specific	
rules,	processes	and	stable	usages	that	weigh	on	the	beliefs	and	behavi-
ours	of	those	who	practice	science	(Gingras	2017:	29).

2	 For	example,	it	has	been	shown	that	the	decrease	in	share	of	publications	published	in	Finland,	which	is	also	partially	indicative	of	publication	language,	is	
attested	in	the	national	publication	statistics	since	1994,	well	before	the	performance	based	funding	model	was	established	in	Finland	(Auranen	and	Pölönen	
2014).
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to the disciplines or the institution of science, rather than its organisa-
tions. [...] They may even treat the universities, departments and institutes 
they are part of as irritations, a collection of performance indicators and 
management demands which threaten to get in the way of real science”	
(Davies	and	Horst	2016:	65).

In	the	same	professional	perspective,	the	relationships	between	senior	
researchers	and	PhD	candidates	–	although	little	research	has	been	car-
ried	out	that	focuses	on	PhD	directors’	reactions	to	the	changing	context	of	
PhD	education	–	constitute	another	place	where	professional	values	may	
conflict	with	organisational	processes	(Deuchar	2008;	Bøgelund	2015).

It	 should	 be	 noted	 though	 that	 the	 dominant	 bibliometric	 perfor-
mance	 indicators	 that	 are	 currently	 used	 in	 the	 new	 public	 manage-
ment	of	 research	are	still	 linked	 to	 the	primary	professional	activity	of	
academia.	They	mostly	 relate	 indeed	 to	 the	production	and	citation	of	
articles	 in	scientific	papers,	and	not	 to	 the	engagement	of	 the	 resear-
chers	in	their	organisation.	Hence	it	can	be	argued	that	those	indicators,	
although	often	criticised,	are	not	entirely	foreign	to	some	core	academic	
professional	values.

2. COMPREHENSIVE APPROACH

Institutionalist	 perspectives	 should	 be	 combined	 with	 the	 analysis	
of	the	perceptions	and	attitudes	of	the	individual	researchers,	with	due	
consideration	to	their	agency.	Indeed	scientific	organisations	provide	in-
dividual	scholars	with	a	certain	power	to	“negotiate”	higher	education	
and	 research	 policies	 (Linkova	 2014),	 not	 the	 least	 because	 European	
universities	 do	 generally	 enjoy	 a	 high	 level	 of	 institutional	 autonomy,	
while	the	professional	norm	of	academic	freedom	prevails	in	European	
higher	education.	Furthermore,	some	academics	are	active	as	full	or	part-
time	administrators	in	their	institution,	without	being	per	se	in	an	admi-
nistrative	career	path.	Senior	academics	are	also	those	mostly	in	charge	
of	leading	a	research	team	and	training	early	stage	researchers,	assuring	
their	professional	socialisation.

The	“comprehensive”	 literature	 that	we	 reviewed	 in	 the	context	of	
this	COST	ENRESSH	project	 resorts	 to	a	diversity	of	 theoretical	 frame-
works	and	concepts,	some	of	them	even	referring	to	neo-institutionalism	
(e.g.	 Lam	2010	or	Teelken	2011).	 Theoretical	 framing	notwithstanding,	
most	results	tend	to	emphasise	the	ambivalent	attitudes	of	researchers	
towards	 the	 abovementioned	 tendencies	 of	 marketisation,	 manageria-
lism	and	exoterisation	of	 research,	bringing	out	at	 the	 individual	 level	
a	 similar	 attitude	 of	 “symbolic	 compliance”	 to	 the	 one	 that	 had	 been	
observed	at	the	institutional	level.

REACTIONS TO MANAGERIALISM

Most	studies	we	reviewed	concentrate	on	the	scholars’	reaction	to	
managerialism,	with	an	early	focus	on	the	UK	situation.	Already	in	2001,	
it	was	contended	that	managerialism	was	not	entirely	embedded	in	UK	
universities,	 and	 that	 middle	 and	 junior	 level	 academics	 actively	 keep	
professional	academic	values	alive	and	moderate	the	harsher	effects	of	
the	changes	(Barry	et	al.	2001).	Deem	(2003)	has	argued	that	the	attitude	
towards	managerialism	of	UK	academic	administrators	varies	depending	
on	 their	 intention	 to	 return	 later	 to	 teaching	and	 research	 role.	 Those	
who	intend	to	go	back	to	primary	academic	tasks	mitigate	the	new	ma-
nagerial	language	and	keep	some	core	professional	values.	Studying	the	

Finally,	efforts	to	standardise	higher	education	–	including	third	cycle	
and	researchers’	training	–	notably	via	the	Bologna	Process,	contribute	
to	some	normative	isomorphism	within	academia.

ORGANISATIONS’ REACTION TO INSTITUTIONAL 
PRESSURES

In	 a	 meta-analysis	 of	 neo-institutional	 approaches	 and	 resource	
dependence	 theories,	 Oliver	 (1991)	 brought	 important	 nuances	 to	 the	
concept	of	isomorphism,	and	to	the	idea	that	organisations	conform	to	
the	pressures	of	their	institutional	environment,	benefitting	from	adhe-
ring	to	external	rules	and	norms.	She	proposed	a	more	nuanced	typology	
of	strategic	responses	to	institutional	process	and	active	organisational	
behaviours	that	vary	from	passive	conformity	to	active	resistance,	taking	
the	form	of	acquiescence,	compromise,	avoidance,	defiance	or	manipu-
lation.

Relying	 on	 Oliver’s	 typology	 and	 applying	 it	 to	 research	 organisa-
tions,	 Leisyte	 (2007)	 studied	 the	 effects	 of	 governance	 models	 on	 the	
research	practices	of	research	units	in	the	fields	of	medieval	history	and	
biotechnology.	She	makes	the	distinction	between	three	organisational	
strategies	 towards	 managerialism:	 passive	 compliance,	 symbolic	 com-
pliance	 –	 a	 combination	 of	 acquiescence	 and	 avoidance	 consisting	 in	
pretension	of	compliance,	but	changing	nothing	to	the	way	research	is	
performed	–	and	proactive	manipulation	of	the	rules	and	norms	of	the	
institutional	environment.	

It	has	to	be	noticed	that	local	specificities	have	to	be	taken	into	ac-
count	 while	 considering	 the	 effect	 of	 managerialism	 on	 organisations	
and	individuals	alike	(Stöckelová	2012).	In	particular,	in	former	European	
socialist	countries,	the	introduction	of	managerialism	has	accompanied	a	
process	of	de-	and	re-politicisation	(Linková	and	Stöckelová	2012).

1.2 INSTITUTION AS A SET OF SOCIO-PROFESSIONAL 
VALUES

According	to	the	second	of	the	abovementioned	institutional	defini-
tions,	the	institution	of	science	designates	the	specific	social	system	of	
science.	As	such	scientists	are	not	only	exposed	to	rules,	processes	and	
stable	usages	coming	 from	the	non-academic	world,	but	also	produce	
their	very	own	socio-professional	values,	that	span	the	boundaries	of	the	
organisations	by	whom	they	are	employed.

In	this	perspective,	the	professional	values	of	science	have	been	ana-
lysed	 as	 a	 potential	 source	 of	 resistance	 to	 organisational	 changes	 in	
universities	(Chandler	et	al.	2002;	Kirkpatrick	and	Ackroyd	2003).	Indeed,	
the	values	 to	which	scientists	adhere	–	such	as	academic	 freedom	or	
the	 ones	 identified	 by	 Merton	 (1973),	 of	 communalism,	 universalism,	
disinterestedness	 and	organised	 scepticism	–	may	diverge	 from	 those	
that	are	supported	by	 research	policies	 in	general,	and	by	new	public	
management	in	particular.

The	discrepancies	between	the	values	of	the	scientific	institution	and	
the	management	of	the	scientific	organisation	may	even	create	a	clash	
between	 (internal)	 professional	 accountability,	 based	 on	 professional	
values,	 and	 (external)	managerial	 accountability,	 based	on	managerial	
norms	and	processes	 (Linková	and	Stöckelová	2012).	Hence	 some	sci-
entists	engage	in	double	allegiance:	they	“rarely seem to see themselves 
first and foremost as organisational members. Their allegiance is primarily 
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innovation”	 (Anderson	 2008:	 256	 and	 267).	 On	 the	 basis	 of	 interviews	
with	Austrian	historians,	Kehm	and	Leiðytë	(2010)	identified	a	generation	
gap,	senior	researchers	being	more	prone	to	resistance	than	early	career	
academics	who	may	have	been	professionally	socialised	in	the	new	ma-
nagerial	context.	Linková,	studying	the	responses	of	Czech	researchers	
in	the	humanities,	social	sciences,	and	natural	sciences	to	research	as-
sessment,	found	that	some	academics	engage	daily	in	micro-politics	of	
resistance	and	critiques	which	“are located within traditional ‘Science’ 
values stressing autonomy and peer judgment on the one hand or indi-
vidual performance, primacy and competitiveness on the other”	(Linkova	
2014:	85-86).	By	doing	so,	they	rely	on	traditional	scientific	values	and	
stress	autonomy	and	peer	judgment,	even	if,	overall,	researchers	show	
adaptation	to	the	new	types	of	governmentality.

The	last	category	of	articles	we	reviewed	considers	on	the	contrary	
that	academics	mostly	–	and	not	only	 symbolically	–	comply	with	 the	
new	managerial	processes,	and	 that	 resistance,	whenever	 it	happens,	
is	essentially	ideological	or	discursive,	only	a	minority	resisting	actively.	
Those	are	 the	conclusions	 that	Clarke,	Knights	and	Jarvis	 (2012)	have	
reached	on	the	basis	of	their	48	interviews	with	British	business	school	
academics.	 Leathwood	 and	 Read	 (2013),	 as	 well	 as	 Ylijoki	 and	 Ursin	
(2013),	made	similar	conclusions,	 respectively	 in	 regards	 to	 the	British	
and	Finnish	academics	they	interviewed.	A	recent	study	of	the	introduc-
tion	of	performance	appraisals	in	a	regional	Australian	university	show-
ed	little	resistance	either	from	academics’	side,	early	career	academics	
being	 particularly	 compliant	 with	 the	 new	 prescriptions.	 (Kalfa	 et	 al.	
2018).

MARKETISATION

In	 regards	 to	 the	 tendency	 to	 the	marketisation	of	 research,	 it	has	
been	argued,	on	the	basis	of	focused	interviews	with	senior	researchers	
in	three	different	types	of	research	settings	in	Finland	(departments	of	
History	and	Surface	Science	and	Semiconductor	Technology;	Work	Re-
search	Centre),	that	their	engagement	in	“academic	capitalism”	depends	
on	how	close	their	field	is	from	the	market	(Ylijoki	2003).	The	study	shows	
that	researchers	try	to	accommodate	traditional	academic	practices	and	
values	to	more	entrepreneurial	activities,	under	the	pressure	of	working	
increasingly	 on	 short-term	 contracts	 and	 projects.	 Similarly,	 a	 study	
based	on	36	interviews	and	a	survey	of	734	academic	scientists	from	five	
UK	 research	universities	shows	 the	active	agency	of	academics	 in	 the	
shaping	of	the	relationships	between	science	and	business	(Lam	2010).	
Most	 academics	 exploit	 the	 ambiguities	 of	 “boundary	 work”	 between	
academia	and	 industry,	 rather	 than	being	entirely	“traditional”	or	“en-
trepreneurial”.

ATTITUDES TOWARDS EXTRA-ACADEMIC IMPACT

As	far	as	we	know,	there	is	no	dedicated	research	on	the	researchers’	
perception	of	 impact	policies	as	such,	wherever	such	policies	do	exist	
in	an	explicit	form.	In	their	abovementioned	study	of	the	effects	of	the	
managerialism	on	research,	Kehm	and	Leiðytë	 (2010)	showed	that	 the	
prescriptions	to	publish	for	a	broader	public,	combined	to	the	prescrip-
tions	in	favour	of	more	interdisciplinary	research,	have	affected	the	re-
search	topics	on	which	German	medieval	historians	are	working.	Further-
more,	the	findings	of	Smith	(2010)	suggest	that	the	growing	pressure	to	

negotiation	of	evolving	research	policies	by	UK	life	scientists,	Morris	and	
Rip	(2006)	similarly	underlined	that	scientists	develop	more	or	less	proac-
tive	strategies	to	modulate	the	impact	of	changing	research	policies.

Regarding	SSH	disciplines,	Kehm	and	Leiðytë,	on	the	basis	of	inter-
views	with	 researchers	 in	English	medieval	history	units,	also	 showed	
that	they “try to find a balance between their own research agenda and 
the research priorities of the funding bodies [...]. They do so by following 
largely symbolic compliance strategies – maintaining their own research 
lines and at the same time selling their research interests according to the 
priorities of the external research funders”	(Kehm	and	Leiðytë	2010:	80).	
Teelken	 (2011)	analysed	the	 individual	behaviours	of	48	academic	and	
support	staff	members	at	 ten	universities	 in	 the	Netherlands,	Sweden	
and	the	UK,	in	faculties	of	social	sciences	and	economics/business	stu-
dies.	The	research	shows	that	academics	dissociate	themselves	from	the	
managerial	 prescriptions,	 and	 appear	 to	 be	 only	 loosely	 coupled	 from	
their	organisations,	even	 if	beside	symbolic	compliance	and	professio-
nal	pragmatism	(dealing	with	the	managerial	prescriptions	“in a critical 
but serious manner”),	an	attitude	of	“formal instrumentality”	is	also	ob-
served	 (Teelken	 2011:	 278).	 Respondents	 do	 not	 consider	 assessment	
as	such	as	undesirable,	but	are	critical	of	the	increasingly	quantitative	
and	 time-consuming	 performance	 based	 assessment,	 as	 well	 as	 the	
growing	 competition	 for	 research	 funding.	 From	 interviews	 conducted	
with	communication	scholars	in	French	speaking	Belgium,	Vanholsbeeck	
(2012)	similarly	concluded	that	 those	researchers,	 rather	 than	fully	ac-
cepting	or	resisting	to	the	prescriptions	that	support	the	publication	of	
(many)	papers	 in	 international	 journals,	are	 rather	ambivalent	 towards	
the	prescribed	quality	requirements.	Some	of	them	“tinker”	with	these	
prescriptions,	trying	to	publish	according	to	the	(perceived)	prescriptions,	
while	still	allowing	time	for	publishing	according	to	their	very	own	defi-
nition	of	quality.

Focusing	on	the	use	of	bibliometrics	for	evaluation	purposes	in	Dutch	
law	 faculties,	 micro-politics	 of	 indicator	 use	 have	 also	 been	 revealed,	
through	 which	 scholars	 in	 advanced	 administrative	 positions	 try	 to	
proactively	pursue “competing normative and epistemic agendas”	rather	
than	passively	reacting	to	externally-imposed	administrative	procedures	
(Kaltenbrunner	and	de	Rijcke	2016:	284).	Comparably,	Finnish	and	Nor-
wegian	universities	use	the	national	publication	channel-based	quality	
indicator	 for	 assessing	 individual	 academics,	 more	 particularly	 in	 the	
humanities.	As	such,	 the	 indicator	 is	used	as	a	 replacement	 for	publi-
cation	counts,	in	lack	of	alternative	indicators	such	as	the	Impact	Factor	
in	the	SSH	fields	(Pölönen	and	Wahlfors	2016).	Also	in	Finland,	research	
on	SSH	researchers	(N=92)	has	shown	that	the	introduction	of	the	new	
performance	based	funding	model	has	involved	what	the	authors	call	the	
“publication laundering”	(in	Finnish	“julkaisupesu”),	meaning	the	mani-
pulation	of	publication	lists	to	meet	the	standards,	e.g.	peer-review,	of	
measured	performances	(Sivula	et	al.	2015:	153).

Some	authors	even	contend	that	there	are	attitudes	of	real	resistance,	
and	not	only	of	symbolic	compliance,	from	academics	to	managerialism.	
Clegg	maintains	 that	academics	do	 resist	managerialism,	albeit	passi-
vely	and	 individually,	by	creating	spaces	for	 the	exercise	of	“principled 
personal autonomy and agency”	which	allow	them	to	develop	“their own 
ways of practising and a personal sphere of meaning”	in	which	they	can	
practise	with	integrity	(Clegg	2008:	343).	Similarly,	Anderson	finds	that	
the	 resistance	 of	 Australian	 academics	 takes	 many	 forms	 and	 follows	
every	day	and	covert	discursive	strategies,	considering “academics’ ca-
pacity — indeed, their perceived responsibility — to assess, analyse and 
criticize”	as	well	as	deeming	them	as	particularly	“skilled in rebellion and 
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viewees	 perceive	 the	 same	 isomorphic	 evolutions	 of	 higher	 education	
towards	 managerialism	 and	 internationalisation,	 and	 many	 also	 share	
to	 some	 degree	 an	 attitude	 of	 symbolic	 compliance	 with	 the	 related	
prescriptions.

In	regards	to	our	interviewees’	perception	and	attitudes	towards	the	
impact	agenda,	it	is	quite	clear	that	the	impact	agenda	is	not	perceived	
as	having	currently	any	direct	and	significant	incidence	on	their	profes-
sional	life.	The	real	pressure	is	obviously	on	producing	more	papers,	in	
the	English	language,	in	international	journals,	rather	than	on	getting	
more	interactions	with	the	non-academic	world.	In	some	countries	the-
re	 is	even	a	 recent	and	very	 strong	 focus	on	 the	use	of	bibliometrics	
in	SSH	research	assessment	(e.g.	Croatia,	Poland),	although	dedicated	
funding	tools	for	supporting	“impacting”	SSH	research	have	also	been	
put	in	other	places	(Belgium).	Quantitative	performance	based	evaluati-
on	of	research	is	mostly	perceived	as	being	inconsistent	with	any	stron-
ger	engagement	in	impact	related	activities,	which	some	respondents	
associate	with	local	research	(and	publications	in	vernacular	language)	
and	perceive	as	harder	to	properly	quantify	(Lithuania).	In	some	cases	
(like	in	Slovenia),	past	evaluation	processes	involving	general	public	in	
the	evaluation	process	to	higher	extent	may	have	been	associated	with	
more	societally	 impacting	research	policies	than	what	is	currently	the	
case.

However,	some	interviewees	mention	that	it	is	still	possible	to	reward	
–	even	if	slightly	–		impact	in	the	assessment	(like	in	Finland	or	in	Iceland)	
or	that	it	may	even	be	feasible	in	some	cases	to	pursue	a	“parallel	care-
er”	in	academia,	based	on	media	engagement	and	the	conduct	of	more	
operational	research.	“Open	Science”	(OS)	and	“Open	Access”	(OA)	are	
not	considered	as	priorities	(at	all)	and	some	interviewees	even	perceive	
OA	journals	as	being	of	a	lower	quality	and/or	reputation,	or	even	as	fos-
tering	the	prevailing	science	system.	One	Belgian	respondent	underlines	
though	that	institutional	OA	repositories	do	allow	the	dissemination	of	a	
diversity	of	research	outputs	–	beside	scholarly	articles	–	including	those	
who	may	impact	society.

In	one	Belgian	researcher’s	perspective,	impact	should	not	be	consi-
dered	only	in	an	instrumental	perspective,	but	relies	on	the	sociologists’	
duty	to	“engage	in	the	city”	in	a	scientifically	informed	but	also	critical	
way.	An	Icelandic	respondent	considers	that	interacting	with	the	media	
is	an	intrinsic	part	of	his	academic	job.

Finally,	we	would	like	to	emphasise	that	several	researchers	–	in	par-
ticular	those	who	do	not	have	responsibilities	in	administrative	areas	(Cy-
prus)	or	do	not	belong	to	the	new	academic	generation	(Croatia)	–	wish	
that	assessment	takes	better	impact-related	endeavours	into	account.	As	
one	of	our	Croatian	respondents	told	us:	“The	responsibility	of	science	is	
towards	society	and	the	community	as	they	are	funding	us,	and	not	just	
our	personal	scientific	career	or	our	motives.	This	is	part	of	our	social	res-
ponsibility	of	being	scientists.	Often	our	scientific	results	have	no	impact.	
Nevertheless,	 it	 is	 our	 responsibility	 to	 interpret	 social	 processes	 even	
when	we	feel	that	our	notions	have	no	resonance.	It	is	our	responsibility	
to	interpret	social	processes	and	try	to	be	convincing,	even	through	non-
scientific	publications	such	as	policy	documents	or	the	like”3.	

produce	policy	relevant	research	in	health	inequality	is	diminishing	the	
autonomy	 and	 creativity	 of	 sociologists,	 and	 is	 instead	 promoting	 the	
construction	of	institutionalised	and	vehicular	ideas.

Other	studies	focus	on	the	perception	of	scholars	on	science	commu-
nication,	public	engagement	and	valorisation	of	research.	In	their	review	
of	past	studies	and	surveys	on	how	scientists	view	the	public,	the	goals	
of	communication,	the	performance	and	impacts	of	the	media,	as	well	as	
the	role	of	the	public	in	policy	decision-making,	Besley	and	Nisbet	(2013)	
have	argued	that	scientists	consider	the	public	as	generally	uninformed	
about	sciences.	They	are	critical	of	media	coverage	but	believe	that	in-
teractions	with	 journalists	are	 important	for	promoting	science	 literacy	
as	well	as	career	advancement,	policy	makers	being	considered	as	the	
most	 important	external	stakeholders	to	engage	with.	Furthermore,	on	
the	basis	of	parallel	surveys	of	scientists	from	multiple	scientific	socie-
ties,	the	most	consistent	predictors	of	willingness	to	take	part	in	public	
engagement	activities	are	a	belief	that	the	experience	will	be	enjoyable	
and	make	a	difference,	as	well	as	the	time	available	to	engage	(Besley	
et	al.	2018).	Age,	sex,	scientific	field	but	also	the	researcher’s	perception	
of	 the	 public,	 of	 her	 peers	 and	 of	 her	 personal	 engagement	 skills	 are	
inconsistent	predictors.

Finally,	a	survey	conducted	 in	Belgium	on	higher	education	 institu-
tions	of	the	Brussels	Capital	Region	(N=727)	showed	that	one	respon-
dent	on	two	has	experience	in	valorisation	(Dobbels	et	al.	2015).	The	vast	
majority	 of	 respondents	 in	 SSH	 were	 concerned	 by	 social	 valorisation	
rather	 than	economic	valorisation	–	which	 is	 the	main	 focus	of	know-
ledge	transfer	policies	of	the	Brussels	Region	–	contrarily	to	their	peers	
in	the	exact	and	applied	sciences.	A	majority	of	researchers	agreed	that	
researchers	should	contribute	to	valorisation,	although	62%	of	the	res-
pondents	consider	that	academics	should	remain	free	to	valorise	or	not.	
Mentioned	obstacles	are	the	lack	of	time	(85%),	lack	of	skills	or	dedicated	
funding	(64%)	as	well	as	lack	of	reward	(60%).	Valorisation	is	perceived	
like	a	personal	affair,	rather	than	a	professional	opportunity	or	necessity.

3. DISCUSSION OF 
EXPLORATORY RESULTS

We	conducted	16	semi-structured	interviews	with	senior	researchers	
in	sociology,	having	earned	their	PhD	for	at	least	eight	years	and	active	in	
Belgium,	Croatia,	Cyprus,	Finland,	Iceland,	Lithuania,	Poland	and	Slove-
nia.	We	interviewed	them	about	their	perceived	roles	in	the	definition,	the	
dissemination	and	the	implementation	of	the	quality	criteria	and	rationa-
les	that	are	to	be	used	in	evaluation	situations.	In	particular,	we	wanted	
to	know	to	what	extent	 they	consider	 it	 important	 that	 impact	 is	 taken	
into	account	in	the	evaluation	of	SSH	research.	We	had	previously	agreed	
on	a	broad	definition	of	impact,	considering	it	as	the	result	of	all	kinds	of	
“productive	interactions”	(Spaapen	and	Van	Drooge	2011)	through	which	
researchers	engage	with	all	kinds	of	non-academic	publics.

Even	if	we	will	bring	further	nuances	and	developments	to	the	ana-
lysis	 in	 a	 future	 publication,	 it	 is	 already	 possible	 to	 contend	 that	 our	
results	do	not	essentially	contradict	the	most	important	conclusions	from	
the	studies	we	reviewed	above.	In	particular	we	have	found	that	inter-

3	 Interview	conducted	in	Croatian	with	a	female	senior	sociologist,	1/03/2018	[our	translation]
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As	a	consequence	of	 this	 trend	 in	policy	and	 research,	public	 fun-
ding	agencies	are	expected	to	improve	their	support	of	SSH	impact.	In	
Sweden,	 four	 national	 funding	 agencies	 joined	 forces	 with	 a	 national	
NGO	 of	 SSH	 researchers	 in	 the	 design	 of	 a	 set	 of	 digital	 tools	 for	 in-
clusive	funding	of	research	and	innovation	(R&I).	The	process	that	took	
place	2014-2018,	is	in	this	paper	used	as	a	springboard	for	expanding	the	
knowledge	on	how	public	R&I	funding	may	be	designed	in	order	to	en-
hance	SSH	impact.	The	main	research	question	concerns	what	excluding	
and	including	mechanisms	towards	SSH	researchers	that	were	delinea-
ted	in	the	process,	and	how	these	mechanisms	impacted	the	design	of	
digital	tools	for	inclusive	funding.	Previous	studies	on	academic	impact	
support	serve	to	theoretically	contextualise	these	mechanisms	and	tools.	
A	participatory	research	approach,	where	new	knowledge	is	developed	
jointly	by	researchers	and	other	societal	actors,	serves	to	ensure	the	so-
cial	contextualisation	of	the	process	and	results.

Initially,	 the	 theoretical	 framework	 of	 academic	 impact	 support	 is	
presented.	This	is	followed	by	an	outline	of	the	participatory	research	de-
sign.	Subsequently,	the	results	are	presented	in	terms	of	identified	me-
chanisms	of	inclusion	and	exclusion,	and	their	impact	on	the	tool	design.	
Finally,	conclusions	are	drawn	regarding	how	digital	 tools	 for	 inclusive	
funding	may	be	designed	in	a	way	that	enhances	SSH	impact.	

IMPACT SUPPORT
In	 Sweden	 and	 several	 other	 European	 countries,	 public	 support	

services	 for	 knowledge	 transfer,	 innovation	 and	 impact	 are	 offered	 by	
R&I	funding	agencies,	university	innovation	offices,	technology	transfer	
offices,	academic	incubators,	science	parks,	etc.	These	institutions	gene-
rally	provide	financial	and/or	non-financial	support	in	terms	of	grants,	lo-
ans,	investments,	business	counselling,	peer-to-peer	support,	networks,	
testbeds,	training,	 lectures,	etc.	As	most	of	these	support	services	tra-
ditionally	target	researchers	and	 innovators	 in	technology,	engineering	
and	natural	sciences,	needs	within	social	sciences	and	humanities	are	
insufficiently	met	(cf.	Bakhshi	et	al.,	2008;	Brundenius	et	al.,	2016;	Daw-
son	and	Daniel,	2010;	Howaldt	et	al.,	2018;	Lindberg,	2012,	2018;	Lind-
berg	and	Nahnfeldt,	2013;	Lundström	and	Zhou,	2011;	Muhonen	et	al.,	
2018;	Olmos	Peñuela	et	al.,	2014;	Phipps	et	al.,	2012;	TEPSIE,	2012,	2014;	
Wutti	 and	 Hayden,	 2017).	 Studies	 have	 identified	 both	 environmental	
barriers	–	e.g.	lack	of	support	structures	in	terms	of	funding,	counselling,	

ABSTRACT

In	order	to	expand	the	knowledge	on	how	societal	impact	of	social	sci-
ences	and	humanities	(SSH)	can	be	enhanced	through	public	funding	
of	 research	and	 innovation,	a	process	of	designing	digitalised	 tools	

for	inclusive	funding	is	scrutinised,	involving	four	Swedish	funding	agen-
cies	 and	 an	 Non-Governmental	 Organisation	 (NGO)	 of	 SSH	 researchers.	
The	agencies	shared	the	challenge	to	attract	a	broader	range	of	SSH	re-
searchers	to	apply	for	their	funding.	Excluding	and	including	mechanisms	
were	 identified	 in	 the	 interactions,	 texts	and	 images	of	 the	 formulation,	
communication	and	processing	of	calls	 for	 funding.	The	developed	tools	
digitally	guide	the	user	through	queries	regarding	the	present	and	poten-
tial	diversity	of	SSH	representation	among	applicants,	reviewers,	agency	
staff,	etc.	and	regarding	the	formulation	and	communication	of	call	texts,	
assessment	criteria	and	reviewer	instructions.	The	tools	thus	enhance	SSH	
impact	by	making	funding	more	available,	but	fail	to	demonstrate	how	con-
crete	interaction	with	societal	actors	may	enhance	this.

INTRODUCTION
Despite	the	widely	acknowledged	importance	of	social	sciences	and	

humanities	 (SSH)	 for	 understanding	 and	 enhancing	 societal	 develop-
ment,	public	support	structures	for	knowledge	transfer,	innovation	and	
impact	 of	 research	 in	 society	 have	 traditionally	 focused	 natural	 scien-
ces,	engineering	and	technology	(SET)	 (Brundenius	et	al.,	2016;	Olmos	
Peñuela	 et	 al,	 2014;	 Wutti	 and	 Hayden,	 2017).	 This	 is	 part	 of	 a	 more	
encompassing	pattern,	where	also	policy	and	research	on	innovation	and	
growth	have	focused	industrial,	technological	and	commercial	renewal	
rather	than	social	transformation	(cf.	Dawson	and	Daniel,	2010;	Godin,	
2014;	 Lindberg,	 2012,	 2018;	 van	 der	 Have	 and	 Rubalcaba,	 2016).	 The	
importance	 of	 SSH	 research	 for	 innovation	 and	 impact	 is	 however	 in-
creasingly	emphasised	in	EU	policy	strategies	on	“Science	with	and	for	
Society”	 (SwafS),	“Responsible	Research	and	 Innovation”	 (RRI),	“Open	
Science”,	etc.	(European	Union,	2014,	2016,	2017).	This	is	accompanied	
by	a	rapidly	increasing	academic	interest	in	social	innovation,	with	refe-
rence	to	new	figurations	or	combinations	of	social	practices	that	meet	
social	needs,	where	SSH	knowledge	is	esteemed	as	pivotal	(Brandsen	et	
al.,	2016;	Brundenius	et	al.,	2016;	Howaldt	et	al.,	2018;	Moulaert	et	al.,	
2013;	Nicholls	et	al.,	2015).
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networks,	etc.	–	and	actor-related	barriers	–	e.g.	lack	of	capacities	and	
competencies	 –	 for	 realising	 and	 growing	 innovations	 with	 prominent	
social	motives	and	components	 (Brandsen	et	al.,	2016;	Howaldt	et	al.,	
2018;	TEPSIE,	2012,	2014).	This	reflects	the	“reasonably settled consen-
sus within the innovation community that science, engineering and tech-
nology (STEM) research is more ‘useful’ to societies than other types of 
research, notably social sciences and humanities (SSH) research”,	noted	
by	Olmos	Peñuela	et	al.	(2014:384).	The	further	note	that	by	seeking	to	
“increase and concentrate (R&I) funding on areas that bring the greatest, 
narrowly economic return”,	governments	tend	to	regard	SSH	research	as	
“not worthy of investment”	(ibid:385).

SSH	do	however	matter	in	societal	progress,	“because they help us 
understand and address wicked problems (…) about which there is litt-
le agreement on solutions”,	 according	 to	Phipps	et	al.	 (2012:167).	 It	 is	
advocated	that	SSH	provide	insights	into	–	and	innovative	solutions	to	
–	 current	 societal	 challenges	 of	 poverty,	 immigration,	 climate	 change,	
security,	health,	etc.	(Bakhshi	et	al.,	2008;	Lindberg	and	Nahnfeldt,	2013;	
Phipps	 et	 al.,	 2012;	 Wutti	 and	 Hayden,	 2017).	 Traditional	 impact	 indi-
cators	of	patents,	licenses	and	spin-off	companies	are	thus	too	narrow	
for	estimating	SSH	impact	(Lundström	and	Zhou,	2011;	Muhonen	et	al.,	
2018;	Olmos	Peñuela	et	al.,	2014;	Wutti	and	Hayden,	2017).	SSH	have	
a	 well-documented	 tradition	 of	 engagement	 practices	 towards	 users,	
thus	producing	results	that	these	users	value,	but	that	may	be	difficult	
to	measure	 in	 terms	of	macro-economic	 impact	 (Olmos	Peñuela	et	al.,	
2014).	A	study	of	1600	Spanish	researchers	exposes	that	SSH	achieve	its	
impact	not	primarily	by	direct	interaction	with	businesses,	but	by	indirect	
interaction	through	creating	content	for	the	media,	and	by	cooperating	
more	directly	with	government	and	civil	society	organisations	to	improve	
the	quality	of	life	(ibid).	An	Austrian	study	similarly	detects	SSH	impact	in	
terms	of	transmission	of	academic	knowledge	into	professional	practice	
and	 public	 spheres,	 not	 primarily	 seeking	 to	 obtain	 profits,	 but	 rather	
raising	consciousness	(Wutti	and	Hayden,	2017).	Based	on	a	compara-
tive	analysis	of	60	examples	from	16	European	countries,	Muhonen	et	
al.	 (2018)	 proposes	 a	 framework	 for	 estimating	 impact	 that	 considers	
both	 societal	 interaction	 and	 the	 societal	 changes	 it	 enhances.	 These	
examples	highlight	SSH	impact	through	“social	innovation”,	i.e.	the	de-
velopment	 of	 new	 figurations	 or	 combinations	 of	 social	 practices	 that	
meet	social	needs	(Brandsen	et	al.,	2016;	Grimm	et	al.,	2013;	Howaldt	et	
al.,	2018;	Moulaert	et	al.,	2013;	Nicholls	et	al.,	2015;	Phipps	et	al.,	2012).

The	 public	 and	 academic	 interest	 in	 social	 innovation	 has	 rapid-
ly	grown	during	 the	 last	decade,	as	a	way	 to	handle	complex	societal	
challenges	 (Brandsen	 et	 al.,	 2016;	 Grimm	 et	 al.,	 2013;	 Howaldt	 et	 al.,	
2018;	Moulaert	et	al.,	2013;	Nicholls	et	al.,	2015).	This	has	served	to	con-
solidate	social	 innovation	studies	as	a	multi-disciplinary	research	field,	
providing	 insights	 into	the	development	of	new	solutions	for	 improved	
welfare,	wellbeing	and	 relations	among	various	groups	and	communi-
ties,	 especially	 those	 perceived	 as	 economically	 or	 socially	 vulnerable	
(Cajaiba-Santana,	2013;	Dawson	and	Daniel,	2010;	Haxeltine	et	al.,	2017;	
Ionescu,	2015;	Pol	and	Ville,	2009;	van	der	Have	and	Rubalcaba,	2016).	
According	to	several	studies,	social	innovation	is	characterised	by	acti-
ve	involvement	of	those	groups	that	are	to	benefit	from	the	developed	
solutions,	making	individual	and	collective	empowerment	a	crucial	com-
ponent	of	such	processes	(Brandsen	et	al.,	2016;	Howaldt	et	al.,	2018;	
Moulaert	et	al.,	2013;	Nicholls	et	al.,	2015).	These	studies	also	charac-
terise	social	innovation	processes	as	complex	multi-actor	and	multi-level	
endeavours,	where	public,	private	and	civil	sector	actors	on	various	orga-
nisational	and	geographical	level	are	forced	to	interact,	in	order	to	pro-

perly	understand	and	address	complex	social	systems.	Transformation	of	
these	systems	are	dependent	upon	the	interplay	between	structure	and	
agency,	i.e.	established	institutions,	regulations	and	norms,	on	the	one	
hand,	and	individual’s	capacity	to	challenge	or	enforce	these	structures,	
on	the	other	hand	(Haxeltine	et	al.,	2017;	Westley	et	al.,	2017).	The	com-
plex	nature	of	social	innovations	and	the	challenges	they	address,	makes	
SSH	 expertise	 on	 human	 relations,	 social	 progress	 and	 organisational	
development	pivotal	in	such	processes	(Brundenius	et	al.,	2016;	Grimm	
et	al.,	2013;	Lundström	and	Zhou,	2011;	Phipps	et	al.,	2012).	

A	global	mapping	of	over	1000	social	innovations	expose,	however,	
that	researchers	and	other	university	officials	are	involved	only	in	15	per-
cent	of	the	mapped	cases	(Butzin	and	Terstriep,	2018).	In	contrast,	public	
authorities,	civil	society	organisations	and	private	companies	are	more	
frequently	 involved,	amounting	 to	about	40	percent	of	 the	cases.	 This	
contrasts	to	the	prominent	role	of	universities	and	researchers	in	traditi-
onal	innovation	processes,	focusing	technological	and	industrial	innova-
tion.	In	social	innovation,	researchers	tend	to	be	replaced	as	knowledge	
providers	by	users,	beneficiaries	and	consultants,	in	line	with	the	grass-
root	character	of	such	processes	(Butzin	and	Terstriep,	2018;	Domanski	
and	Kaletka,	2018;	Sørensen	and	Torfing,	2015).	As	noted	by	Phipps	et	al.	
(2012:167-168),	“new SSH knowledge that isn’t shared cannot contribute 
to (…) social innovations”,	calling	for	improved	“knowledge mobilization”	
to	maximise	societal	impact	of	SSH,	through	the	use	of	knowledge	bro-
kers	and	social	media.	It	is	predicted	that	universities	will	be	increasingly	
inclined	to	invest	in	knowledge	transfer	services	to	support	SSH	in	the	
co-production	of	societally	useful	knowledge	 (Lindberg	and	Nahnfeldt,	
2013;	Lundström	and	Zhou,	2011;	Phipps	et	al.,	2012).	 Lundström	and	
Zhou	(2011)	note	the	establishment	of	‘social	innovation	parks’	in	various	
parts	of	the	world,	where	SSH	knowledge	either	forms	the	basis	for	or	
enriches	development	of	new	solutions	to	societal	challenges.	Lindberg	
and	Nahnfeldt	(2013)	discern	that	public	support	services	could	enhance	
SSH	 innovation	 through	 improved	 competences	 regarding	 how	 to	 de-
sign,	finance	and	scale	social	solutions,	through	revised	procedures	and	
tools	to	fit	the	needs	and	prerequisites	among	SSH	researchers/innova-
tors,	as	well	as	through	alternative	words	and	images	–	e.g.	by	referring	
to	 “ideas”	 rather	 than	 “innovations”	 and	 images	 of	 people	 instead	 of	
machinery	–	to	illustrate	and	inspire	academic	innovation.	Bakhshi	et	al.	
(2008)	conclude	that	national	funding	agencies	may	enhance	wider	con-
tributions	of	SSH	to	innovation	by	setting	SSH-suitable	standards	for	eva-
luating	good	practices	of	knowledge	transfer,	by	supporting	team-based	
collaboration	 across	 disciplines,	 by	 facilitating	 a	 culture	 of	 knowledge	
transfer	 with	 societal	 actors,	 and	 by	 functioning	 as	 active	 knowledge	
brokers	 through	 face-to-face	 networking,	 personal	 contacts,	 represen-
tation	on	external	boards,	panels	and	steering	groups,	etc.	The	role	of	
national	funding	agencies	as	knowledge	brokers	is	further	scrutinised	by	
de	Jong	et	al.	(2016),	exposing	that	despite	their	efforts	to	apply	impact	
criteria	in	their	funding,	in	line	with	government	policies,	it	remains	un-
clear	to	many	researchers	how	impact	should	be	organised,	presented	
and	assessed.

RESEARCH DESIGN
In	order	to	expand	the	knowledge	on	how	public	R&I	funding	may	be	

designed	in	order	to	enhance	SSH	impact,	the	study	employs	a	partici-
patory	research	approach,	where	new	knowledge	is	developed	jointly	by	
researchers	and	other	 societal	actors	 (Aagaard	Nielsen	and	Svensson,	
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2006;	Reason	and	Bradbury,	2008).	The	researchers	represented	a	Swe-
dish	NGO	of	SSH	researchers	 (Humsamverkan)	 that	 joined	 forces	with	
representatives	from	four	national	R&I	funding	agencies	(Formas	–	The	
Swedish	 Research	 Council	 for	 Sustainable	 Development,	 Forte	 –	 The	
Swedish	Research	Council	 for	Health,	Working	 life	and	Welfare,	Ener-
gimyndigheten	 –	 The	 Swedish	 Energy	 Agency,	 VINNOVA	 –	 Sweden’s	
Innovation	Agency)	–	in	a	process	of	designing	digital	tools	for	inclusive	
funding	of	research	and	innovation.	Two	researchers	from	Humsamver-
kan	facilitated	the	process,	while	the	agency	representatives	contributed	
with	 their	practical	experiences.	During	2014-2018,	 they	 incrementally	
delineated	 excluding	 and	 including	 mechanisms	 towards	 SSH	 resear-
chers	in	their	processes	of	formulating,	communicating	and	processing	
calls	 for	 funding.	 This	 took	place	at	 regular	workshops,	 alternately	ar-
ranged	individually	with	each	agency	and	collectively	with	all	agencies.	
Based	on	the	acquired	insights,	tools	were	piecewise	collectively	desi-
gned	during	continued,	 joint	workshops.	The	 tools	were	publicly	 laun-
ched	 in	 the	spring	of	2018,	 freely	available	at	www.humsamverkan.se	
(in	Swedish	only).

In	order	to	simultaneously	expand	the	academic	knowledge	on	how	
public	R&I	funding	may	be	designed	to	enhance	SSH	impact,	the	partici-
pating	researchers	and	agency	representatives	decided	to	scientifically	
analyse	the	process	and	results,	 in	line	with	the	participatory	research	
approach	 of	 joint	 knowledge	 development	 (cf.	 Aagaard	 Nielsen	 and	
Svensson,	2006;	Reason	and	Bradbury,	2008).	The	results	of	that	analysis	
form	the	basis	for	this	paper	that	is	co-authored	by	the	main	participants.	
The	participatory	procedure	helps	attaining	‘socially	robust	knowledge’,	
as	the	results	are	validated	through	continuous	dialogue	between	those	
who	possess	practical	experiences	and	academic	knowledge	in	the	stu-
died	area	(Nowotny	et	al.,	2001).	The	data	informing	the	study	consists	
of	meeting	minutes,	tool	drafts	and	the	finalised	tools,	collected	at	the	
workshops	during	2014-2018.	The	collected	data	was	then	analysed	in	
the	 light	of	 the	 theoretical	 framework	of	academic	 impact	 support,	as	
part	of	the	joint	writing	process.	As	part	of	this,	a	thematic	analysis	was	
performed	in	order	to	distinguish	excluding	and	including	mechanisms	
towards	SSH	researchers	(cf.	Guest	et	al.,	2012).

RESULTS
Motivated	by	the	rising	interest	in	European	policy	and	research	for	

SSH	 impact	and	 innovation,	 the	 four	national	 funding	agencies	 joined	
forces	 with	 the	 national	 NGO	 of	 SSH	 researchers	 in	 2014,	 in	 order	 to	
delineate	excluding	and	including	mechanisms	towards	SSH	researchers	
in	their	calls	for	funding,	as	a	basis	for	designing	digital	tools	for	inclu-
sive	R&I	funding,	which	were	launched	in	2018	(available	in	Swedish	at	
www.humsamverkan.se).	The	agencies	shared	the	ambition	to	promote	
societal	progress	through	their	funding,	as	well	as	the	challenge	to	at-
tract	a	broader	range	of	SSH	researchers	to	apply	for	their	 funding.	 In	
order	to	improve	their	understanding	of	obstacles	and	opportunities	for	
inclusive	funding,	they	started	off	by	identifying	excluding	and	including	
mechanisms	towards	SSH	researchers	in	their	processes	of	formulating,	
communicating	and	processing	calls	for	funding.	Firstly,	they	delineated	
their	call	processes,	identifying	each	phase	from	initial	initiative	till	final	
funding	decisions.	Even	if	each	agency	had	their	own,	specific	routes	for	
initiating	and	managing	calls,	common	phases	included	identification	of	
relevant	areas	or	challenges	to	address	in	the	call,	formation	of	a	staff	
team	 to	 manage	 the	 call,	 formulation	 of	 the	 call	 text,	 communicating	

of	the	call	to	target	groups,	reviewing	applications	and	communicating	
decisions.

In	each	of	the	delineated	phases,	crucial	interactions	between	staff,	
target	groups,	 intermediaries	and	other	 stakeholders	were	pinpointed.	
Key	 texts	and	 images	were	also	 identified,	 including	 instructions	 from	
government	and	top	management,	call	texts,	websites,	other	marketing	
material,	evaluation	instructions,	decision	letters,	etc.	The	delineated	in-
teractions,	texts	and	images	were	then	scrutinised	with	regard	to	their	
potentially	excluding	or	 including	effects	on	SSH	 researchers	 from	va-
rious	 disciplines.	 In	 the	 interactions,	 such	 mechanisms	 were	 primarily	
identified	in	the	composition	of	the	staff	team,	the	contact	networks	with	
intermediaries	 for	 communicating	 the	 call,	 the	 presentation	 forms	 for	
communicating	the	call,	as	well	as	the	composition	of	–	and	instructions	
to	–	review	committees.	Excluding	or	including	effects	were	perceived	to	
be	dependent	on	the	representation	and	application	of	a	variety	of	com-
petence	areas	in	these	interactions,	including	a	variety	of	SSH-specific	
ones.	 In	 the	 texts,	similar	mechanisms	were	 identified	primarily	 in	 the	
description	of	the	addressed	areas	or	challenges,	in	the	demanded	com-
petence	profile,	 in	 the	assessment	criteria,	as	well	as	 in	 the	headings	
and	 structure	of	power	point	presentations.	Excluding	or	 including	ef-
fects	were	perceived	to	be	dependent	on	the	choice	and	ordering	of	spe-
cific	terms	and	criteria,	intentionally	or	unintentionally	linked	to	specific	
research	disciplines	or	ideological/political	norms.	Such	links	could	eit-
her	be	explicit	or	implicit,	concrete	or	abstract,	specific	or	generic.	Both	
explicitly	and	implicitly	stated	disciplines	–	named	directly	or	implicated	
through	discipline-specific	terminology	–	might	give	the	impression	that	
only	researchers	in	these	disciplines	are	the	target	group	for	the	call.	The	
order	in	which	certain	areas	or	criteria	are	presented	might	also	affect	
who	is	appealed	by	the	call,	where	areas/criteria	that	are	presented	first	
often	are	perceived	as	 the	most	 important.	 If	 the	most	 limiting	areas/
criteria	are	presented	first,	a	narrower	range	of	applicants	will	probably	
be	appealed,	 than	 if	 it	 is	presented	 last.	 In	 the	 images,	excluding	and	
including	mechanisms	were	identified	primarily	in	the	illustrations	in	call	
texts,	websites	and	power	point	presentations.	The	effects	were	percei-
ved	to	be	dependent	on	the	representation	of	a	variety	of	researchers,	
disciplines,	areas,	etc.,	in	a	variety	of	formats	and	settings.

The	delineation	of	 these	excluding	and	 including	mechanisms	was	
used	as	a	springboard	for	designing	a	set	of	digital	tools	for	inclusive	R&I	
funding.	The	ambition	was	that	the	tools	would	be	useful	both	for	the	
participating	agencies,	as	well	as	other	funding	agencies	in	Sweden,	in	
the	strive	for	improved	societal	impact	through	broadened	representation	
of	researchers	and	disciplines.	Besides	improved	SSH	representation,	the	
tools	might	serve	to	enhance	applications	from	other	under-represented	
groups	as	well,	in	regard	to	gender,	origin,	age,	etc.	The	designed	tools	
encompass	three	main	entry	points:	1)	What	do	we	miss	out?,	2)	What	
are	the	reasons?,	3)	What	can	we	do?.	When	entering	any	of	these,	the	
user	is	guided	through	a	set	of	awareness-raising	and	practice-oriented	
queries.	Three	to	four	main	queries	accompany	each	point,	further	speci-
fied	in	a	number	of	sub-queries.	The	user	is	encouraged	to	use	a	previous	
or	potential	call	for	funding	as	a	basis,	when	responding	to	the	queries.	
The	first	entry	point	–	What	do	we	miss	out?	–	is	followed	by	three	main	
queries:	1)	Who	has	applied	and	been	granted	funding	–	and	who	has	
not?,	2)	What	kind	of	applicants	and	granted	applications	would	have	
been	desirable,	3)	How	can	the	insights	into	what	applicants	have	been	
missed	 out	 be	 improved?.	 Examples	 of	 sub-queries	 are:	 How	 well	 are	
various	disciplines	represented	among	applicants	and	granted	applica-
tions?,	 Are	 the	 approval-rates	 the	 same	 for	 various	 disciplines?,	 What	
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disciplines	ought	to	be	represented	in	order	to	properly	understand	the	
addressed	area?.	To	enhance	the	reflections,	a	 list	of	all	existing	SSH-
disciplines	is	provided.

The	 second	 entry	 point	 –	 What	 are	 the	 reasons?	 –	 is	 followed	 by	
four	main	queries:	1)	How	is	the	call	text	formulated?,	2)	What	criteria	
are	applied	in	the	call?,	3)	How	is	the	call	communicated?,	4)	How	are	
the	applications	reviewed?.	Examples	of	sub-queries	are:	To	what	extent	
is	a	broad	variety	of	disciplines	represented	among	staff,	reviewers,	ap-
plicants,	intermediaries	and	other	stakeholders?,	What	explicit,	implicit	
or	absent	disciplines	are	distinguishable	in	the	texts	and	images	of	the	
call,	and	to	what	extent	do	these	reflect	a	broad	variety	of	disciplines?,	
To	what	extent	do	existing	criteria	qualify	or	disqualify	applicants	from	
a	broad	variety	of	disciplines?,	Do	the	established	communication	chan-
nels	reach	a	wide	variety	of	researchers?.	The	third	entry	point	–	What	
can	we	do?	–	 is	 followed	by	 three	main	queries:	1)	Do	we	need	more	
knowledge?,	2)	Do	we	need	 to	change	our	 routines	and	 frameworks?,	
3)	Do	we	need	to	develop	internal	routines	and	support	functions?.	Ex-
amples	of	sub-queries	are:	What	new	knowledge	is	needed	in	order	to	
understand	and	counteract	the	excluding	mechanisms	identified	in	the	
first	and	second	entry	point?,	What	new	instructions,	courses,	forms	or	
other	routines	and	support	functions	can	be	established	in	order	to	attain	
a	greater	variety	of	applicants	and	granted	applications?,	Who	possesses	
the	organisational	power	to	alter	comprehensive	frameworks	or	regula-
tions?.

The	entry	points	are	complemented	by	three	fictional	case-examples,	
of	which	one	is	presented	below.

A CALL THAT DOES NOT REACH ITS INTENDED 
TARGET GROUPS

A	call	 for	 funding	of	 research	about	sustainable	 transport	 sys-
tems	intends	to	engender	new	knowledge	on	how	traffic	volu-
mes	 may	 be	 reduced	 by	 infrastructural	 planning.	 The	 agency	
esteem	that	comprehensive	studies	are	needed,	spanning	from	
how	 actors	 communicate	 during	 planning	 processes	 to	 how	
norms	and	discourses	affect	their	decisions.	The	agency	there-
fore	wants	to	attract	a	variety	of	applicants	to	the	call,	not	least	
from	social	sciences	and	humanities.
The	call	 is	however	formulated	in	a	way	that	assumes	that	the	
reader	already	possesses	expertise	in	the	transport	area.	It	con-
tains,	 for	 example,	 several	 expressions	 that	 are	 specific	 to	 the	
area.	The	text	thus	signals	that	the	call	is	directed	to	a	specific,	
narrow	 group	 of	 transport	 experts.	 When	 communicating	 the	
call	through	newsletters	and	information	meetings,	the	agency	
makes	no	attempt	to	explain	the	area-specific	expressions	to	a	
wider	audience.
As	a	result,	 the	financier	does	not	attain	the	aspired	variety	of	
applicants.	The	few	applications	received	only	come	from	resear-
chers	who	are	already	accustomed	to	applying	for	funding	from	
transport-specific	calls.

CONCLUSIONS

The	joint	design	of	digital	tools	for	inclusive	R&I	funding,	as	depicted	
in	the	preceding	section,	serves	to	expand	the	knowledge	on	how	such	
efforts	may	enhance	SSH	impact.	Similar	to	the	argumentation	in	previ-
ous	studies	on	academic	impact	support,	the	process	was	motivated	by	
the	acknowledged	ability	of	SSH	to	provide	insights	into	and	innovative	
solutions	to	complex	societal	challenges	(cf.	Bakhshi	et	al.,	2008;	Brun-
denius	et	al.,	2016;	Grimm	et	al.,	2013;	Lindberg	and	Nahnfeldt,	2013;	
Lundström	and	Zhou,	2011;	Phipps	et	al.,	2012;	Wutti	and	Hayden,	2017).	
In	line	with	previously	identified	barriers	to	SSH	impact	and	innovation,	
the	participating	 funding	agencies	and	SSH	researchers	perceived	 the	
narrow	range	of	SSH	disciplines	represented	among	applicants	as	ham-
pering	to	such	ambitions	(cf.	Brandsen	et	al.,	2016;	Howaldt	et	al.,	2018;	
TEPSIE,	 2012,	 2014).	 The	 joint	 ambition	 was	 to	 address	 both	 environ-
mental	barriers	in	terms	of	granted	funding	and	actor-related	barriers	in	
terms	of	improved	capacities	and	competencies	to	provide	such	funding	
(cf.	ibid).	The	process	thus	acknowledged	that	transformation	of	complex	
social	 systems	 requires	 an	 interplay	 between	 established	 institutions,	
regulations	 and	 norms,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 and	 individuals’	 capacity	 to	
challenge	and	change	such	structures,	as	concluded	in	previous	studies	
(cf.	Haxeltine	et	al.,	2017;	Westley	et	al.,	2017).

The	 first	 research	 question,	 regarding	 what	 excluding	 and	 inclu-
ding	mechanisms	towards	SSH	researchers	that	are	delineated	 in	the	
process,	exposes	that	such	mechanisms	are	at	play	through	all	phases	
of	the	call	processes,	including	identification	of	areas	to	address,	staff	
team	formation,	call	text	formulation,	target	group	communication,	ap-
plication	 review	 and	 decision	 communication.	 The	 interactions,	 texts	
and	images	in	each	phase	are	delineated	as	especially	relevant.	In	the	
light	of	SET-related	norms	of	economic	and	commercial	impact,	pinpoin-
ted	in	previous	studies	on	academic	impact	support,	the	delineated	me-
chanisms	 mainly	 concern:	 1)	 the	 variety	 of	 SSH-related	 competences	
represented	among	the	agency	staff	and	review	committees,	2)	the	pre-
sence	of	SSH-tailored	area	descriptions,	terms	and	assessment	criteria,	
in	 call	 texts,	 website	 information,	 power	 point	 presentations,	 review-
er	 instructions,	 etc.	 (cf.	Bakhshi	et	al.,	 2008;	Brundenius	et	al.,	 2016;	
Dawson	and	Daniel,	2010;	Howaldt	et	al.,	2018;	Lindberg,	2012,	2018;	
Lindberg	and	Nahnfeldt,	2013;	Lundström	and	Zhou,	2011;	Muhonen	et	
al.,	2018;	Olmos	Peñuela	et	al.,	2014;	Phipps	et	al.,	2012;	TEPSIE,	2012,	
2014;	Wutti	and	Hayden,	2017).	The	 identified	excluding	mechanisms	
enforce	–	just	as	the	including	mechanisms	challenge	–	the	perception	
of	SET	being	more	useful	and	investment-worthy	for	the	society	(cf.	Ol-
mos	Peñuela	et	al.,	2014).

The	second	research	question,	regarding	how	the	identified	mecha-
nisms	impacted	the	design	of	digital	tools	for	inclusive	funding,	exposes	
that	three	main	entry	points	–	regarding	what	is	missed	out,	why	this	is	
missed,	and	what	can	be	changed	–	were	perceived	as	the	most	crucial.	
By	guiding	the	user	through	queries	regarding	the	present	and	potential	
diversity	of	SSH	representation	among	applicants,	granted	applications,	
reviewers,	intermediaries,	contact	networks	and	agency	staff,	a	pathway	
to	 more	 inclusive	 funding	 is	 established.	 The	 path	 is	 further	 clarified	
by	queries	 regarding	 the	 formulation	and	communication	of	call	 texts,	
assessment	criteria	and	reviewer	instructions,	as	well	as	organisational	
routines	and	support	for	enhanced	SSH	impact.	The	tool	design	thus	con-
cords	with	conclusions	 in	previous	studies,	 regarding	 the	crucial	 func-
tion	of	public	 funding	agencies	as	knowledge	brokers,	by	encouraging	
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societal	 knowledge	 transfer	 in	general,	 and	 tailored	 tools	and	criteria,	
widened	 communication	 paths,	 alternative	 words	 and	 images,	 etc.	 in	
particular	 (cf.	Bakhshi	et	al.,	2008;	de	Jong	et	al.,	2016;	Lindberg	and	
Nahnfeldt,	2013).	

By	underlining	 the	need	 for	simultaneous	changes	of	practical	call	
design	and	strategic	organisational	frameworks,	the	developed	tools	re-
flect	 the	 crucial	 interplay	 between	 established	 procedures/norms	 and	
individual/collective	empowerment	(cf.	Haxeltine	et	al.,	2017;	Westley	et	
al.,	2017).	When	attempting	to	make	the	funding	more	inclusive	towards	
underrepresented	groups,	 conflicts	may	arise	 in	 relation	both	 to	other	
missions	and	tasks	of	the	agencies,	and	to	conservative	attitudes	among	
agency	managers,	 staff	and	other	stakeholders.	A	similarly	hampering	
factor	is	that	neither	the	identified	mechanisms	nor	the	designed	tools	
consider	how	SSH	impact	may	be	enhanced	through	concrete	 interac-
tion	 with	 users	 and	 other	 stakeholders	 from	 various	 societal	 sectors,	
highlighted	as	pivotal	in	previous	studies	(cf.	Brandsen	et	al.,	2016;	How-
aldt	et	al.,	2018;	de	Jong	et	al.,	2016;	Moulaert	et	al.,	2013;	Muhonen	
et	al.,	2018;	Nicholls	et	al.,	2015;	Olmos	Peñuela	et	al.,	2014;	Wutti	and	
Hayden,	 2017).	 As	 social	 innovation	 studies	 underline	 the	 importance	
of	active	involvement	of	users	and	stakeholders	in	order	to	enable	both	
individual	and	collective	empowerment,	 the	 intended	enhancement	of	
SSH	impact	may	have	been	hampered	(cf.	Brandsen	et	al.,	2016;	Howaldt	
et	al.,	2018;	Moulaert	et	al.,	2013;	Nicholls	et	al.,	2015).	This	is	especially	
concerning,	as	researchers	tend	to	be	replaced	as	knowledge	providers	
by	users,	beneficiaries	and	consultants	 in	 social	 innovation	processes,	
thus	missing	out	on	valuable	SSH	expertise	on	human	relations,	social	
progress	 and	 organisational	 development	 (cf.	 Brundenius	 et	 al.,	 2016;	
Butzin	and	Terstriep,	2018;	Domanski	and	Kaletka,	2018;	Grimm	et	al.,	
2013;	Lundström	and	Zhou,	2011;	Phipps	et	al.,	2012;	Sørensen	and	Tor-
fing,	2015).
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BACKGROUND: SOCIAL 
IMPACT OF SCIENCE THROUGH 
PRODUCTIVE INTERACTIONS

Academic	 research	 evaluation	 has	 seen	 important	 changes	 in	 the	
2000s	 mainly	 related	 to	 changes	 in	 the	 societal	 role	 of	 university	 and	
the	 transformation	 of	 university	 governance	 towards	 increased	 social	
responsibility	 and	 accountability.	 The	 traditional	 research	 assessment	
was	based	on	peer	review	and,	subsequently,	the	number	of	scientific	
publications.	In	the	1990s,	the	demand	for	measuring	economic	returns	
from	research	funding	increased	and	was	closely	associated	with	advan-
cement	of	commercialisation	of	university	research	results.	In	the	2000s,	
various	EU	countries	started	to	develop	frameworks	for	analysing	wider	
societal	 impacts	 of	 academic	 research,	 a	 task	 that	 was	 related	 to	 the	
introduction	of	 the	 third	mission	of	universities.	Thus,	 the	 focus	 in	 the	
impact	assessment	shifted	to	the	development	of	quantitative	indicators	
through	which	the	societal	impact	could	be	measured	and	used	in	allo-
cating	funds	for	research	(Kearnes	and	Wienroth	2011).

Another	development	in	impact	assessment	has	been	the	shift	from	
linear	 to	 interactive	 models	 of	 science’s	 social	 impact.	 The	 fact	 that	
science	has	become	“contextualised”	and	knowledge	“socially	 robust”	
(Nowotny	et	al.	2001)	has	had	implications	for	research	policy	with	the	
end	result	of	 that	being	the	replacement	of	 linear	processes	of	under-
standing	the	social	impact	with	interactive	approaches.	Thus,	instead	of	
seeing	science	as	the	fountain	of	new	knowledge,	which	would	unprob-
lematically	flow	from	universities	to	society,	interactive	models,	such	as	
productive	 interactions	 (Spaapen	and	van	Drooge	2011),	acknowledge	
that	 societal	 actors	 other	 than	 scientists	 are	 increasingly	 important	 in	
creating	science’s	societal	impact.

INTRODUCTION

In	the	recent	years,	the	University	of	Oulu	has	taken	an	active	role	in	
supporting	its	research	in	social	sciences	and	humanities	(SSH).	The	
support	has	manifested	itself	in	the	introduction	of	new	structures	

such	as	the	“Eudaimonia	Institute”1	,	established	in	the	early	2010s	to	
promote	and	coordinate	multi-	and	cross-disciplinary	research	in	human	
sciences.	 “Eudaimonia”	 constitutes	a	 community	 in	which	 researchers	
are	provided	a	collegial	and	supportive	environment	for	carrying	out	re-
search.	 It	 also	 serves	as	a	platform	 in	 the	new	service	 concept	 called	
“Rapid	 Research	 Radicals”	 (3R),	 which	 aims	 to	 develop	 collaborative	
excellence	 and	 new	 openings	 in	 research.	 Connected	 to	 this,	 “Tellus	
Innovation	Arena”2	offers	methods	and	facilitation	expertise	to	support	
various	 forms	of	collaboration.	 In	addition	 to	 this,	 “Oulu	Think	Tank	of	
Science	and	Society”3	,	which	operates	under	the	auspices	of	the	“Eudai-
monia	 Institute”,	was	established	 to	 facilitate	 the	 interaction	between	
scientists	in	SSH	and	the	broader	society.	The	“Oulu	Think	Tank”	aims	to	
produce	 policy-relevant	 research	 of	 internationally	 high	 standard,	 and	
to	offer	its	expertise	to	different	parties,	such	as	companies	and	science	
policy	makers.	The	SSH	community	has	also	been	successfully	included	
in	the	development	of	the	university’s	strategy4		and	profiling	measures.	

JUHA	TUUNAINEN	,	RAULI	SVENTO	,	PENTTI	HADDINGTON,	KIRSI	OJUTKANGAS	AND	SIRPA	AALTO
DOI:	10.22163/fteval.2019.373

THE	OULU	WAY	OF	STRENGTHENING	
SOCIAL	IMPACT	OF	SSH	SCIENCES:	
FROM	LINEAR	MODELS	OF	IMPACT	TO	
PRODUCTIVE	INTERACTIONS	AND	BEYOND

1	 http://www.oulu.fi/eudaimonia/
2	 http://www.oulu.fi/tellusarena
3	 http://www.oulu.fi/thinktank
4	 http://www.oulu.fi/university/focusarea/understanding-humans-in-change
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was	lacking	research-based	evidence.	To	fill	 this	gap,	SRC	funds	high-
quality	research	with	actual	societal	impact	with	an	annual	budget	of	
around	55	million	euros.	 It	encourages	 researchers	 to	 find	concrete	
solutions	 to	 so-called	 grand	 challenges.	 Solving	 grand	 challenges	 re-
quires	multidisciplinary	approaches	and	active	interaction	among	a	very	
heterogeneous	set	of	societal	actors.	Thus,	an	important	element	of	SRC	
projects	 is	 active	 interaction	 between	 those	 who	 produce	 new	 know-
ledge	and	those	who	use	and	further	elaborate	it.

“BCDC	Energy”,	the	case	example	we	chose	to	analyse	in	this	paper,	
is	a	 large,	multidisciplinary	and	multiorganisational	consortium	chosen	
in	the	first	call	of	the	SRC	research	funds	in	2015.	The	consortium	is	led	
by	Oulu	Business	School,	the	University	of	Oulu,	and	the	other	partners	
are:	the	Centre	for	Wireless	Communications	and	Department	of	Infor-
mation	and	Communication	Studies	at	the	University	of	Oulu,	the	Finnish	
Environment	Institute	(SYKE),	the	VATT	Institute	for	Economic	Research,	
the	Department	of	Computer	Science	at	University	of	Helsinki	and	the	
Finnish	Meteorological	 Institute	 (FMI).	The	aim	of	 the	consortium	is	 to	
develop	new	types	of	services	to	integrate	renewable	resources	into	the	
smart	grids	in	cost	efficient	ways.

EPISTEMOLOGICAL DIMENSIONS OF ACHIEVING 
IMPACT IN “BCDC ENERGY”

The	epistemological	dimension	of	productive	interactions	addresses	
what	new	 research	 results	and	understanding	of	 relevant	phenomena	
have	contributed	to	the	solving	of	technological	and	societal	problems.	
The	basic	 research	question	of	 “BCDC	Energy”	 relates	 to	 the	 intermit-
tency	problem	created	 to	 the	energy	 system	 through	 increasing	share	
of	 renewable	 energy	 sources.	 Wind	 and	 solar	 energy	 production	 can-
not	be	dispatched	in	similar	ways	than	traditional	power	technologies.	
This	creates	new	types	of	uncertainties	into	the	system.	“BCDC	Energy”	
search	solutions	from	different	types	of	flexibilities	both	 in	supply	side	
and	demand	side	of	the	system.	In	supply	side,	the	role	of	hydro	power	
in	compensating	intermittency	generated	by	renewables	has	been	stu-
died.	It	has	been	shown	how	hydro	power	has	positive	potential	in	hydro	
dominated	markets	like	the	Nordic	electricity	market	“NordPool”	(Huuki	
et	al.	2017).	From	the	demand	side,	consumer	flexibility	has	been	studied	
by	analysing	the	role	of	real	time	pricing	(Huuki	et	al.	2017).	It	has	been	
shown	that	real	time	pricing	can	play	a	role	in	solving	the	intermittency	
problem	but	there	are	also	constraints	related	to	its	efficiency	(Kuhnlenz	
et	al.	2018).	Consumer	attitudes	have	been	analysed	through	large	sur-
veys	using	the	choice	experiment	method.	 It	 turns	out	that	consumers	
are	willing	to	adapt	new	technologies	and	contracts	if	they	get	accepta-
ble	compensations	from	the	disutility	that	are	created	to	them	(Ruokamo	
et	al.	2018,	Krishnamurty	et	al.	2018).

The	 research	 community	 of	 “BCDC	 Energy”	 quite	 early	 recognised	
that	without	multidisciplinary	knowledge	the	project	could	easily	have	
focused	into	narrowly	defined	dimensional	features	of	the	ongoing	ener-
gy	 market	 disruption.	 Furthermore,	 the	 project’s	 understanding	 of	 the	
need	to	take	all	market	contexts	 into	consideration	became	obvious	 in	
the	workshops	organised.	The	project	is	thus	confident	that	the	broade-
ning	of	its	view	and	research	agenda	has	helped	the	researchers	to	com-
municate	their	scientific	findings	with	and	serve	the	needs	of	the	energy	
market	stakeholders.	“The	Finnish	Transmission	System	Operator”	(TSO)	
Fingrid	published	a	working	paper	and	a	related	report	entitled	“Electri-
city market needs fixing – What can we do?”	in	May	2016.	Together	with	

A	common	feature	of	the	interactive	approaches	is	their	emphasis	on	
situated	and	negotiated	character	of	science	within	local	social	contexts	
(Haywood	and	Besley	2014)	occupied	by	heterogeneous	groups	of	stake-
holders	with	specific	interests	of	their	own	(Michael	2009).	The	question	
is	thus	no	more	about	the	unilinear	transfer	of	knowledge	to	society,	but	
about	various	ways	in	which	societal	actors	are	engaged	in	knowledge	
creation	 and	 application	 (Spaapen	 and	 van	 Drooge	 2011).	 Interactive	
models	therefore	involve	a	more	equal	and	collaborative	communication	
between	academics	and	societal	actors,	and	increased	levels	of	negoti-
ation	across	the	blurred	border	between	science	and	society	(Haywood	
and	Besley	2014).	By	so	doing,	they	also	help	us	to	appreciate	how	so-
cietal	stakeholders	attribute	value	to	scientific	findings	and	make	use	of	
these	as	a	part	of	their	own	activities.

Among	 the	 most	 popular	 interactive	 concepts	 of	 science’s	 social	
impact	is	that	of	productive	interactions.	The	concept	was	designed	to	
circumvent	the	problems	of	attribution,	temporality	and	causality	in	im-
pact	assessment	by	looking	at	interactive	processes	by	means	of	which	
impacts	are	created	in	practice	by	heterogeneous	sets	of	social	actors.	
The	concept	seeks	thus	to	address	the	iterative	production	of	new	un-
derstanding	and	mutual	learning	at	the	interface	of	science	and	society.	
According	to	Spaapen	and	van	Drooge	(2011:	212),	productive	interac-
tions	can	be	defined	as	“exchanges between researchers and stakehol-
ders in which knowledge is produced and valued that is both scientifically 
robust and socially relevant”.	In	addition,	Spaapen	and	van	Drooge	(2011:	
212)	elaborated	that	the	interaction	is	productive	if	“it leads to efforts by 
stakeholders to somehow use or apply research results”.	Productive	inter-
actions	are	thus	preconditions	of	achieving	societal	impacts	of	science	
or	“intermediate indications of de facto social impact”	(Spaapen	and	van	
Drooge	2011:	216).

In	our	view,	productive	interactions	are	among	the	most	fruitful	sug-
gestions	for	understanding	the	social	impact	of	science	but	have	limited	
value	in	providing	differentiated	understanding	about	the	various	modes	
of	interaction	that	take	place	during	such	mutual	involvement.	What	is	
needed	is	a	more	tangible	framework	with	the	help	of	which	one	could	
differentiate	between	various	kinds	of	productive	interactions	and	arti-
culate	the	role	new	scientific	understanding	has	in	solving	societal	pro-
blems.	For	such	a	framework,	we	will	use	a	distinction	made	between	
three	 dimensions	 of	 societal	 impact	 of	 science,	 1)	 epistemological,	 2)	
artefactual	and	3)	interactional-institutional	foundations	of	impact	(Mi-
ettinen	 et	 al.	 2015).	 Further,	 we	 will	 illustrate	 how	 such	 an	 approach	
could	be	used	to	analyse	energy	research	led	by	scholars	working	in	Oulu	
Business	School,	the	University	of	Oulu,	Finland.	We	do	so	to	stimulate	
self-reflection	of	research	communities	and	to	help	them	articulate	the	
societal	impact	of	their	research	whenever	it	is	needed.

BRIGHT CLOUDS - DARK CLOUDS 
(BCDC) ENERGY CONSORTIUM 
AS A CASE EXAMPLE

The	 research	 consortium	 we analyse,	 “BCDC	 Energy”,	 was	 funded	
by	 the	newly	established	Strategic	Research	Council	of	 Finland	 (SRC),	
which	is	set	to	encourage	and	enable	the	discourse	between	scientific	
research	and	society.	The	major	innovation	political	rationale	to	precede	
the	creation	of	SRC	was	the	recognition	of	how	societal	decision-making	
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in	 the	 interface	 between	 science	 and	 energy	 markets.	 Therefore,	 the	
companies	 familiar	with	 the	market	 situation	 in	 the	energy	 sector	 are	
vital	partners	in	developing	the	service	platform	the	project	aims	to	build.	
Consequently,	the	project’s	Advisory	Board	(AB),	which	involves	impor-
tant	societal	stakeholders,	was	formed	at	the	beginning	of	research.	The	
aim	 was	 to	 use	 co-creation	 methods	 to	 develop	 the	 services	 with	 the	
key	players	of	 the	energy	markets,	and	 to	 share	knowledge	of	 the	 re-
cent	 research	 with	 them.	 Interactive	 events	 and	 workshops	 organised	
by	“BCDC	Energy”	with	the	AB	have	been	the	means	to	develop	models	
for	new	types	of	service	platforms.	These	means	allow	multidisciplinary,	
multi-organisational	 and	 multi-professional	 collaboration.	 Face-to-face	
interactions	in	the	workshops	enable	finding	alternative	solutions	to	chi-
cken-and-egg	problems	typical	to	two-sided	platforms.	 In	addition,	the	
members	of	the	AB	have	their	own	online	forum,	which	has	been	used	
to	share,	store,	produce	and	manage	information	related	to	the	project.

External	interaction	and	communication	in	BCDC	is	designed	and	im-
plemented	in	collaboration	with	the	communications’	units	of	the	partner	
universities,	other	organisations	and	partners	involved	in	the	work	of	the	
BCDC	consortium.	The	project	has	managed	to	utilise	the	resources	lying	
in	the	multiorganisational	structure	of	the	consortium	and	developed	a	
fruitful,	reciprocal	collaboration	network	with	the	communication	units	
involved.	 With	 the	 communication	 specialists	 of	 different	 disciplines,	
a	stronger	and	wider	competence	has	been	 in	 the	BCDC	community’s	
reach.	This	interaction	network	supports	managing	interdisciplinary	and	
transepistemic	issues.	The	perceptions	of	the	researchers	and	communi-
cation	professionals	on	projects’	science	communication	are	also	being	
investigated	in	a	separate	work	package.

The	“BCDC	Energy”	communication	network	functions	as	a	meeting	
point	 for	 highly	 esteemed	 professionals	 and	 colleagues.	 Face-to-face	
meetings	with	a	timely	agenda	and	informal	in	nature,	have	been	held	
since	the	beginning	of	the	project	with	project	partners	and	the	“Kaskas	
Media	agency”.	The	communication	units	design	and	develop	a	variety	
of	 methods	 for	 science	 communication	 and	 the	 communication	 spe-
cialists	provide	support	and	empower	the	researchers	to	communicate	
their	research	in	public	and	online.	This	support	includes	editorial	help,	
repeatedly	checked	routines	and	informal	discussions	regarding	commu-
nication.	 In	order	to	open	up	scientific	work	and	processes	of	creating	
new	knowledge	the	BCDC	project	publishes	a	blog	and	tweets.	Month-
ly	at	least	one	expert	blog	is	published	on	the	“BCDC	Energy”	website	
and	shared	via	the	project’s	communication	network.	The	participation	
and	representation	of	the	“BCDC	Energy”	consortium	in	social	media	is	
secured	via	weekly	appearances	in	Twitter,	where	the	researchers	also	
actively	follow	other	peers	and	stakeholders.	The	principal	 investigator	
of	the	“BCDC	Energy”	consortium	leads	by	example	and	regularly	publi-
shes	updates	of	the	research	progress	as	BCDC	story	posts	on	the	BCDC	
website.

the	other	energy-related	SRC	consortia,	 i.e.,	“Smart	Energy	Transition”	
(SET)	and	“Transition	to	a	resource	efficient	and	climate	neutral	electri-
city	system”	(El-Tran),	“BCDC	Energy”	delivered	a	joint	comment	to	this	
initiative.	A	round-table	discussion	based	on	the	arguments	put	forward	
in	that	comment	was	then	organised	by	Fingrid.	In	addition	to	this,	the	
energy-related	 SRC	 projects	 published	 a	 policy	 brief	 emphasising	 the	
need	to	move	into	coal	neutral	society5	().

Finally,	based	on	the	multidisciplinary	research	by	the	BCDC	consor-
tium,	a	novel	terminology	“Clean	Energy	Research”	was	compiled	to	the	
Bank	of	Finnish	Terminology	in	Arts	and	Sciences	hosted	by	the	Univer-
sity	of	Helsinki	 (www.tieteentermipankki.fi).	 In	 this	way,	 the	 results	of	
the	project	can	be	utilised	by	wider	audiences	also	after	the	end	of	the	
project.	The	fact	that	“The	Institute	for	the	Languages	of	Finland”	picked	
“energiasääennuste”	(energy	weather	forecast)	as	a	new	word	in	their	
Finnish	words	database	indicates	that	the	project	has	achieved	a	signifi-
cant	epistemic	outcome	and	a	new	concept	related	to	the	disruption	of	
the	energy	markets	in	Finland.	The	new	term	and	the	related	software	
application	(see	artefactual	dimension	below)	keep	spreading	–	without	
any	effort	from	the	consortium	–	to	a	variety	of	internet	sites	(e.g.,	http://
www.finsolar.net/aurinkoenergia/aurinkoatlas/).

ARTEFACTUAL DIMENSIONS OF ACHIEVING IMPACT 
IN “BCDC ENERGY”

A	key	ingredient	in	solving	the	intermittency	problem	is	development	
of	energy	related	forecasts.	This	is	why	meteorologists	were	included	in	
the	consortium	from	the	beginning.	Already	 in	 the	consortium	kick-off	
meeting	 in	January	2016	 this	proved	 to	be	a	good	choice.	During	 the	
meeting	 dinner,	 business	 collaborators	 discussed	 with	 meteorologists	
and	economists	on	how	to	make	energy	related	weather	forecasts	more	
practical.	During	the	discussions	an	idea	of	an	application	showing	the	
forecast	of	wind	and	sunshine	in	energy	units	popped	up.	This	sounded	
like	a	good	idea	and	the	development	started	immediately.	In	June	2016	
the	application	“Energy	Weather	Forecast”6	(http://www.bcdcenergia.fi/
en/energy-weather/)	was	opened	in	the	consortium	web	page.	It	 is	an	
open	access	application	showing	24	hours	hourly	forecasts	for	wind	and	
solar	power	in	kWh.	It	shows	these	forecasts	for	all	200	measurement	
points	of	the	Finnish	Meteorological	Institute	in	Finland.	It	is	scaled	for	
2.5	kW	solar	panels	and	similar	size	wind	mills	so	that	they	are	applicable	
even	in	detached	single	household	houses.	The	forecast	is	updated	every	
hour.	The	application	turned	out	to	be	very	popular.	From	its	opening	it	
has	reached	over	12.000	visits.	The	development	process	of	the	Energy	
Weather	Forecast	has	also	been	documented	(Suorsa	et	al.	2018).

INTERACTIONAL-INSTITUTIONAL DIMENSIONS OF 
ACHIEVING IMPACT IN BCDC ENERGY

The	 interactional-institutional	 dimension	 of	 productive	 interactions	
includes	forms	and	forums	of	collaboration	between	scientists	and	other	
societal	actors.	In	the	BCDC	consortium,	the	involved	researchers	work	

5	 http://smartenergytransition.fi/fi/policy-brief-hyodynnetaan-energiamurros-ja-luovutaan-fossiilisesta-energiasta/
6	 http://www.finsolar.net/aurinkoenergia/aurinkoatlas/)
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plinary	 project	 led	 by	 SSH-sciences.	 It	 explores	 how	 human	 skills	 and	
capabilities	can	be	strengthened	in	the	rapidly	transforming	world	that	is	
increasingly	driven	by	new	digital	and	technological	solutions.	Further	it	
involves	ambitious	aims	to	initiate	co-creation	activities	in	five	faculties	
within	the	university,	and	to	facilitate	societal	outreach	and	impact	(see	
Figure	1).	More	specifically,	concrete	activities	to	support	societal	impact	
of	SSH	sciences	include:

•	 utilising	 the	 university’s	 new	 research	 organisation,	 profiling	
projects	and	service	structure	also	for	knowledge	transfer	and	
societal	impact	(e.g.	as	of	2017	each	faculty	has	their	own	dedi-
cated	 communication	 specialist	 who	 helps	 design	 and	 imple-
ment	interaction	plans	to	and	with	stakeholders);

•	 reflective	and	co-creative	communicative	practices	within	multi-	
and	cross-disciplinary	research	communities;

•	 new	interactive	practices	for	research	groups	and	communities	
to	make	social	impact:	blogs,	encouraging	active	participation	in	
the	social	media,	and	research	story	posts;

•	 regular	 (e.g.	 annual)	 graduate	 school	 courses,	 seminars	 and	
workshops	facilitated	by	“Eudaimonia”,	“Oulu	Think	Tank”	and	
the	“GenZ	Hub”	that	provide	platforms	and	forums	for	SSH	sci-
entists	 and	 stakeholders	 to	 reflect	 on	 their	 practices,	 identify	
common	interests,	share	knowledge,	and	establish	possible	col-
laboration	across	disciplines	and	interest	groups.	

WHAT CAN THE UNIVERSITY 
LEARN? CAPITALISING SUCCESS 
AND INSTITUTIONALISING GOOD 
PRACTICES IN THE FUTURE

The	 interactive	 models	 of	 science’s	 social	 impact,	 together	 with	
the	new	organisational	structures	(“Eudaimonia	Institute”;	“Oulu	Think	
Tank”	of	Science	and	Society;	“GenZ	Hub”)	provide	a	solid	background	
to	develop,	spread	and	institutionalise	the	identified	good	practices	for	
strengthening	the	societal	outreach	of	SSH	research	at	the	University	of	
Oulu.	First,	the	good	practices	identified	in	the	BCDC	project	–	and	other	
projects	–	will	be	spread	to	the	SSH	community	in	Oulu.	Second,	“Eudai-
monia”	and	“Oulu	Think	Tank”	will	collaborate	with	other	focus	institutes	
at	the	university	to	introduce	SSH	research	on	a	regular	basis	in	various	
events.	Third,	the	identified	good	practices	will	be	used	to	establish	and	
strengthen	 connections	 to	 the	 broader	 society	 to	 promote	 and	 add	 to	
impact	 of	 SSH	 research.	 Finally,	 as	 a	 brand	 new	 endeavour,	 they	 will	
facilitate	the	activities	of	the	new	profiling	effort	of	the	university,	“GenZ-
project”,	starting	in	August	20187.

“GenZ”	–	Generation	Z	and	beyond:	Co-evolution	of	human	capabi-
lities	and	intelligent	technologies	in	the	21st	century	–	is	a	cross-disci-

7	 http://www.oulu.fi/university/focusarea/understanding-humans-in-change/profiling-areas

Figure 1:	The	Oulu	way	–	Facilitating	cross-disciplinary	research	in	SSH	sciences;	responding	to	a	global	challenge;	strengthening	societal	outreach	
and	impact.
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II. THE CONTEXT IN WHICH 
QRIH EMERGED

The	 report	 Duurzame Geesteswetenschappen (Sustainable humani-
ties) of	 the	Committee	on	 the	“National	Plan	 for	 the	 future	of	 the	Hu-
manities”,	 also	 known	 as	 the	 “Committee	 Cohen”	 (Committee on the 
National Plan for the Future of the Humanities 2009),	observed	that,	 in	
terms	of	research	assessment,	the	humanities	are	too	much	at	the	mercy	
of	models	derived	from	the	exact	sciences	and	medicine.	The	Committee	
recommended	 that	 the	humanities	develop	 its	own	set	of	assessment	
standards.	 In	the	years	that	 followed,	the	Royal	Netherlands	Academy	
of	Arts	and	Sciences	(KNAW)	took	this	task	upon	itself	and	tackled	this	
assignment	via	several	studies	that	culminated	in	a	proposal	for	an	ade-
quate	 evaluation	 system	 for	 humanities	 research	 in	 2012	 (Quality and 
relevance in the Humanities 2012).	This	proposal	has	been	quite	influen-
tial,	as	it	included	as	one	of	the	first	national	systems	both	the	academic	
and	the	societal	dimension	of	scholarly	activity.	Two	other	sections	in	the	
Academy,	the	fields	of	design	and	engineering	and	the	social	sciences,	
developed	similar	visions	on	research	at	the	same	time.	This	work	was	
also	reported	(KNAW	2010	and	KNAW	2013)	and	together	these	fields	
influenced	 to	 a	 great	 extent	 the	 model	 that	 was	 adopted	 in	 the	 new	
“Standard	Evaluation	Protocol”	2015-2021	(SEP),	launched	in	2014.	

The	 SEP	 2015-2021	 enables	 a	 balanced	 assessment	 of	 both	 the	
academic	quality	and	the	relevance	to	society.	These	two	are	the	main	
criteria	for	the	evaluation	by	an	international	review	committee,	which	
is	based	on	a	self-assessment	report.	SEP	Table	D1	(table	1)	forms	the	
basis	 for	 providing	 evidence	 in	 support	 of	 the	 self-assessment	 report.	
The	indicators	in	this	table	determine	the	content	of	the	self-assessment	
report	and	the	information	gathered	for	the	report	forms	the	basis	for	the	
evaluation	by	the	assessment	committee.

I. INTRODUCTION

In	this	paper	we	report	the	design	and	introduction	of	a	new	system	
for	 the	assessment	of	 “Quality	and	Relevance	 in	 the	Humanities”	
(QRiH)	in	the	Dutch	evaluation	context	and	report	also	the	first	ex-

periences	of	using	the	system	in	ongoing	evaluations.	The	design	of	the	
“QRiH	system”	is	an	attempt	to	meet	two	challenges:	The	first	is	to	find	
an	evaluation	method	that	fits	the	ways	in	which	humanities	researchers	
communicate	with	science	and	society.	In	many	of	the	current	evaluation	
systems,	with	 the	usual	attention	 to	metrics	 fitting	 the	characteristics	
of	 research	 in	 “Science,	 Technology,	 Engineering	 and	 Mathematics”	
(STEM)	fields,	the	research	and	communication	practices	in	the	humani-
ties	are	hardly	acknowledged.	The	second	challenge	is	to	deal	with	the	
increasing	pressure	on	researchers,	in	humanities	and	all	other	fields,	to	
demonstrate	the	societal	relevance	of	research,	while	at	the	same	time	
there	is	a	 lack	of	consensus	on	how	to	assess	research	with	regard	to	
the	 societal	 mandate	 towards	 greater	 attention	 for	 knowledge	 utilisa-
tion.	We	describe	specific	characteristics	of	research	communication	in	
humanities	and	address	how	the	communities	of	researchers	and	policy	
makers	have	been	involved	in	a	bottom	up	development.	Also,	we	will	
argue	that	the	format	of	the	narrative	for	self-evaluation	addresses	the	
above	challenges	and	gives	room	to	the	diversity	in	the	communication	
outcomes	among	the	research	units.	The	first	experiences	in	using	the	
system	are	encouraging,	but	demand	sustained	attention	of	panels,	re-
searchers	and	policy	makers	in	making	the	system	valid.

AD	PRINS,	JACK	SPAAPEN,	THED	VAN	LEEUWEN	AND	NELLEKE	VAN	DEN	BROEK-HONINGH
DOI:	10.22163/fteval.2019.374

QRIH:	TOWARDS	A	FITTING	SYSTEM	FOR	
HUMANITIES	RESEARCH	EVALUATION1

7	 The	authors	thank	Frank	van	Vree,	chair	of	the	working	group,	for	his	energetic	and	forceful	efforts	in	developing	QRiH	and	in	realising	the	conditions	for	the	
working	group	to	do	so.

Quality	domains

Research quality Relevance to society

As
se

ss
m

en
t	

di
m

en
si

on
s Demonstrable products Research	products	for	peers 4.	Research	products	for	societal	target	groups

Demonstrable use of products Use	of	research	products	by	peers 5.	Use	of	research	products	by	societal	target	groups

Demonstrable marks of recognition Marks	of	recognition	from	peers 6.	Marks	of	recognition	by	societal	target	groups

Table 1.	Quality	domains	and	assessment	dimensions	of	the	“Dutch	Standard	Evaluation	Protocol”	(SEP	2015	–	2021).The	indicators	given	in	the	table	
are	given	as	yet	empty	categories,	which	can	be	used	in	a	field-dependent	fashion.	Each	discipline	can	bring	up	indicators	that	suit	best	production	
and	communication	practices	of	the	field.	
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The	KNAW	reports,	and	the	subsequent	SEP	protocol,	were	published	
in	a	wider	context	of	increasing	criticism	–	such	as	the	“San	Francisco	
Declaration	On	Research	Assessment”	(DORA),	the	“Leiden	Manifesto”,	
and	the	“Science	in	Transition	movement”	–	on	the	perverse	influences	
of	research	metrics	in	the	science	system,	among	other	the	ever-incre-
asing	 drive	 to	 “publish	 or	 perish”.	 As	 a	 consequence	 of	 this	 criticism,	
productivity	which	used	to	be	a	main	quality	criterion,	now	has	been	ta-
ken	out	of	the	SEP	2015-2021,	while	societal	relevance	gained	an	equal	
status	to	scientific	quality	in	the	evaluation	model.	

One	of	the	main	characteristics	of	the	SEP	is	that	it	presents	a	general	
framework,	but	within	this	framework	leaves	room	for	the	various	discip-
lines	to	develop	a	set	of	criteria	and	indicators	that	fit	best	the	production	
and	communication	habits	of	the	field.	

In	this	context	a	small	working	group	was	assigned	by	the	humani-
ties	deans	to	develop	a	set	of	assessment	standards	specifically	for	the	
humanities.i	The	working	group	worked	along	three	lines	of	activity.	First,	
we	 researched	 production	 and	 communication	 practices	 in	 the	 Dutch	
academic	humanities	research.	Second,	we	looked	at	what	was	happe-
ning	 in	 a	 few	 neighbouring	 countries,	 Norway	 and	 Flanders	 (“Current	
Research	Information	System	in	Norway”	–	CRISTiN	and	VABB	database	
systems),	 and	 the	 United	 Kingdom	 (focusing	 on	 the	 impact	 pathways	
developed	in	the	“British	Research	Excellence	Framework”	–	REF	2014).	
Third,	we	developed	QRiH	in	a	way	that	this	would	fit	 into	the	current	
national	evaluation	system	for	academic	research,	SEP	2015-2021.	And	
we	did	this	bottom-up	that	is	we	engaged	the	research	and	policy	com-
munity	in	the	humanities.	The	three	lines	of	activity	will	be	explained	in	
more	detail	in	the	following	paragraphs.

III. RESEARCH PRODUCTION 
AND COMMUNICATION 
IN THE HUMANITIES

A	 brief	 analysis	 of	 the	 production	 and	 communication	 practices	 of	
two	large	faculties	of	humanities	(Leiden	and	Amsterdam)	shows	a	wide	
diversity	in	types	of	output	and	use	of	languages,	and	also	indicates	dif-
ficulties	when	relying	on	resources	that	are	often	used	in	the	evaluation	
of	STEM	fields,	such	as	Web	of	Science.	The	research	information	sys-
tems	of	these	faculties	show	–	in	line	with	other	research	(Van	Leeuwen	
2013)	–	that	the	largest	portion	of	research	output	is	not	in	journals	but	
in	book	chapters,	and	lists	also	a	wide	variety	of	other	types	of	research	
outcomes,	such	as	books,	professional	publications,	book	reviews,	or	pu-
blications	aimed	at	the	general	public	(figure	1).

Also,	 the	 output	 in	 peer	 reviewed	 journals,	 accounting	 for	 16%	 of	
the	total	of	research	output	of	the	two	humanities	faculties,	appears	to	
be	represented	only	 to	some	degree	 in	 journals	mentioned	or	 listed	 in	
“Web	of	Science”	(WoS).	The	share	of	“Web	of	Science”	source	journals	
and	of	 journals	mentioned	 in	Web	of	Science	also	varies	according	 to	
the	domains	of	scholarly	research.	In	“Economic	History”,	about	half	of	
the	 output	 in	 reviewed	 journals	 is	 in	 WoS	 journals,	 whereas	 in	 many	
other	fields,	such	as	“Culture	Studies”,	“Religion	and	Theology	Studies”	
or	among	researchers	from	“Archaeology”	the	share	of	WoS	journals	is	
below	20%.	(See	figure	2.)

Figure 1.	Relative	sizes	of	research	output	per	type,	Leiden	and	Amsterdam	Universities.
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Figure 2.	Share	of	output	in	journals	with	WoS	source	status	or	menti-
oned	in	WoS	in	Leiden	and	Amsterdam	output.	Total	of	papers	in	peer	
reviewed	journals	(100%).

Another	well-known	characteristic	of	humanities	research	is	the	fact	
that	communication	occurs	in	many	more	languages	than	English.	This	
characteristic	varies	across	 its	various	domains.	Considerable	differen-
ces	occur	in	the	language	of	journals	selected	by	panels	in	the	field	of	
humanities	researchers	as	prominent	publication	channels	(see	also	pa-
ragraph	 IV).	 For	 example,	 the	 selection	 for	 digital	 humanities	 consists	
almost	 completely	 of	 journals	 in	 the	 English	 language	 oriented,	 while	

“Medieval	studies”	shows	that	more	than	half	of	the	selected	journals	is	
in	other	languages	or	in	Dutch	(see	figure	3).

These	findings	clearly	indicate	that	classical	bibliometric	approaches	
such	 as	 citation	 analysis	 or	 WoS	 status	 of	 journals	 are	 insufficient	 to	
support	research	assessment	in	the	humanities,	which	is	consistent	with	
other	literature:	a	similar	study	of	different	publication	cultures	among	
“Social	Sciences	and	Humanities”	(SSH)	and	STEM	researchers,	based	
upon	bibliometric	analysis	of	 reference	behavior	by	authors	publishing	
in	 journals	 covered	 in	 the	WoS,	 shows	 the	 lesser	 relevance	of	 journal	
based	assessment	in	SSH	compared	to	STEM:	in	SSH,	between	10%	and	
40%	of	all	references	are	addressed	to	journal	literature	in	WoS,	while	for	
STEM	this	amounts	up	to	95%	(van	Leeuwen	2013).	Additionally,	taking	it	
from	the	perspective	of	output	produced	by	a	whole	university,	classical	
bibliometric	analysis	based	upon	WoS	makes	the	research	conducted	in	
most	SSH	departments	nearly	invisible,	while	the	internal	output	regis-
tration	system	clearly	shows	the	presence	of	a	wide	variety	of	scholar-
ly	communication	 types	being	present	 (van	Leeuwen	et	al.	2016).	This	
situation	disqualifies	the	existing	bibliometric	 toolbox	for	SSH	and	 law	
research	 assessments,	 as	 quantitative	 analysis	 only	 deals	 with	 a	 very	
small	 portion	of	what	actually	has	been	produced,	 across	a	 variety	of	
communication	channels.

One	of	the	assumptions	at	the	start	of	the	QRiH	project	was	that	in	
the	humanities,	publications	for	wider	audiences	and	for	students	can	
be	regarded	as	a	very	important	expression	of	societal	relevance,	even	
to	the	point	that	the	line	between	academic	and	non-academic	publica-
tions	often	is	difficult	to	draw	(Sivertsen	2016).	The	working	group	took	
this	idea	further	by	proposing	the	category	of	“hybrid”	publication	as	a	
relevant	category	for	humanities,	defined	as	publications	with	scholarly	
status	also	addressing	wider	audiences	of	academics	and	non-academic	
readers.	

Figure 3.	Language	orientation	of	selected	journals	in	17	humanities	fields.
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IV. LEARNING FROM 
OTHER RESEARCH 
EVALUATION SYSTEMS

Developing	the	QRiH	system	also	included	reviewing	comparable	sys-
tems	in	some	other	European	countries,	such	as	the	impact	case	studies	
in	the	British	REF	exercise,	the	publication	databases	“Current	Research	
Information	 System	 in	 Norway”	 –	 CRISTiN	 (used	 in	 Norway)	 and	 the	
Belgian	“Vlaams	Academisch	Bibliografisch	Bestand	voor	de	Sociale	en	
Humane	Wetenschappen”	–	VABB-SHW	used	in	Flanders.	A	comparison	
between	the	content	of	the	databases	and	the	ways	in	which	publication	
and	other	output	data	are	used	in	the	allocation	of	funds	is	useful,	even	
though,	unlike	the	SEP,	the	indicators	derived	from	the	VABB-SHW	and	
CRISTiN	 are	 applied	 in	 a	 performance-based	 research	 funding	 system	
(PRFS)	distributing	institutional	grants	to	the	universities	(Ossenblok	et	
al.	2012).	

CRIStiN	 is	 the	 national	 research	 information	 system	 of	 Norway.	 It	
documents	all	scholarly	articles	by	Norwegian	researchers,	and	comple-
ments	the	library	system	database	BiBSYS,	which	focuses	on	books.	The	
Flemish	VABB-SHW	academic	database	is	developed	specifically	for	the	
social	sciences	and	the	humanities	because	it	is	felt	that	these	fields	were	
not	adequately	 represented	 in	WoS	database,	which	serves	as	 the	ba-
sis	for	allocating	funds	among	STEM	domains	in	Flanders.	Both	systems	
contain	several	thousands	of	journal	titles	and	distinguish	between	them	
in	 different	 ways.	 The	 Norwegian	 system	 makes	 a	 difference	 between	
level	 2	 publications	 (in	 international	 journals)	 and	 level	 1	 publications	
(other	 journals,	many	of	 them	Norwegian,	 that	meet	scientific	criteria),	
and	level	0	for	non-scientific	publications.	Level	1	and	2	are	indirectly	tied	
to	 financial	 distribution	 in	 the	 universities.	 The	 Flemish	 system	 uses	 a	
similar	distinction	between	WoS	journals	and	non	WoS	journals.	VABB-
SHW	is	directly	coupled	to	allocation	of	“Bijzondere	Onderzoeksfondsen”	
(“Special	Research	Fund”	–	BOF)	used	to	reallocate	funding	between	the	
universities	 via	 points	 given	 to	 5	 different	 types	 of	 publications.	 Books	
get	4	points,	articles	1.	The	policy	context	of	these	systems	differs	from	
the	Dutch	policy	context	 the	QRiH	system	has	 to	operate	 in.	But	 these	
systems	are	worthwhile	investigating	because	they	face	partly	the	same	
problems	QRiH	faces.	The	main	issue	is	how	to	value	publication	media	
that	are	not	part	of	WoS	or	other	international	databases.	

In	the	Dutch	SEP	evaluation	system,	a	centralised	database	for	jour-
nals	and	publishers	or	other	bibliometric	indicators	is	absent.	Also,	other	
than	the	British	REF	system	(Sivertsen	2016),	 the	evaluation	outcomes	
do	not	 include	direct	 funding	consequences	between	 institutions.	 The	
implication	of	financial	consequences	of	systems	is	that	the	information	
is	 very	 much	 focused	 on	 competitive	 elements	 and	 comparisons	 bet-
ween	 groups	 of	 researchers	 which	 may	 be	 sensitive	 of	 the	 indicators	
used	(Hammarsfelt	et	al.	2015).	As	Ossenblok	et	al.	argued,	researchers	
working	in	the	Flemish	VABB-SHW	have	published	increasingly	in	WoS	
journals	to	the	detriment	of	publications	in	the	local	language,	following	
its	 rating	 system	 based	 on	 the	 WoS	 status.	 By	 contrast,	 the	 share	 of	
publications	in	Norwegian	remained	stable,	occurring	in	the	Norwegian	
CRISTiN	systems	that	includes	a	stimulus	to	publish	in	the	local	language	
next	to	publishing	in	WoS	journals	(Ossenblok	et	al.	2012).	

The	Flemish	and	Norwegian	systems	also	differ	from	the	field	orien-
tation	of	QRiH	to	address	the	specific	needs	of	the	humanities	only,	as	

The	claim	of	the	hybrid	characteristics	of	humanities	publications	can	
be	substantiated.	 In	a	questionnaire	send	out	 to	panels	 in	 the	 field	of	
humanities	researchers	(see	also	paragraph	V),	the	various	participating	
panels	reacted	positively	to	the	request	to	identify	examples	of	such	“hy-
brids”.	Several	of	the	suggested	works	were	subsequently	analysed	for	
references	in	scholarly	literature	(using	Google	Scholar)	and	references	
to	 be	 found	 in	 non-academic	 environments	 using	 the	 search	 engines	
Google	 and	 BING	 (Prins	 et	 al.	 2016),	 demonstrating	 the	 actual	 use	 in	
both	the	scientific	and	societal	sphere.

Google 
Scholar 
cites

# net societal 
stakeholders*

Annemarie	Mol	(2003)	The	Body	
Multiple	Duke	University	Press

3359 132

José	van	Dijck.	The	Culture	of	
Connectivity:	A	Critical	History	of	Social	
Media.	Oxford:	Oxford	UP,	2013.

729 132

James	C.	Kennedy,	Nieuw	Babylon	
in	aanbouw.	Nederland	in	de	jaren	
zestig	(Amsterdam	1995:	Boom)	

280 153

Ernst	van	de	Wetering.	Rembrandt.	
The	Painter	at	Work,	AUP,	1996.

150 170

Trudy	Dehue	(2008)	De	depressie	
epidemie,	Amsterdam:	Augustus

103 215

Table 2.	Five	frequently	used	humanities	publications	used	both	on	inter-
net	and	cited	by	Google	Scholar.
*	Net	societal	stakeholders:	Libraries,	repositories,	web	shops	and	other	
internet	finds	not-relevant	for	meaningful	communication	are	excluded	
from	these	results.	Also	excluded	are	references	from	scholarly	journals.ii	

Use of humanities publications by non-academic stakeholders according 
to their sector. 100% = total of use by relevant stakeholders.

These	examples	illustrate	the	need	to	develop	specific	indicators	for	
humanities	 research.	 The	 division	 between	 the	 academic	 and	 societal	
sphere	is	seemingly	less	clear	or	strict	in	the	humanities,	meaning	that	
societal	production	in	the	humanities	is	not	a	spinoff	derived	from	acade-
mic	production,	but	can	be	an	intricate	outcome	of	scholarly	production.	
The	examples	also	show	the	mutual	entwinement	of	academic	and	so-
cietal	productivity	in	the	humanities.
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the	VABB-SHW	system	intends	to	inform	decision	making	for	funding	in	
both	 the	humanities	and	 the	 social	 sciences,	 and	 the	CRISTiN	system	
addresses	the	entire	national	field	of	scientific	and	scholarly	research	(Si-
vertsen	2016).	However,	there	are	also	similarities	between	the	two:	the	
organisation	of	domain	panels	to	include	specific	expertise,	a	centralised	
supervising	body	or	authority,	and	a	central	collection	of	information	on	
publications.	 QRiH	 adopts	 the	 first	 two	 of	 these	 similarities	 between	
CRISTiN	and	VABB-SHW.

Another	 important	 evaluation	 system	 is	 the	 2014	 British	 Research	
Excellence	 Framework	 (REF	 UK).	 In	 REF,	 experience	 has	 been	 gained	
of	 what	 are	 called	 impact case studies.	 These	 studies	 focus	 on	 the	
impact	 on	 society	 and	 describe,	 among	 other	 things,	 the	 project,	 the	
participants	 and	 their	 share	 in	 the	 project,	 the	 nature	 and	 scope	 of	
the	 impact,	 and	 what	 the	 project	 actually	 yields.	 The	 case	 study	 re-
ports	 followed	 a	 specific	 structure	 and	 were	 no	 longer	 than	 5	 pages	

		Looking	at	the	UK	REF	exercise,	we	focused	on	these	impact	case	stu-
dies	that	were	introduced	specifically	to	evaluate	the	societal	impact	of	
research.	Impact	was	defined	rather	broadly	as	research	having	“an ef-
fect on, change or benefit to the economy, society, culture, public policy 
or services, health, the environment or quality of life, beyond academia” 

.	The	REF	website	has	a	database	with	about	7000	impact	case	studies,	
all	written	 in	 the	mandatory	 format.	These	 functioned	as	a	support	 to	
specifically	underline	the	societal	relevance	of	the	research	conducted.	

Comparison	 with	 these	 other	 systems	 led	 us	 to	 believe	 that	 some	
elements	could	be	very	useful	 in	the	Dutch	situation	while	other	were	
less	 suitable.	 For	 example,	 the	 fact	 that	 there	 is	 no	 direct	 connection	
between	output	and	funding	in	the	Dutch	system	we	were	able	to	refrain	
from	 levels	 for	 journals	and	other	kinds	of	publications.	Consequently,	
we	were	able	 to	develop	 lists	of	 journals	and	publisher	without	 levels	
and	without	a	metrics	system.	At	the	same	time,	we	tried	to	be	selective	
here	and	limit	the	number	of	entries	in	the	QRiH	database,	now	inclu-
ding	2210	unique	entries	for	the	most	important	journals	and	publishers.	
The	selection	was	given	to	panels,	an	element	we	took	from	the	Flemish	
and	Norwegian	systems.	Furthermore,	we	decided	to	develop	indicators	
for	 quality	 and	 relevance	 of	 research	 bottom	 up,	 that	 is,	 the	 research	
community	 –	 via	 the	 research	 schools	 –	 was	 asked	 to	 come	 up	 with	
proposals.	

V. BOTTOM UP: THE 
INVOLVEMENT OF EXPERTISE 
FROM THE VARIOUS DOMAINS.

To	develop	a	detailed	view	on	the	publication	cultures	in	the	different	
research	domains	 in	 the	humanities,	we	 sent	a	 request	 to	 the	boards	
of	 the	17	 research	schools	 in	which	Dutch	humanities	 is	organised	 to	
assemble	 panels	 of	 researchers	 –	 junior	 as	 well	 as	 senior	 and	 promi-
nent	ones	 -.	Over	 the	period	of	 two	years,	more	 than	200	 researchers	
have	participated	in	these	panels.	We	have	asked	the	panels	to	answer	
a	questionnaire	about	various	aspects	of	their	publication	culture,	inclu-
ding	the	importance	of	peer	review,	typical	forms	of	output,	and	to	list	
journals	and	book	publishers	relevant	for	the	various	audiences	in	their	
domain,	such	as	publication	channels	aiming	at	specialties,	disciplinary	
and	multidisciplinary	audiences	and	also	de	wider	context	of	hybrid	au-
diences	(combining	both	academic	audiences	and	general	readership).	

Overall,	panels	have	reacted	positively	to	the	request	but	express	also	
concerns	that	lists	of	journals	and	book	publishers	might	lead	to	the	de-
velopment	of	a	metrics-based	system.	The	question	about	outcomes	of	
research	and	communication	typical	for	the	scholarly	domain	has	led	to	
listings	of	various	forms	of	communication	usually	overlooked	in	output	
counting.	The	lists	include	catalogues	for	museum	exhibitions,	films	and	
documentaries,	designs	and	software	programmes	and	other	 forms	of	
output.

In	the	various	stages	of	developing	the	QRiH	system,	we	have	held	
meetings	with	board	members	and	policy	makers	of	Humanities	faculties	
and	with	the	boards	of	the	research	schools.	Although	these	meetings	
have	resulted	in	positive	reactions	about	the	involvement	of	the	panels,	
concerns	 remained	 not	 only	 over	 the	 possibility	 that	 QRiH	 in	 the	 end	
would	lead	to	a	metrics	system	but	also	that	the	outcomes	of	the	work	
of	the	panels	could	be	too	restrictive	in	cases	of	multidisciplinary	schol-
arship,	or	with	respect	to	domains	not	covered	by	the	panels.	The	com-
ments	raised	during	the	meetings,	and	in	the	numerous	talks	and	phone	
conversation	with	policy	makers	and	 researchers	eventually	 led	 to	 the	
proposal	that	the	system	should	be	based	on	the	narrative	as	the	leading	
format	for	self-evaluations.

QRiH in a nutshell
The	basic	structure	of	QRiH	is	the	format	of	the	narrative	for	

the	self-evaluation	of	the	research	unit.	The	narrative	should	
address	both	the	scientific	and	the	societal	mission	of	the	

research	and	be	supported	by	concrete	evidence.	Indicators	in	
the	six	cells	of	table	1	should	be	elaborated	in	ways	that	fit	the	
humanities.	The	working	group	decided	to	publicise	the	diffe-

rent	elements	on	a	website	()	and	use	the	website	as	a	work	in	
progress.	Researchers	in	the	humanities	can	use	the	website	in	
SEP	evaluations,	and	at	the	same	time	share	experiences	and	

do	suggestions	for	improvement.	This	is	what	is	happening	right	
now	because	many	of	the	humanities	faculties	currently	are	

going	through	a	SEP	evaluation.

	
The	narrative,	much	in	common	with	the	format	developed	in	the	British	
REF	system,	should	allow	the	institute,	the	group	or	the	programme	to	
indicate	what	the	core	of	the	research	is,	how	it	should	position	itself	and	
which	strategy	is	being	pursued	in	order	to	achieve	the	objectives	and	
share	the	research	results	with	the	academic	world	and	society,	as	well	
as	the	success	of	those	results.	The	intention	is	that	claims	of	productivi-
ty,	use	and	recognition	put	forward	in	the	narrative	should	be	substanti-
ated	with	evidence	that	can	be	derived	from	indicators	proposed	by	the	
various	domain	panels	and	authorised	by	a	national	panel	 (authorised	
indicators)	or	by	put	 forward	self-formulated	 (reasoned)	evidence	with	
the	help	of	a	broad	list	of	indicator	definitions.	

As	QRiH	is	to	be	used	in	the	context	of	SEP	evaluation,	its	format	of	
the	narrative	implies	a	slight	but	important	alteration	of	the	SEP	format.	
The	original	SEP	format	consists	of	6	cells,	in	which	the	various	topics	of	
the	self-evaluation	are	to	be	elaborated	(see	table	1).	Although	the	SEP	
format	leaves	open	which	kinds	of	evidence	is	to	be	put	forward,	thus	
leaving	room	for	variation	for	the	diverse	academic	disciplines,	the	for-
mat	can	be	read	as	making	a	categorical	distinction	between	the	spheres	
of	academic	research	and	society,	distinguishing	Research	Quality	from	
Societal	Relevance.	For	many	scholarly	activities	in	the	humanities,	how-
ever,	 this	 is	 too	 restrictive.	 The	 narrative	 of	 the	 QRiH	 aims	 to	 address	
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this	issue	by	allowing	via	the	narrative	form	to	demonstrate	quality	and	
relevance	 both	 in	 the	 academic	 and	 societal	 sense	 either	 as	 separate	
spheres	or	combined.

The	system	is	sustained	by	a	website8	()	providing	information	about	
authorised	and	reasoned	indicators	for	each	cell	in	the	SEP	protocol:	the-
re	are	indicators	for	products	–	for	peers	and	for	societal	parties,	indica-
tors	of	use	by	peers	and	in	society,	and	indicators	for	recognition	in	both	
spheres.	A	template	for	the	narrative	can	be	downloaded	to	structure	the	
information	in	the	narrative	in	such	way	that	it	will	fit	the	size	of	maxi-
mum	15	pages	required	according	to	the	SEP	protocol.	And	the	website	
provides	various	tools,	including	examples	of	hybrid	publications,	domain	
profiles	and	lists	of	journals	and	publishers	selected	by	the	domain	pa-
nels	as	exemplary	for	the	communication	among	specialties,	the	domain	
or	in	multidisciplinary	communication.

VI. INTERMEDIARY 
REVIEW OF QRIH

In	2018	most	of	 the	Dutch	humanities	 research	units	are	 to	be	as-
sessed	according	to	the	SEP	2015-2021.	The	draft	version	of	QRiH	was	
introduced	 in	December	2017	and	 the	working	group	agreed	with	 the	
deans	of	the	humanities	faculties	that	research	units	to	be	assessed	were	
going	to	use	the	QRiH	as	a	guiding	principle.	This	offered	the	opportunity	
to	inquire	after	the	first	user	experiences.	For	this	purpose,	we	drafted	a	
questionnaire	with	questions	about	the	usefulness	of	QRiH	in	preparing	
the	self-evaluation.	Of	the	twenty	units	to	be	evaluated	in	2018-2019,	so	
far,	seventeen	have	actually	prepared	self-evaluations,	and	possibly	have	
worked	with	the	QRiH	system.	Fourteen	have	responded.

The	preliminary	impressions	based	on	the	14	received	and	completed	
questionnaires	are	that	QRiH	is	overall	appreciated	as	a	tool	that	gives	
humanities	researchers	the	opportunity	to	report	in	a	way	that	is	repre-
sentative	for	their	activities,	especially	via	the	narrative.	QRiH	appears	to	
be	widely	known	by	directors	and	policy	makers;	only	one	policy	officer	
(new	at	the	position)	was	not	familiar	with	QRiH.	Most	respondents	(11)	
indicated	to	have	used	QRiH	(more	or	less	extensively)	while	writing	the	
self-assessment	 report.	 Two	 respondents	 indicated	 that	 they	 had	 not	
used	 QRiH	 because	 they	 had	 started	 their	 self-assessment	 procedure	
before	QRiH	was	publicised.	Most	respondents	 indicated	to	have	used	
the	format	of	a	narrative,	which	was	received	with	enthusiasm.	 In	ge-
neral,	the	set	of	(qualitative	and	quantitative)	indicators	is	experienced	
as	helpful.	

Some	respondents	indicate	that	there	are	too	many	different	groups	
of	indicators	and	that	indicators	for	societal	productivity,	use	and	reco-
gnition	should	be	more	specified,	preferably	also	in	an	authorised	form.	
Also,	as	QRiH	is	developed	with	the	help	of	domain	panels	from	the	va-
rious	research	domains,	 the	distinctions	among	research	domains	that	
are	visible	on	the	website	seem	to	be	confusing	for	users,	especially	for	
research	units	with	a	more	multidisciplinary	focus.	It	also	appeared	that	
the	domain	profiles	developed	as	a	soft	benchmarking	 tool	by	 the	do-
main	panels,	appeared	hardly	to	be	used,	because	they	were	not	seen	as	
relevant.	Arguably,	this	relates	to	the	fact	that	many	research	units	cover	
several	research	domains.	

Remarkably,	 the	 lists	 of	 journals	 and	 publishers,	 organised	 per	 re-
search	 domain,	 in	 the	 other	 systems	 a	 guiding	 element,	 seem	 to	 be	
hardly	used	by	Dutch	researchers.	The	reason	for	this	is	not	yet	clear.	It	
could	be	due	to	the	grouping	of	journals	and	publishers	in	domains	(and	
research	units	cover	sometimes	several	domains),	but	also	because	not	
all	 people	 find	 the	 lists	user	 friendly.	Another	 reason	could	be	 that	 in	
some	domains	there	is	ongoing	discussion	about	the	content	of	the	lists.

Additionally,	in	the	contacts	with	some	directors	it	appears	that	the	
distinction	of	QRiH	and	 the	SEP	protocol	 is	not	 yet	 clear	enough,	 lea-
ding	 some	 to	 revert	 to	 the	 SEP	 protocol.	 In	 part	 it	 is	 argued	 that	 the	
SEP	protocol	is	an	established	format,	while	others	also	indicate	that	the	
information	systems	for	research	output	are	aligned	to	the	SEP	protocol.

Although	the	first	reactions	in	general	are	quite	positive	–	in	particu-
lar	with	regard	to	the	possibilities	offered	by	the	narrative	-	some	specific	
aspects	of	QRiH	are	hardly	used	or	in	need	of	further	elaboration.	To	get	
a	better	sense	of	why	some	aspects	are	hardly	used,	in-depth	interviews	
will	be	held	in	the	fall	of	2018.

VII. CONCLUSIONS 
AND DISCUSSION 

The	intention	of	the	QRiH	system	is	to	offer	an	assessment	system	
specifically	designed	for	the	humanities,	adapted	to	the	specific	charac-
teristics	of	the	scholarly	work	in	the	humanities	and	developed	with	the	
help	of	its	researchers	and	policy	makers.	The	system	works	in	the	Dutch	
context	of	evaluation,	meant	to	function	within	the	broader	scope	of	the	
SEP	evaluation	protocol.	This	SEP	protocol	is	characterised	by	an	equal	
attention	for	both	the	academic	and	societal	aspects	of	production,	use	
and	recognition	of	research	and	lacks	the	linkage	of	financial	consequen-
ces	that	is	typical	to	other	systems.	Although	the	Dutch	SEP	provides	a	
format	 flexible	enough	 for	a	wide	variety	of	disciplines,	 its	application	
for	 assessing	 research	 units	 in	 the	 humanities	 has	 lacunae	 that	 QRiH	
intends	to	mend.	A	brief	analysis	of	the	characteristics	of	production	and	
communication	of	Humanities	research	reveals	not	only	that	the	types	
of	communication	are	far	more	diverse	than	journal	articles,	books	and	
book	chapters,	or	 that	 the	communication	 includes	various	 languages:	
the	distinction	between	academic	and	societal	communication	is	often	
not	very	relevant,	leading	to	forms	of	communication	distinctly	different	
than	in	STEM	fields	such	as	hybrid	publications.	The	fact	that	we	aim	at	
developing	 a	 special	 indicator	 for	 hybrid	 publications	 met	 with	 consi-
derable	enthusiasm	in	discussions	with	researchers	at	the	University	of	
Amsterdam.	Therefore,	QRiH	offers	the	possibility	to	address	the	various	
aspects	of	quality	and	relevance	both	in	the	scholarly	and	the	societal	
spheres	in	a	flexible	narrative	form.	The	format	of	the	narrative	is	suppor-
ted	by	sets	of	authorised	and	reasoned	indicators	including	also	lists	of	
prominent	channels	of	communication	among	specialists,	in	disciplinary	
and	in	multidisciplinary	settings.	

Developing	and	 implementing	 the	QRiH	 system	not	 simply	 the	 int-
roduction	of	a	set	of	 indicators	to	be	duly	applied	by	policymakers,	re-
searchers	and	committee	members.	The	development	and	introduction	
of	QRiH	took	–	and	still	takes	–	place	in	complex	sets	of	contexts	each	
posing	constraints	and	possibilities.	The	first	is	the	existing	structure	and	

7	 	https://www.qrih.nl/en



ISSUE 48 |  JULY 2019 99

demands	of	 the	protocol	 for	 the	evaluation	of	 research	 in	 the	Nether-
lands,	the	Standard	Evaluation	Protocol	–	SEP.	Another	highly	relevant	
context	 are	 the	 available	 evaluation	 systems	 and	 approaches	 in	 other	
countries,	such	as	the	British	Research	Excellence	Framework	(REF),	the	
Flemish	 VABB-SHW	 system,	 or	 the	 Norwegian	 CRISTiN	 approach.	 Yet	
another	 is	 the	 organisation	 of	 the	 field	 in	 universities,	 faculties,	 insti-
tutes	and	research	schools,	and	the	information	available	at	each	level	
or	 organisation	 to	 sustain	 and	 support	 a	 specific	 research	 evaluation.	
A	 most	 crucial	 context	 consisted	 of	 the	 expectations	 and	 anxieties	 of	
researchers	in	the	field	and	of	the	board	members	of	faculties,	institutes	
and	schools.	The	introduction	of	QRiH	and	the	idea	of	a	narrative	to	de-
monstrate	quality	and	relevance	of	humanities	research	could	take	place	
by	accommodating	to	each	of	these,	and	by	challenging	these	contexts.

The	development	of	QRiH	is	a	long-term	process,	for	two	main	rea-
sons.	First,	both	researchers	and	policy	makers	should	feel	as	the	owners	
of	the	system,	for	which	we	aimed	to	have	a	bottom	up	process.	Second,	
developing	the	various	parts	of	the	system,	in	particular	the	indicators,	is	
a	demanding	endeavor.	From	the	reactions	via	the	questionnaire	and	in	
conversations,	it	is	safe	to	conclude	that	we	are	half	way	now.	QRiH	has	
shown	the	possibilities	to	design	a	system	for	the	evaluation	of	research	
in	 the	 humanities	 that	 does	 justice	 to	 the	 disciplinary	 diversity	 of	 the	
field,	and	to	the	diversity	of	its	outcomes	and	ways	of	communication.	Its	
main	characteristic,	the	possibility	to	demonstrate	the	academic	and	so-
cietal	quality	and	relevance	of	research	programmes	in	a	comprehensive	
way	via	the	narrative,	guided	by	a	format	and	a	broad	set	of	well	descri-
bed	indicators,	authorised	or	other,	is	well	received	among	researchers,	
boards	and	policymakers.	

We	have	reason	to	assume	that	the	characteristic	of	the	narrative	has	
contributed	to	a	change	in	expectations	among	researchers.	At	the	start	
of	the	project,	the	attempt	to	formulate	indicators	for	quality	and	relevan-
ce	was	met	with	distrust	and	anxiety	among	some	researchers.	In	view	
of	the	absence	of	shared	views	about	how	research	in	the	humanities	is	
to	be	publicly	accountable,	combined	with	the	dispute	over	research	in-
dicators	in	many	countries,	this	was	understandable.	The	bottom	up	pro-
cess	proved	very	valuable:	by	exchanging	experiences	and	information	
with	researchers	and	policymakers,	and	during	the	various	discussions	
distrust	gave	way	to	critical	apprehension,	but	also	a	raising	sense	that	
the	new	system	provides	possibilities	for	the	better.	Needless	to	say,	the	
process	of	development	and	introduction	of	QRiH	is	still	going	on.	The	
next	steps	will	be	the	analysis	of	the	questionnaires	that	were	sent	out	
to	all	participating	 research	schools	and	 look	at	 the	consequences	 for	
QRiH.	Also,	the	set	of	indicators	will	be	elaborated	further	to	strengthen	
the	supporting	evidence	for	the	narrative.	
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synergies,	but	the	core	of	every	project	must	lie	in	SSH,	which	are	listed	
under	sections	5	and	6	in	the	“Fields	of	Research	and	Development	clas-
sification”	(FORD	classification)	(OECD,	2015).	The	principles	of	applied	
research	and	development	are	promoted	in	the	sense	described	in	the	
Frascati	manual	(OECD,	2015),	which	says	the	research	solution	must	be	
practice	oriented,	novel,	creative,	uncertain,	systematic	and	reproducib-
le/transferable.	The	ETA	programme	is	implemented	under	the	Act	(Act,	
2002),	 with	 regard	 to	 the	 Regulation	 (GBER)	 (Commission	 Regulation,	
2014)	and	the	“State	Aid	Framework”	(Framework,	2014).	The	funding	is	
not	provided	in	the	de	minimis	mode.	

Item Value

Programme	duration 2018-2023,	5	calls	for	proposals	

Total	expenditure 111	million	EUR	

Public	aid	(state	budget) 92	million	EUR

Expected	average	/	max.	amount	of	aid	per	project 190	thousand	EUR	
/	3	million	EUR

Funding	intensity	rates	of	the	
programme	/	per	project

up	to	80%	/	up	to	80%

Origin	of	co-financing private	and	other	
public	resources	

Overheads	with	/	without	HR	
Excellence	in	Research	Award

up	to	30%	/	up	to	20%

Min.	/	expected	average	/	max.	duration	of	the	project 12	months	/	36	months	
/	48	months

Table 1.	General	terms	and	conditions
Reference:	ETA	Programme,	2017.	Technology	Agency	of	the	Czech	Re-
public

Eligible	applicants	for	funding	must	have	a	registered	office	in	the	EU,	
the	European	Economic	Area	or	the	Swiss	Confederation	and	fit	to	the	
definition	of	the	following	entities:	

•	 Research and knowledge dissemination organisations.	The	
research	organisation	can	be	supported	up	to	100%	of	their	eli-

ABSTRACT 

This	article	refers	to	the	implementation	of	the	“ETA	Programme	
for	 Applied	 Research,	 Experimental	 Development	 and	 Innova-
tion	 in	 Art,	 Social	 Sciences	 and	 Humanities”.	 The	 programme	

addresses	 dynamic	 social,	 economic,	 globalisation-related,	 cultural	 or	
technological	changes	of	 the	21st	 century	with	allocation	of	92	million	
EUR	of	state	aid	for	6	years,	until	2023.	The	ETA	programme	introduces	
the	so-called	application	guarantor,	which	should	both	increase	applica-
bility	of	the	research	results	of	SSH	and	broaden	the	spectrum	of	R&D	
solution	 users.	 It	 is	 also	 aimed	 at	 supporting	 the	 so-called	 innovation	
ecosystem	of	SSH	consisting	of	interdisciplinary	collaboration,	combina-
tion	of	technical	and	non-technical	research	content	and	usage	of	basic	
research	discoveries	of	SSH	for	application.	Several	supported	research	
projects	will	be	mentioned	as	well	as	points	for	the	ongoing	discussion	
on	how	to	exploit	the	innovation	potential	of	SSH.

INTRODUCTION 
THE ETA PROGRAMME 

R&D	 Programme	 “ETA	 –	 Programme	 for	 Applied	 Research,	 Experi-
mental	Development	and	Innovation	in	Art,	Social	Sciences	and	Humani-
ties”	(ETA	programme,	2017)	was	developed	and	is	implemented	by	the	
“Technology	Agency	of	 the	Czech	Republic”	 (hereinafter	TACR).	Based	
on	findings	of	the	evaluation	activities	carried	out	in	2014-2017,	the	final	
version	of	the	programme	was	adopted	by	the	Government	of	the	Czech	
Republic	in	January	2017.	At	present	(October	2018),	the	implementation	
of	the	ETA	programme	is	in	the	mid	of	its	2nd	call	for	proposals	(see	also	
Table	1.	“General	terms	and	conditions”).	The	programme	supports	social	
sciences,	humanities	and	art	(hereinafter	SSH)	to	address	the	dynamic	
social,	 economic,	 globalisation-related,	 cultural	 or	 technological	 chan-
ges,	which	the	human	and	society	are	currently	facing.	Other	non-SSH	
fields	are	also	welcomed	in	the	programme	mainly	for	 interdisciplinary	

MARCEL	KRAUS
DOI:	10.22163/fteval.2019.375
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gible	expenditure	on	R&D	activity	within	the	respective	project.	
The	 co-financing	 can	 be	 ensured	 from	 private	 or	 other	 public	
sources.

•	 Enterprises.	The	maximum	of	the	allowable	funding	intensity	is	
set	up	with	the	respect	of	their	size	and	financial	performance	
according	 to	 the	 Regulation	 (Commission	 Regulation,	 2014).	
Companies	 carrying	 out	 the	 project	 alone	 or	 in	 collaboration	
with	 other	 participants	 must	 demonstrate	 the	 ability	 to	 co-
finance	the	project	only	from	private	sources.	

•	 Other natural and legal persons.	For	the	1st	and	2nd	call	for	
proposals,	the	other	natural	and	legal	persons	are	local	authori-
ties	or	legal	entities	in	which	local	authorities	take	part	in	the	
role	of	founders	or	members.	These	are	mainly	municipalities, 
city quarters, regions, microregions or local action groups	
(hereinafter	local	authorities).	These	entities	are	considered	as	
eligible	 for	 funding	 only	 if	 at	 least	 one	 research	 organisation	
or	enterprise	 is	among	the	project	applicants.	The	intensity	of	
support	is	based	on	the	scheme	applicable	to	enterprises,	the	
maximum	reaches	up	to	80%	of	their	eligible	expenditures.	The	
rest	can	be	added	from	public	or	private	sources.

MISSION, VISION, OBJECTIVES AND CHALLENGES OF 
THE 21st CENTURY

Mission: The	mission	of	 the	program	 is	 to	 support	 the	application	
culture	of	academic	staff	and	other	professionals	from	SSH	fields	(R&D	
solution	providers)	and	to	stimulate	 interest	 in	exploitation	of	 their	so-
lutions	by	SSH	application	sphere	 (R&D	solution	users,	 such	as	minis-
tries,	 municipalities,	 health,	 social	 or	 cultural	 organisations,	 schools,	
universities,	 churches,	 research	organisations,	enterprises,	NGOs	etc.).	
Vision:	The	vision	of	the	programme	is	to	encourage	research	creativity	
of	SSH	community,	where	SSH	and	non-SSH	scientific	fields	are	linked	
with	each	other	and	connected	with	R&D	solutions	users	and/or	target	
groups	to	such	an	extent,	that	SSH	becomes	a	fully	integrated	part	of	the	
innovation	ecosystem.	Objectives:	The	objective	of	the	programme	is	to	
support	the	involvement	of	art,	social	science	and	humanities	in	applied	
research,	 experimental	 development	 and	 innovation	 projects	 and	 use	
of	 their	 research	outputs	 in	 the	form	of	new	or	substantially	 improved	
existing	products,	procedures,	processes	or	services	in	practice.	Challen-
ges	of	the	21st	century:	All	projects	shall	be	aimed	at	mitigating	threats	
and	exploiting	opportunities	in	the	context	of	the	current	and	the	future	
challenges	of	the	21st	century.	Such	challenges	affect	the	dynamic	trans-
formations	of	contemporary	society,	in	the	areas	of:

a.	Human and society	 in	 the	 context	 of	 dynamic	 social	 and	
technological	 transformations	 and	 challenges	 of	 the	 21st	

century:	(1)	the	principles	of	the	Fourth	Industrial	Revolution;	(2)	
digitisation,	 virtual	 reality	and	artificial	 intelligence;	 (3)	media	
and	 social	 networks;	 (4)	 social	 services,	 social	 work,	 social	
housing	and	social	inclusion;	(5)	family	policy;	(6)	demographic	
change	–	aging	and	fragmentation	of	society;	(7)	social	insurance	
schemes;	(8)	migration	and	integration;	(9)	equal	opportunities	
for	men	and	women	and	principles	of	non-discrimination;	(10)	
health,	psychosocial	development	and	spirituality;	

b.	Human and the environment for his / her life	in	the	context	of	
sustainable	development	of	the	landscape,	regions,	towns	and	
municipalities	and	 the	building	culture:	 (11)	globalisation	and	

regionalisation;	 (12)	 architecture,	 urbanism	 and	 living	 space;	
(13)	sustainability	and	the	environment;	(14)	physical	and	virtual	
linking;		

c.	 Human and the economy	 in	 the	 context	 of	 discovering	 new	
competitive	advantages	and	competence	development	for	 the	
21st	 century:	 (15)	 educational	 challenges;	 (16)	 employment;	
(17)	 health	 and	 safety	 at	 work;	 (18)	 sustainable	 growth	 and	
new	competitive	advantages;	(19)	innovative	culture,	a	creative	
ecosystem;	 (20)	 design,	 design	 thinking	 and	 innovation;	 (21)	
new	strategic	non-material	resources;	(22)	digital	and	creative	
economics;	(23)	media	and	technology;	(24)	business	creation,	
business	 culture	 and	 business	 ethics;	 (25)	 clustering	 and	
strategic	networking;	

d.	Human and the social system	 in	 the	 context	 of	 interaction	
between	the	citizen	and	the	state,	public	policies,	governance	
and	citizen-oriented	public	services.	(26)	citizen	participation	in	
government	and	community	 life;	 (27)	protection	of	 intellectual	
property	rights,	open	innovation,	big	data;	(28)	strategic	support	
for	 research,	 development	 and	 innovation;	 (29)	 responsible	
research,	 development	 and	 innovation	 and	 corporate	 social	
responsibility;	(30)	creation	and	evaluation	of	public	policies	and	
interventions;	(31)	citizen-oriented	public	services.

Each	project	must	be	focused	on	at	least	1	of	the	31	so-called	challen-
ges	and	opportunities	of	the	21st	century.

INNOVATION ECOSYSTEM OF SSH

In	order	to	foster	sustainability	of	the	intervention,	the	ETA	program-
me	 also	 aims	 at	 supporting	 the	 system	 in	 which	 applied	 R&D	 in	 SSH	
takes	place.	It	belongs	to	crosscutting	current	and	future	challenges	of	
the	21st	century	not	only	for	the	human	and	society,	but	also	for	the	SSH	
as	 such.	 Three	 aspects	 of	 the	 so-called	 innovation	 ecosystem	 of	 SSH	
have	been	identified:

1.	 Interdisciplinarity	–	breaking	down	the	barriers	between	dis-
ciplines.	Support	of	this	aspect	should	result	in	a	higher	perme-
ability	of	different	knowledge	of	SSH	and	non-SSH	 fields	and	
in	 an	 increased	 synergy	 effect	 of	 their	 innovation	 potential.	
Challenges	and	opportunities	of	the	21st	century	are	so	complex	
that	their	solutions	often	lie	beyond	the	boundaries	of	various	
scientific	 disciplines.	 In	 addition,	 the	 innovation	 potential	 of	
some	fields	of	SSH	can	be	better	exploited	in	conjunction	with	
other	disciplines.	Thus,	this	aspect	of	the	innovation	ecosystem	
of	SSH	promotes	the	convergence	of	knowledge	in	between	of	
SSH	or	between	SSH	and	technical,	life	or	natural	sciences	to	
acquire	new	knowledge	and	ways	for	applications.	

2.	 Responsibility	 –	 producing	 more	 responsible	 research	 out-
comes	and	innovation.	Support	of	this	aspect	should	minimise	
the	 negative	 undesirable	 effects	 of	 innovation	 on	 humans	 or	
certain	 social	 groups	 and	 strengthen	 the	 fair	 distribution	 of	
benefits	arising	from	use	of	 the	R&D	solutions	 in	practice.	 In-
novations	–	whether	they	are	products,	procedures,	processes	
or	services	–	should	be	developed	with	regard	to	possible	side	
effects	they	may	have	on	other	groups	of	the	population.	With-
out	sufficient	reflection	of	their	non-technical	aspects,	research	
outputs	 for	 some	social	groups	may	be	potentially	dangerous	
or	 exclude	 them	 from	 use.	 In	 addition,	 linking	 technical	 and	
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non-technical	research	content	will	enable	SSH	to	use	technol-
ogy	solutions	to	deliver	their	innovative	potential	to	society.	In	
evaluating	 this	 aspect,	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	 assess	 whether	 the	
project	 proposal	 respects	 the	 value	 of	 social	 justice	 and	 ben-
efits	for	different	target	groups.	Projects	that	practically	address	
the	overlooked	dimension	of	social	responsibility	(e.g.	integrate	
knowledge	of	age,	ethnicity,	sex,	or	gender)	in	the	research	con-
tent	are	also	welcomed.

3.	 Connectivity	 –	 utilisation	 of	 innovative	 potential	 of	 the	 SSH	
knowledge	and	discoveries.	Support	of	this	aspect	shall	help	to	
build	a	bridge	between	basic	and	applied	research.	The	innova-
tive	potential	of	discoveries	and	knowledge	of	SSH	for	society	
often	remains	latent.	Certain	outcomes	of	basic	research	are	not	
usually	used	in	practice	in	respective	social	areas.	This	aspect	
will	support	projects	that	build	up	their	practical	research	solu-
tion	on	an	existing	knowledge	from	basic	research.	During	the	
evaluation	process,	 it	 is	necessary	 to	assess	whether	 the	use	
of	specific	knowledge	or	discoveries	for	applications	is	justified	
and	feasible.

Each	project	must	be	based	on	at	least	one	aspect	of	the	so-called	
innovation	ecosystem	of	SSH.

PROGRAMME LOGIC MODEL

The	programme	logic	model	 is	based	on	the	“Evaluation	Reference	
Model”	for	“TAFTIE’s1	Taskforce”	(Technolopis	Group,	2014),	which	con-
sists	of	four	components:	Inputs:	To	reach	the	mission,	achieve	the	vison	
and	fulfil	the	objectives,	the	Government	of	the	Czech	Republic	has	allo-
cated	92	million	EUR	which	represent	up	to	80%	of	total	expenditures	of	
the	programme.	The	other	20%	shall	come	from	other	public	or	private	re-
sources.	Outputs:	Research	work	–	result	of	the	funding	will	be	measured	
by	e.g.	number	of	supported	projects,	form	of	collaboration,	involvement	
of	organisations	in	applied	R&D	activities	or	number	and	type	of	research	
results	such	as	comprehensive	research	reports;	certified	methodologies,	
procedures	and	specialised	maps;	audiovisual	works;	organisation	of	a	
conference,	 workshop	 or	 exhibition;	 scientific	 publications;	 dictionari-
es,	textbooks,	teaching	methods	and	tools,	psychodiagnostic	methods,	
mapping	and	planning	studies,	evaluation	and	impact	studies,	software;	
data	 structures	 and	 files,	 hardware	 prototypes,	 game	 simulations	 and	
simulators,	ICT	applications,	patent;	prototype;	functional	sample;	busi-
ness	creation	(start-ups,	spin-offs)	etc.	Outcomes:	The	immediate	bene-
fits	for	beneficiaries	or	partners	of	the	supported	projects	are	expected	
not	only	in	form	of	innovation	coming	from	usage	of	research	results	in	
practice	(innovation	of	products,	procedures,	processes	or	services),	but	
also	in	form	of	stronger	innovation	ecosystem	of	R&D	solution	providers:	
interdisciplinary	 collaboration;	 combining	 technical	 and	 non-technical	
research	 content	 in	 one	 R&D	 project	 and	 more	 intensive	 exploitation	
of	outputs	from	basic	research	for	applications.	Impact:	If	the	produced	
outcomes	are	made	within	the	sustainable	innovation	ecosystem	of	the	
SSH	and	used	in	day-to-day	practice	of	the	R&D	solution	users,	then	the	
positive	impact	of	the	innovation	potential	of	the	SSH	will	be	achieved	as	
well	as	new	quality	of	life	of	human	and	society:	

a) Impact on the human and society:	 quality	of	human	 life	 is	 im-
proved;	 sustainable	 environment	 for	 human	 life	 is	 supported;	
competitiveness	of	the	Czech	Republic	is	improved;	efficiency	and	
quality	of	public	policies,	public	administration	and	public	services	
is	increased.

b) Impact on the SSH innovation ecosystem:	boundaries	between	
scientific	areas	are	permeable,	research	outcomes	and	innovation	
are	made	on	the	responsible	way;	innovative	potential	of	the	SSH	
discoveries	is	practically	used.	

SPECIFIC TERMS AND 
CONDITIONS 
APPLICATION GUARANTOR

One	of	the	main	challenges	of	the	ETA	programme	is	to	change	the	
way	 of	 thinking,	 that	 the	 applied	 R&D	 only	 takes	 place	 between	 aca-
demia	 and	 businesses.	 The	 ETA	 programme	 stresses	 the	 relationship	
between	“R&D	solution	providers”	and	“R&D	solution	users”	in	order	to	
advance	the	existing	support	structures.	In	the	case	of	SSH	application	
sphere	the	natural	users	of	the	R&D	solutions	may	not	only	be	enterpri-
ses	but	any	entity	in	public	space.	Therefore,	the	ETA	programme	intro-
duces	the	so-called	application	guarantor,	which	represents	the	users	of	
R&D	solutions	in	the	project.	The	main	task	of	the	application	guarantor	
is	to	contribute	to	making	the	outcomes	of	the	project	fit	for	use	in	practi-
ce	through	verifying	their	reliability	and	usability.	In	addition,	application	
guarantor	can	play	an	important	role	in	the	development	of	participative	
research	methods	through	its	proximity	to	the	project	target	group.	The	
relevant	application	guarantor	 is	an	entity	 that	can	use	 the	main	R&D	
outputs	for	its	practice	and	thus	fulfil	the	project	aim.	Nevertheless,	not	
all	of	these	entities	may	be	eligible	applicants	for	state	aid	for	research	
(according	to	Act	Act,	2017),	Regulation	(Commission	Regulation,	2014)	
and	“State	Aid	Framework”	(Framework,	2014).	Hence,	the	ETA	program-
me	distinguishes	between	two	kinds	of	application	guarantors	(herein-
after	AG):	

a.	 Internal AG	 –	 the	 entities	 performing	 the	 role	 of	 AG	 can	 be	
financially	 supported	 if	 they	 belong	 to	 the	 eligible	 applicants	
(research	organisations,	enterprises	or	local	authorities).	In	order	not	
to	break	the	legislation	related	to	the	rules	of	state	aid	for	research,	
when	the	AG	is	an	enterprise,	it	must	become	an	applicant	of	the	
project	and	therefore	always	act	as	an	internal	AG.

b.	External AG	 –	 if	 AG	 does	 not	 belong	 among	 the	 eligible	
applicants,	it	acts	as	an	external	AG	in	the	project	(e.g.	ministries,	
public	 authorities,	 health	 or	 social	 organisations,	 schools,	
cultural	 organisations,	 Non-Governmental	 Organisations	
(NGOs)	etc.).	Eligible	costs	of	the	external	AG	cannot	be	covered	
from	the	programme	resources.	Yet,	the	representatives	of	the	
external	AG	might	be	employed	by	the	applicants	for	the	R&D	
project	purposes.	Entities	in	the	role	of	AG	in	the	project	must	
have	their	registered	office	in	the	Czech	Republic.	

Each	project	must	have	at	least	one	relevant	AG	for	the	main	research	
outputs,	regardless	if	it´s	internal	or	external.

1	 The	European	Network	of	Innovation	Agencies	(TAFTIE)



ISSUE 48 |  JULY 2019104

TARGETED INVESTIGATORS AND EQUAL 
OPPORTUNITY FOR CAREER IN RESEARCH

The	ETA	programme	seeks	to	promote	the	principles	of	equality,	di-
versity,	responsibility	or	social	justice	not	only	via	the	scale	of	activities	
and	research	results	of	selected	research	projects,	but	also	in	the	way	
the	 projects	 are	 organised	 and	 conducted.	 The	 research	 teams	 of	 the	
ETA	 programme	 may	 consist	 of	 scientists	 and	 researchers,	 university	
teachers,	 doctoral	 students,	 post-docs,	 artists,	 designers,	 architects,	
employees	of	municipalities	or	 staff	of	external	application	guarantors	
and	other	practitioners	or	experts	(see	also	the	figure	number	1).	Thus,	
we	would	 like	 to	encourage	applicants	 to	pay	greater	attention	 to	 the	
benefits	of	diverse	research	teams,	and	also	to	equal	opportunities	for	
men	and	women	for	the	development	of	their	research	careers.	For	those	
reasons,	several	rules	and	recommendation	have	been	developed,	pub-
lished	and	used	for	promotion,	evaluation	and	realisation	of	the	projects:	
e.g.	gender	diverse	team	is	considered	positive	 in	evaluation;	research	
references	of	the	team	members	have	to	fit	to	the	project	aims,	but	we	
do	not	put	any	limitation	in	terms	of	time	when	the	result	was	achieved	
–	 	 in	 order	 not	 to	 disadvantage	 those,	 who	 experienced	 some	 career	
break	(maternity	leave,	parental	leave,	illness	etc.);	or	higher	flat	rate	for	
indirect	costs	(from	20%	up	to	30%)	–	which	we	recommend	to	spend	on	
activities	aiming	at	the	work-life	balance	of	the	team	members	–	but	for	
those	only	who	are	“HR	Excellence	in	research	Award”	holders.	

MARKET-ORIENTED AND PUBLIC-ORIENTED 
RESEARCH PROJECTS

SSH	can	be	useful	for	the	society	by	creating	added	value	of	market-
oriented	products	or	services	by	giving	them	e.g.	an	element	of	respon-
sibility	or	social	justice.	However	certain	SSH	research	solutions	cannot,	
or	 even	 should	 not	 be	 delivered	 to	 the	 benefit	 of	 human	 and	 society	
through	 market	 mechanisms.	 Thus,	 the	 ETA	 programme	 supports	 re-
search	solutions	both,	market-oriented	(sell	on	the	market	to	costumers)	
or	public-oriented	(provided	free	of	charge	to	the	target	groups).	While	it	
is	often	difficult	to	separate	these	two	types	of	projects,	as	many	projects	
contain	both	components	at	once,	the	project	proposals	must	opt	for	the	
predominant	component.	No	priority	is	given	to	one	of	these	two	types	
of	projects,	the	market-oriented	and	public-oriented	projects	are	treated	
during	the	evaluation	procedure	in	the	same	way.

Figure 1:	Project	logic	model.
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Public-relevant	projects	dominate.	The	most	frequent	main	scientific	fo-
cus	of	the	supported	projects	is	“Management	and	Administration”	(23	
projects),	“Sociology	and	Demography”	(12	projects)	and	“Urban,	Regio-
nal	and	Transport	Planning”	(11	projects)	(TACR,	2018).	The	available	allo-
cation	for	the	1st	call	for	proposals	allowed	to	support	all	projects,	which	
have	been	evaluated	positively.	Even	though	their	distribution	among	the	
sphere	of	art,	 social	 sciences,	and	humanities	 is	non-proportional	 (the	
majority	of	funded	project	belong	rather	to	social	sciences,	minority	to	
humanities	and	only	a	fraction	seems	to	belong	to	the	fields	of	art),	three	
examples	of	each	sphere	were	collected	(table	2).	

RESPONSE AND DISCUSSION
EXAMPLES OF FUNDED PROJECTS 

In	the	1st	call	for	proposals,	306	project	were	submitted	and	94	pro-
jects	were	funded	(success	rate	32,4%).	A	budget	of	18	million	EUR	was	
spent,	an	average	of	193.000	EUR	per	project.	 The	supported	projects	
involved	180	application	guaranties	(with	duplicities)	such	as	ministries,	
charities,	elementary	 schools,	 small	 and	medium-sized	cities,	enterpri-
ses,	museums,	philharmonics,	regions,	umbrella	organisations	etc.,	most	
of	which	are	external	AG.	The	majority	of	applicants	are	research	organi-
sations	incl.	universities	(150	participations)	and	small	enterprises	(22).	

Scope Name of the project Application guarantor(s) Total costs

AR
T

Audience	value Customer	lifetime	value	in	the	environment	
of	cultural	institutions	of	live	art	

Philharmonic	orchestra	Hradec	
Králové;	Collegium	1704;	Novofest

184.000

Big	data	and
artistic	research	

Decentralised	collection,	analysis,	visualisation	and	
interpretation	of	large	data	in	an	artistic	practice	

Faculty	of	Fine	Arts,	Brno	
University	of	Technology

84.000

Design	of	smart	furniture Development	of	a	smart	furniture	prototype	for	
the	new	permanent	design	collection	of	the	
Museum	of	Decorative	Arts	in	Prague

mmcité1	a.s. 144.000

SO
CI

AL
SC

IE
N

CE
S

Liveable	cities	and	
communities	

Guidelines	for	planning	of	public	space	in	digital	era Central	Bohemian	Innovation	Center 153.000

Earth	protection	
from	asteroids

A	multidisciplinary	analysis	of	planetary	defence	
from	asteroids	as	the	key	national	policy	

Ministry	of	Transport 392.000

Environmental	education Solar	energy,	water	in	the	countryside,	vegetation:	a	new	
methodology	of	training	municipalities	and	schools

Cities:	Dačice	and	Tčeboč;	
Gymnasium	Jírovcova	and	J.V.	Jirsíka;	
Nerudova	Elementary	School

139.000

H
U

M
AN

IT
IE

S

Ethics	and	autonomous	
mobility

Ethics	of	autonomous	vehicles Prototypum	s.r.o.;	Keen	Software	
House	a.s.;	Ministry	of	Transport

173.000

Industry	4.0	and	
social	change

Development	of	the	frameworks	for	a	social	change	
in	the	reality	of	the	industry	transformation

Confederation	of	Industry	of	the	Czech	Republic 253.000

Historical	literacy Historylab:	using	technology	to	foster	historical	
literacy	–	software	for	history	education

Antikomplex	(NGO) 293.000

Table 2.	Examples	of	supported	R&D	projects	from	the	1st	call	for	proposals	(total	cost	in	EUR).
Reference:	Results	examples	of	funded	projects	in	2018,	Technology	Agency	of	the	Czech	Republic

DISCUSSION
Based	on	experience	with	the	designing	of	the	ETA	programme,	with	

the	implementation	of	the	1st	and	2nd	calls	for	proposals	and	feedbacks,	
taking	into	account	types	of	submitted	project	proposals	and	their	most	
frequent	weak	points	and	qualities	–	 the	 following	areas	remain	chal-
lenging:

•	 Structural	 level:	 Institutionalisation	 of	 drawing	 on	 innovation	
potential	of	SSH

•	 Political	 level:	 Blindness	 of	 legislation	 and	 R&D	 policy	 to	 the	
needs	of	SSH	for	innovation

•	 Academic	level:	Innovative	mind-set	of	SSH	community	
The	most	frequent	reasons	for	project	proposals	rejection,	is	the	lack	

on	SSH	in	the	core	of	the	research	project.	There	may	be	several	reasons	

for	this:	The	common	applicants	of	the	TACR’s	programme	portfolio	main-
ly	come	from	the	“Science,	Technology,	Engineering	and	Mathematics”	
(STEM)	 fields	 or	 natural	 sciences.	 The	 SSH	 academic	 community	 has	
been	historically	supported	primarily	in	the	area	of	basic	research.	Mo-
reover,	the	system	of	knowledge	transfer	between	SSH	and	application	
guarantors	(municipalities,	schools,	cultural	organisations,	NGOs,	public	
administration,	enterprises	etc.)	is	still	emerging.	Even	though	the	third	
role	of	universities	is	recognised	as	an	integral	part	of	their	mission,	the	
assessment	and	 institutional	 financing	of	SSH	are	based	 substantially	
on	their	publication	performance,	not	application	of	their	results.	Thus,	
the	demand-oriented	research	attention	of	the	SSH	community	might	be	
more	stimulated.	Vice	versa,	the	demand	on	the	R&D	solution	side	of	the	
application	guarantors	is	rather	low,	as	they	might	not	have	enough	ca-
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way	that	better	reflects	the	specific	nature	of	SSH,	and	structural	exploi-
tation	of	the	innovation	potential	of	SSH	for	society	of	the	21st	century.
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pacity	–	whether	financial,	time	or	human	resources	related	–	to	innova-
te.	It	seems	that	the	higher	impact	of	SSH	on	human	and	society	hinders	
the	low	institutionalisation	of	the	relationship	between	R&D	solution	pro-
viders	and	R&D	solution	users,	and	we	should	ask	what	does	it	prevent?

Not	all	partnerships	can	be	fully	developed,	since	only	research	orga-
nisations	or	businesses	can	receive	the	state	aid	for	research.	Many	im-
portant	partners	have	to	play	the	role	of	external	AGs	(without	financial	
support),	although	it	would	be	more	appropriate	for	them	to	actively	par-
ticipate	on	research	activities.	State	aid	rules	do	not	have	to	be	applied	to	
many	research	projects	of	SSH,	however	a	clear	methodology	to	recog-
nise	which	project	has	to	and	which	does	not	have	to	is	poorly	available	
for	SSH.	Compliance	with	the	intensity	of	support	applicable	to	busines-
ses	and	the	need	to	co-finance	from	private	resources	is	often	unrealistic	
for	many	R&D	solution	users	of	SSH.	De	minimis	mode	of	support	might	
be	too	dangerous	for	them.	Neither	national	nor	European	legislation	of	
the	state	aid	for	research	is	friendly	to	these	new	types	of	partnerships.	
Furthermore,	considering	the	fields	of	arts,	the	ETA	programme	creates	
an	incentive	for	an	expanded	outlook	at	the	artistic	research:	focus	on	
innovation.		But	the	artistic	research	has	not	been	fully	recognised	yet	
as	an	integral	part	of	the	R&D	policy,	much	less	as	a	part	of	innovation	
policy	–	neither	on	national,	nor	on	European	level.	What	is	the	reason	
for	this	omission?

The	second	most	frequent	reason	for	the	rejection	of	the	project	pro-
posal,	is	the	lack	of	novelty	and	innovativeness	of	the	R&D	solutions.	It	is	
not	clear	what	novelty	or	originality	means	in	terms	of	applied-oriented	
SSH	research:	e.g.	whether	the	project	aims	to	move	the	current	practice	
forward,	offers	a	novel	and	original	R&D	solution	that	has	not	been	used	
in	practice	yet	or	if	it	introduces	existing	concepts	into	another	environ-
ment	 or	 context?	 It	 seems	 to	 be	 difficult	 to	 understand,	 how	 to	 build	
up	a	background,	on	which	the	originality	of	the	new	(or	substantially	
improved	existing)	creative	R&D	solutions	will	be	visible	and	thus	better	
assessable.	The	willingness	to	take	risk,	which	consist	e.g.	of	a	previously	
untested	interdisciplinary	partnership	or	new	research	methods	or	their	
combining,	is	still	low.	Many	rejected	project	proposals	have	remained	in	
the	current	borders	of	the	traditional	research	paradigms,	which	nega-
tively	affected	their	innovativeness.	Is	it	possible	that	the	reason	for	this	
deficiency	lies	especially	in	the	two	previous	questions?

CONCLUSIONS 
The	ETA	programme	is	a	new	tool	for	support	of	innovation	ecosystem	

through	scaling-up	SSH	pathways	in	order	to	boost	their	positive	impact	
on	the	human	and	society.	Its	novelty	lies	–	at	least	within	the	national	
context	–	in	the	fact	that,	through	the	role	of	an	application	guarantor,	it	
encourages	the	SSH	community	to	find	partners	who	can	use	their	R&D	
solutions.	And	vice	versa,	the	interest	on	the	side	of	the	R&D	solutions	
users	for	cooperation	with	actors	of	SSH	is	stimulated.	Even	though	the	
programme	is	at	the	start	of	its	implementation,	first	experiences	show	
that	it	creates	an	appropriate	tool	in	harnessing	the	innovation	potential	
of	SSH.	However,	 there	 is	a	need	 to	deepen	 the	 relationship	between	
the	SSH	community	and	the	funding	organisation	and	to	constantly	re-
flect	 the	 way	 the	 ETA	 programme	 is	 implemented.	 It	 should	 be	 taken	
into	account	that	not	only	organisations,	but	also	members	of	research	
teams	might	be	first	time	applicants	to	the	TACR	programme	portfolio.	
An	important	part	of	the	success	of	the	programme	is	both	the	parallel	
adjustment	of	legislation	and	policies	on	national	and	EU	levels	in	such	a	
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disciplinary,	 (3)	 intersectoral,	 (4)	 innovative,	 (5)	 impactful	 and	
(6)	inclusive.	

2.	 Secondly,	 to	analyse	key	aspects	of	 the	practical	 implementa-
tion	of	the	model	at	a	higher	education	institution:	in	this	case	
the	University	of	Deusto2.	By	analysing	process	indicators	and	
outcomes,	this	paper	focuses	on	
a.	the	 evolution	 of	 the	 implementation	 of	 the	 “6i	 Research	

Model”	over	the	last	decade	and	how	it	has	been	sustained	
in	practice;

b.	the	results	produced;	and	
c.	 the	changes	which	the	institution	has	undergone	to	accom-

modate	and	support	the	evolving	model.	
Focusing	on	the	implementation	of	the	“6i	Research	Model”	model	

at	the	University	of	Deusto,	the	second	part	will	respond	to	the	following	
research	questions:

1.	 How	did	the	“6i	Research	Model”	evolve	over	time	and	how	has	
it	been	sustained?

2.	 What	kind	of	impact	on	institutional	change	did	the	model	in-
volve	in	terms	of	structures	and	resources,	mechanisms,	initia-
tives	and	outputs?	and

3.	 Is	 Deusto	 steadily	 evolving	 into	 a	 research	 ecosystem	 for	 im-
pactful	 research	 excellence,	 while	 adopting	 the	 “6i	 Research	
Model”?

Based	on	lessons	learned,	we	will	draw	some	conclusions	for	future	
applications	and	scaling	up	the	model	 to	other	higher	education	 insti-
tutions.

A MULTIFACETED MODEL

Building	 collaborative	 inter-	 and	 trans-disciplinary	 communities	 re-
quires	deep	reflection	and	a	clear,	well-planned	strategy.

INTRODUCTION

“Our	 current	 infrastructures	 dissuade	 interdisciplinary	 research”	
(Moedas,	2017),	 immersed	as	they	are	in	the	so	called	“interdis-
ciplinarity	 paradox”	 (Woelert	 and	 Millar,	 2013).	 Interdisciplinary	

research	is	increasingly	fostered	at	a	policy	level	to	tackle	complex	local	
and/or	global	problems,	but	it	is,	at	the	same	time,	poorly	rewarded	by	
funding	 instruments	and	academic	structures	 (Bromham,	Dinnage	and	
Hua,	2016).	

Navigating	 through	 this	paradox,	universities	are	creatively	develo-
ping	 ways	 to	 integrate	 the	 growing	 demands	 posed	 to	 academic	 life.	
These	 are,	 at	 times,	 conflicting	 in	 terms	 of	 aims	 and	 interests	 (basic	
research	vs.	closer	to	the	market	 innovations,	collaboration	vs.	compe-
tition).	In	this	way,	several	European	higher	education	institutions	have	
made	attempts	at	enhancing	interdisciplinary	research	through	virtual,	
physical	or	combined	approaches	on	issues	of	relevance	at	a	more	global	
level.	This	is	the	case	at	Trinity	College	Themes;	Universitá	de	Bologna	
Integrated	Research	Teams;	University	of	Sussex	Strategic	Research	Pro-
grammes	and	Lund	University	Strategic	Research	Areas,	to	name	but	a	
few.	In	most	cases,	these	new	endeavours	coexist	with	more	traditional	
ways	of	managing	research	(discipline	driven,	“Social	Sciences	and	Hu-
manities”	(SSH)	vs.	“Science,	Technology,	Engineering,	Arts	and	Mathe-
matics”	(STEAM),	etc.).

The	aim	of	this	paper	is	twofold:
1.	 Firstly,	to	introduce	the	main	features	and	elements	of	an	inno-

vative	research	management	system,	the	“6i	Research	Model”.	
Emerging	from	a	bottom-up	initiative,	the	model	is	the	result	of	
our	quest	for	a	clear	holistic	vision	to	devise	a	comprehensive	
research	management	model,	with	diverse	mechanisms,	struc-
tures	and	measurement	 tools.	The	“6i	Research	Model”	 takes	
its	name	from	the	 integration	of	six	elements	that	are	usually	
managed	in	a	disconnected	manner:	(1)	international,	(2)	inter-
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With	 the	 focus	 on	 social	 impact	 valuation-driven	 research,	 the	 “6i	
Research	Framework”	adopts	a	system	thinking	approach	and	is	based	
on	three	innovative,	interrelated	and	mutually	reinforcing	pillars:

•	 An evolving the “6i Research Model”:	 this	 is	made	up	of	a	
combination	of	(i)nternational,	(i)nterdisciplinary,	(i)ntersectoral,	
(i)mpact,	(i)nnovation	and	(i)nclusion	features	and	dimensions.

•	 A self-feeding flexible governance system	which	 integrates	
top-down	 and	 bottom-up	 uptakes	 with	 well-rounded	 flexible	
governance	support	structures	and	mechanisms.

•	 A dynamic process	which	combines	competitive	and	collabora-
tive	 research	endeavours	with	a	 focus	on	excellence	and	 real	
impact.

Research	has	shown	that	a	collaborative	culture	is	a	strong	predic-
tor	of	creativity	(DeCusatis,	2008,	Barczak,	Lassk	and	Mulki,	2010)	and,	
according	to	Waddel	and	Brown	(1997),	inter-sectoral	partnerships	can	
“help reduce duplication of effort and activity that works at cross-purpo-
ses; they can also stimulate innovation and unusually creative solutions if 
the diverse goals of participants can be addressed”	(p.	1).	Taking	this	into	
account,	the	“6i	Research	Model”	departs	from	the	firm	conviction	that	
interdisciplinarity	 is	absolutely	useful	 for	understanding	complex	prob-
lems,	such	as	human	mobility	or	climate	change	(Repko,	2012).	 It	also	
assumes	that	engaging	in	international	interdisciplinary	and	intersecto-
ral	collaborations	helps	to:	a)	identify	global	priorities;	b)	develop	more	
responsible	and	accountable	research;	and	c)	strengthen	the	capacities	
required	to	be	able	to	tackle	global	and	local	challenges.

Since	researchers	suffer	from	a	number	of	limitations	in	terms	of	their	
individual	agency,	career	development	and	stability	(i.e.	secure	funding	
for	research),	new	forms	of	researcher	collaborations	and	partnerships	
with	non-academic	stakeholders	have	enormous	potential	for	generating	
innovative	 ideas	and	stronger	 social	 impact.	Studies	also	demonstrate	
that	people	are	inclined	to	collaborate,	provided	that	there	is	reciproci-
ty,	which	is	the	basis	of	trust	(Thomson,	Perry	and	Miller,	2007).	Never-
theless,	 in	order	 to	 take	 interdisciplinarity	seriously,	each	person	must	
be	“secure	in	his	or	her	competence”,	as	being	interdisciplinary	means	
being	intentional	in	group	formation	and	decisions,	while	incorporating	
different	approaches,	methodologies	and	procedures	(Hall	and	Weaver,	
2001).	Along	these	lines,	creating	a	collaborative	culture	requires	the	co-
operation	of	people	at	different	levels	and	areas	of	the	organisation	and	
requires	trust	and	leadership,	reciprocity,	commitment,	dialogue	and	the	
sharing	of	ideas	and	projects	that	give	a	sense	of	belonging,	teamwork	
and	result-oriented	processes.

In	order	to	provide	such	basis,	the	“6i	Research	Model”	proposes	put-
ting	forward	an orchestrated multi-layered and flexible intervention	which	
includes:

•	 a	well-defined	 vision	at	 a	 strategic	 level,	 integrating	 targeted	
initiatives	around	the	6i	axe;

•	 clear,	underlying,	governing	principles	which	include	(a)	a	peo-
ple-centred	approach;	(b)	building	trust	and	(c)	having	confluent	
“win-win”	goals;

•	 a	number	of	support	structures	and	mechanisms,	put	in	place	
to	creatively	and	steadily	make	progress	in	the	implementation	
phase	with	a	highly	professionalised	body	of	research	managers	
and	administrators;	and

•	 a	definition	and	implementation	of	specific	measures	to	value	
impact	 at	 a	 project	 level,	 with	 established	 specific	 rewarding	
mechanisms	for	assessing	social	impact.

The	model	also	makes	use	of	a	dialogical	blend	of	collaboration	vs	

competition	 to	 achieve	 excellence	 in	 research.	 Although	 perceived	 as	
opposites,	the	2017	“League	of	European	Research	Universities”	report	
(LERU	report)	argues	that	both	collaboration	and	competition	are	neces-
sary	to	achieve	excellence	in	research	and	its	impact,	whenever	research	
excellence	 and	 social	 impact	 are	 complementary	 to,	 or	 compete	 with,	
each	other	(Akker	and	Spaapen,	2017).

A	last	key	element	of	the	“6i	Research	Model’s”	engine	is	the	defini-
tion	of	indicators	of	progress	and	achievements	regarding	collaborative	
endeavours	 and	 inter-	 and	 trans-disciplinary	 integration.	 As	 with	 any	
shared	effort	and	teamwork	in	general,	the	objectives	of	the	model	and	
its	respective	intervention	must	be	clearly	defined	and	mutually	agreed	
by	all	members,	including	the	quantitative	and	qualitative	indicators	that	
provide	an	evaluation	of	achievement.

METHODS
This	 research	 is	 framed	 within	 a	 broader	 investigation	 focused	 on	

understanding	the	multilevel	process	dynamics,	results	and	impacts	of	
the	6i	innovative	research	management	model	at	higher	education	ins-
titutions.	Based	on	the	system	thinking	approach	we	have	envisioned	a	
model	capable	of	devising	holistic	and	adaptable	implementations	to	the	
characteristics	of	each	institution;	and	able	to	respond	to	more	humani-
stic	and	social	purposes.

Using	 a	 methodological	 approach	 that	 combines	 a	 myriad	 of	 data	
collection	 instruments	with	quantitative	and	qualitative	methodologies	
(data	and	policy	analysis,	surveys,	in-depth	interviews,	discourse	analy-
sis),	the	“6i	Research	Model”	is	being	assessed	as	implemented	at	the	
University	of	Deusto	during	 the	period	2010-2018.	The	combination	of	
data	collection	instruments,	methodologies	and	triangulation	of	research	
results	has	enabled	us	 to	 identify	and	describe	 the	change	processes,	
while	understanding	them,	capturing	and	reconstructing	their	meaning.

In	order	to	answer	the	questions	related	to	the	second	objective	of	
this	paper	(which	is	to	analyse	the	case	study	of	the	implementation	of	
the	model	at	 the	University	of	Deusto),	we	have,	 from	the	universe	of	
data	collection	mentioned	above,	specifically	 focused	on	the	combina-
tion	of	two	variables:	

a.	The	 timeline,	 to	 analyse	 the	 evolution	 of	 the	 “6i	 Research	
Model”	over	time	from	2010	to	October	2018,	and	

b.	The	key	enabling	elements,	such	as	(b1)	the	university’s	strategy	
and	 its	 backing	 on	 policies	 developed	 for	 and	 introduced	 to	
drive	 the	 different	 actions,	 (b2)	 the	 supporting	 structures,	
(b3)	 the	 driving	 mechanisms,	 initiatives	 and	 instruments,	
which	have	been	sequentially	 introduced	 to	generate	change	
and	 (b4)	 capacity	 building,	 which	 prepares	 researchers	 and	
research	 managers	 to	 engage	 in	 the	 process.	 Table	 1	 shows	
the	second	variable	containing	the	main	elements	intervening	
in	the	process,	as	well	as	the	sources	used	in	order	to	collect	
evidence	related	to	each	indicator.	This	paper	is	focused	on	the	
descriptive	analysis	of	 the	process	 for	which	 the	 type	of	data	
used	is	mainly	quantitative.

Variable Indicators Sources
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b1)	Policy	and	strategy Institutional	policies	addressing	
management	of	the	6i.

-“Deusto	Strategic	Plan	2015-2018”	including	specific	“Master	Plans”	for:	a)	Internationalisation;	
b)	“Interdisciplinary	and	intersectoral	collaborations;	and	c)	Social	Impact”;

b2)	Supporting	research	
structures	and	staff

Deusto	Research	support	structures	and	staff -Records	kept	by	the	“International	Research	Project	Office”	indicating:
a)	The	number	of	support	structures	created	or	re-organised	by	year;
-	Annual	records	kept	by	the	“Human	Resources	Department”	showing	the	number	of	employees	
hired	by	the	main	support	structure	responsible	for	channelling	the	strategy	(IRPO);

b3)	Mechanisms	
and	initiatives

-International	proposals	and	projects
-Interdisciplinary	platforms
-Core	groups
-Concerted	actions
-DIRSi-COFUND	project	
-Self-created	and	external	initiatives	to	
drive	innovation	and	social	impact.
-Dissemination	initiatives
-“Deusto	Social	Impact	Label”,	
“Deusto-Santander	Award”

-Records	kept	by	the	“International	Research	Project	Office”	indicating:
a)	Number	of	proposals	submitted	to	international	projects	and	the	number	of	concerted	actions	(yearly	
progress	reports	to	the	“Basque	Government	Framework	Programme	and	Master	Programmes”);
b)	The	analysis	of	intra-platform	dynamics	relies	on	the	data	collected	from	two	platforms	
(“Ageing	and	Wellbeing”,	“Gender”)	since	these	were	the	platforms	with	specific	data	
available.	For	each	platform,	the	data	included:	the	year	of	creation,	the	number	of	proposals	
submitted	in	related	topics,	number	of	meetings	held,	number	of	core	groups.	
c)	Number	of	topics	published	for	the	DIRS-COFUND	selection	process.
d)	Number	of	COFUNDERs	enrolled.
e)	Internal	initiatives	and	participation	in	external	initiatives	to	drive	
innovation	and	social	impact	as	well	as	dissemination	initiatives.
f)	Number	of	actions	regarding	social	impact	evaluation	and	recognition	granted	per	year.

b4)	Capacity	building Specific	6i-related	training	provided	to	
researchers	and	research	managers.

-	Records	kept	by	the	“International	Research	Project	Office”	and	the	“Human	Resources	
Department”	indicating	the	number,	nature	and	basic	facts	about	in-house	and	
external	training	sessions	attended	by	Deusto	researchers	and	managers.

Some	 indicators,	 such	 as	 international	 proposals	 and	 projects,	 act	

both	as	process	catalysers	and	results,	having	an	impact	on	and	playing	
a	role	in	institutional	change	in	a	self-feeding	mechanism.	

THE “6I RESEARCH MODEL”: AN IMPLEMENTATION 
IN MOTION AT UNIVERSITY OF DEUSTO

The	process,	as	implemented	at	the	University	of	Deusto,	has	been	
studied	by	combining	two	analytical	variables:	a)	time;	and	b)	elements	
intervening	in	the	process.	For	this	reason,	data	collected	under	the	four	
elements	included	in	the	second	variable	–	b1)	policy	and	strategy;	b2)	
support	 research	 structures	and	 staff;	 b3)	mechanisms	and	 initiatives;	

Table 1.	Data	collection	and	analysis.
i)	"Deusto	International	Research	School”

Figure 1.	Process	evolution	of	the	“6i	Research	Model”	at	the	University	of	Deusto	
Source:	prepared	by	the	author	based	on	data	gathered.

and	b4)	capacity	building	–	have	been	examined	longitudinally	for	the	
period	2010-2018	to	describe	the	process	and	the	chronological	evolu-
tion	 of	 the	 “6i	 Research	 Model”.	 Figure	 1	 graphically	 summarises	 the	
aggregated	indicators	under	each	variable	and	element,	and	results	are	
reported	in	sequence.
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2010-2011 – BOTTOM-UP INCEPTION

Policy and strategy.	At	the	start	of	the	decade,	research	at	Deusto	
was	carried	out	in	a	disconnected	manner	and	projects	gravitated	more	
around	the	work	of	individual	research	interests.	We	were	doing	many	
things	related	to	6i	dimensions,	and	had	been	doing	so	for	many	years,	
only	we	called	them	different	names	as	they	were	dissociated	from	each	
other	and	took	place	in	different	places.

However,	the	University	of	Deusto	had	a	solid	base	on	which	to	build:
•	 Over	130	years	of	history	 that	backed	solid	 relationships	with	

companies,	SMEs,	regional	clusters,	entities,	policymakers,	oth-
er	academic	 institutions	and	social	organisations.	This	has	al-
lowed	“Deusto	Research”	to	blend	competitiveness,	innovation,	
and	technology	in	order	to	tackle	challenges	for	communities,	
companies	and	public	bodies	in	the	region.

•	 A	 robust	 number	 of	 externally	 evaluated	 and	 accredited	 re-
searchers,	 research	 teams	 and	 units	 at	 the	 University	 with	 a	
proven	record	of	research	excellence	and	engagement	with	so-
ciety	(37	research	teams,	9	research	institutes,	13	chairs)3;

•	 A	committed	senior	 leadership	with	a	deep	knowledge	of	 the	
institution,	the	individuals,	the	system	and	the	internal	dynam-
ics.	There	are	three	elements	providing	the	driving	force	for	this	
leadership:	firstly,	flexibility,	with	room	for	manoeuvre	in	terms	
of	finding	solutions,	proposing	ideas,	introducing	changes	and	
creatively	 introducing	 innovations	 in	 research	 management;	
secondly,	 alignment	 with	 the	 defined	 strategy;	 and	 finally,	 a	
firm	conviction	that	collaboration	is	the	driving	force	required	to	
achieve	higher	scientific	competitive	levels	and	closer	links	with	
the	needs	of	society.

Therefore,	based	on	intuition	and	an	emerging	vision	of	a	more	inte-
grated	way	of	managing	research,	we	basically	started	to	join	the	dots.	
The	first	steps	were	informal	meetings	with	researchers	and	transfer	of	
knowledge	officers	working	in	the	field	of	ageing.	We	gathered	to	dis-
cuss,	meet,	take	stock	(of	existing	expertise,	ongoing	projects	and	publi-
cations)	and	plan	the	steps	forward.	

Supporting research structures and staff.	 In	 2011,	 the	 Internati-
onal	Research	Project	Office	(IRPO)	was	created.	Made	up	of	3	experi-
enced	advisors,	the	IRPO	team	was	assigned	with	the	task	of	driving	the	
university’s	research	forward	by	 identifying	opportunities	to	 internatio-
nalise	the	university’s	research	and	build	bridges	between	the	university	
and	stakeholders.

Mechanisms and initiatives.	 In	 2010,	 despite	 submitting	 six	 pro-
posals,	 launched	 by	 international	 calls,	 only	 one	 research	 unit	 at	 the	
university	had	 included	 international	projects	 in	 its	portfolio.	However,	
by	the	end	of	2011,	Deusto	had	more	than	tripled	its	submissions	to	in-
ternational	projects	(21	submissions)	and	the	number	of	funded	projects	
(3	 funded	projects).	Though	 these	data	show	the	 initial	 results,	 it	was	
clear	 from	 the	 early	 phases	 of	 the	 process	 that	 both	 learning	 how	 to	
write	proposals	and	the	participation	in	international	projects	were	key	
mechanisms	for	moving	the	strategy	forward.

Furthermore,	 in	 2011,	 the	 first	 interdisciplinary	 research	 platform,	
“Ageing	and	Wellbeing”,	emerged	as	a	bottom-up	initiative	aligned	with	
the	 “European	 Innovation	 Partnership	 on	 Active	 and	 Healthy	 Ageing”.	
The	 “Deusto	 Interdisciplinary	 Research	 Platforms”	 are	 flexible	 mecha-

nisms	organised	around	societal	 challenges	 for	establishing	collabora-
tive	 inter-	 and	 trans-disciplinary	 research	 partnerships	 between	 diffe-
rent	research	teams	and	external	actors.	By	gathering	researchers	from	
different	disciplines	to	promote	active,	healthy	and	meaningful	ageing,	
the	“Ageing	Platform”	paved	the	way	to	other	interdisciplinary	platforms	
which	were	to	emerge	in	the	following	years.	The	path	to	constructing	
the	“6i	Research	Model”	was	underway.

2012-2013 – GROWING STRUCTURES AND BUILDING 
CAPACITY

Supporting research structures and staff	 development.	 In	 2012,	
with	the	support	of	the	Vice-Rector	for	“Research	and	Transfer	of	Know-
ledge”,	 Deusto	 organised	 its	 research	 structure	 around	 the	 “Deusto	
Advanced	Research	Centre”	(DARC).	This	was	made	up	of	two	support	
research	 units:	 the	 “DEIKER-Deusto	 Research	 Results	 Transfer	 Office”	
and	the	“IRPO-International	Research	Project	Office”.	In	the	same	year,	
IRPO	also	increased	its	staff	by	hiring	two	more	experienced	advisors	and	
one	junior	manager.	This	was	an	important	increase	in	resources	directed	
towards	the	impulse	of	mechanisms and results.	

Mechanisms and initiatives.	 With	 less	 proposals	 submitted	 in	
2012	than	in	the	previous	year	(15),	the	number	of	international	projects	
funded	was	higher	 (5)	 than	previous	 results,	which,	 in	 fact,	meant	an	
increase	in	the	success	rate	and	having	four	research	units	involved	in	
international	projects.	In	2013,	there	were	more	researchers	involved	in	
the	 internationalisation	of	 research	(8	research	units	compared	to	4	 in	
the	previous	year).	These	submitted	eleven	more	proposals	than	in	2012,	
three	of	which	were	funded.	The	low	success	rate	was	justified	due	to	
some	units	that	were	just	starting	to	build	up	their	capacity	in	this	field,	
having	had	little	experience	in	writing	proposals.

2012-2013	 was	 also	 the	 period	 in	 which	 the	 first	 proposals	 within	
the	“Ageing	and	Wellbeing	Interdisciplinary	Platform”	were	prepared	(2	
proposals	in	2012	and	5	in	2013).	The	platform	also	started	to	hold	two	
periodic	meetings	(one	every	six	months).	Envisaged	as	cohesion	tools,	
these	meetings	facilitated	spaces	for	exchanging	ideas,	networking	and	
planning	between	platform	members.	Once	piloted	and	based	on	lessons	
learned,	regular	general	platform	meetings	were	introduced	successively	
over	the	other	interdisciplinary	platforms,	adjusting	the	content	and	dy-
namics	for	each	specific	context	and	field.

Capacity	building.	With	more	 staff,	 the	 IRPO	managed	 to	organise	
one	in-house	training	session	in	2012	and	four	training	sessions	in	2013.	
The	focus	of	these	sessions	was	to	instruct	researchers	on	how	to	apply	
for	international	competitive	proposals	and	funding.

2014-2015 – GAINING CLARITY: ORGANISING 
STRUCTURES AND TOP-DOWN SUPPORT

Policy and strategy. Since	2010,	“Deusto	Research”	had	been	stea-
dily	 developing	 a	 clearer	 vision	 for	 challenge-driven	 research	 aligned	
with	 the	 Europe	 2020	 and	 the	 “Basque	 Country	 Smart	 Specialisation	
Strategies”,	 with	 advanced	 research	 units	 and	 experts	 contributing	 to	
knowledge	generation	and	innovative	solutions.	Nevertheless,	it	was	in	

3	 2017	data.
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2015	that	the	first	four	“i’s”	in	the	research	model	(internationalisation,	
interdisciplinarity,	intersectoral	and	impact)	were	included	in	the	“Deus-
to	2018	Strategic	Plan”	(2015-2018).

With	the	establishment	of	these	internal	policies	and	recognition	me-
chanisms,	the	model	received	backing	at	the	highest	institutional	level	
from	the	rector’s	team,	with:

1.	 The	introduction	of	the	founding	principles	and	governing	ele-
ments	into	the	agenda	and	strategy;

2.	 The	development	of	a	valuation	system	at	a	research	and	inno-
vation	policy	level	within	the	university,	including	three	specific	
“Master	 Plans”	 in	 the	 “Deusto	 2018	 Strategic	 Plan”,	 creating	
synergies	with	other	strategic	areas	of	the	university,	such	as	a	
“Commitment	to	Social	Justice”;

3.	 Securing	a	portion	of	the	research	support	budget	to	promote	
joint	participation	in	international	research	projects;	

4.	 Setting	a	flexible	structure	and	support	mechanisms	to	create,	
develop	and	establish	interdisciplinary	platforms;	and

5.	 The	definition	of	progress	indicators,	against	which	this	multi-
layered	process	has	been	regularly	monitored	and	evaluated.

Supporting research structures and staff. At	the	end	of	2014/be-
ginning	of	2015,	the	“DIRS-Deusto	International	Research	School”	was	
created	under	the	DARC	structure	to	coordinate	doctoral	training	at	the	
university.	In	the	same	period,	the	IRPO	hired	three	more	junior	advisors.

Mechanisms	and	initiatives.	International	proposals	continued	to	be	
the	key	mechanism	for	engaging	 researchers	and	units	 in	 the	“i	 strat-
egy”.	 The	 number	 of	 proposals	 submitted	 to	 international	 calls	 nearly	
doubled	in	2014	(going	from	26	proposals	submitted	in	2013	to	40	in	2014	
–	7	of	them	received	funding).	This	was	the	result	of	a	good	positioning	
strategy	for	the	initial	calls	under	the	Horizon	2020	programme.	In	2015,	
the	number	of	submissions	to	international	projects	reached	its	highest	
level	(53	proposals	submitted	and	9	projects	funded)4.	Consequently,	the	
number	of	research	units	working	on	international	projects	literally	dou-
bled	from	8	in	2014	to	16	in	2015.

A	significant	event	in	2014	was	the	emergence	of	a	new	interdiscipli-
nary	platform	focused	on	“Gender	issues”.	Meanwhile,	the	“Ageing	and	
Wellbeing”	platform	kept	increasing	the	number	of	proposals	submitted	
(rising	from	5	submissions	in	2013	to	14	proposals	in	2015).	In	addition,	
as	a	result	of	the	development	and	approval	of	the	specific	“Master	Plan”	
to	boost	interdisciplinary	collaborations,	three	more	platforms	emerged	
in	2015	(“B-Creative-Creative	Cultural	Industries	and	Cities”;	“Social	Jus-
tice	and	Inclusion”;	and	“Strengthening	Participation”).

In	2015,	the	platforms	also	officially	started	to	unfold	into	core	groups	
as	 performing	 mechanisms	 for	 collaborative	 endeavours.	 These	 core	
groups	were	smaller	groups	of	experts	working	together	with	their	local	
and	international	peers	and	stakeholders	around	specific	societal	chal-
lenges	on	specific	proposals	or	projects.	These	had	undergone	 testing	
during	the	previous	two	years	and	were	found	to	be	viable	mechanisms	
for	focusing	collaboration	on:

1.	 building	win-win	situations	between	researchers;
2.	 tangible	 work	 aligned	 with	 the	 agenda,	 the	 results	 expected	

and	the	interests	of	different	research	units;	and	
3.	 creating	meeting	spaces	to	build	trust	and	personal	relationships.

The	data	show	an	increase	in	the	number	of	active	core	groups,	from	
a	 number	 of	 timid	 informal	 exchanges	 in	 2010	 to	 the	 current	 regular,	

content-specific,	ad	hoc	core	group	meetings	held	on	 the	 two	studied	
interdisciplinary	platforms.	

Capacity building.	 In	order	to	manage	the	increasing	demand	and	
to	provide	training	and	support	to	researchers,	the	IRPO	organised	9	trai-
ning	sessions	in	2015,	including	in-house	and	external	training.

2016-2017 – HARVESTING RESULTS AND BOOSTING 
MECHANISMS

Policy	and	strategy.	 Internationalisation,	 interdisciplinary	and	 inter-
sectoral	collaboration	 (the	 first	3	“i’s”)	were	 the	driving	 forces	 that	ar-
ticulated	Deusto’s	research	response	to	societal	challenges,	and	social	
impact	(the	4th	I)	was	incorporated	steadily	into	the	research	and	inno-
vation	policy	and	internal	reward	mechanisms.	In	2016-2017,	an	evolving	
multi-layered	process	of	“Social	Impact	Valuation”	was	finally	in	place.	
The	process	encompassed	progress	at	four	different	levels:

1.	 Reflection	 and	 state-of-the-art	 knowledge	 production	 that	 re-
sulted	 in	 the	 establishment	 of	 an	 evaluation	 criteria	 set	 con-
trasted	with	international,	national	and	regional	experts;

2.	 The	generation	of	support	units,	dependent	on	the	senior	man-
ager	appointed	to	the	specific	“Strategic	Master	Plan”	and	two	
performing	bodies:	the	steering	and	the	evaluation	committees	
in	 charge	 of	 planning,	 implementing	 and	 evaluating	 progress	
and	results;

3.	 Training	of	 social	 impact	managers	 in	 charge	of	 the	everyday	
implementation	of	the	proposed	action	plan;	and

4.	 The	 launch	of	concrete	valuation	measures	and	 initiatives:	an	
internal	call	was	developed	and	 launched:	 the	“Deusto	Social	
Impact	 Briefings”.	 “Deusto	 Social	 Impact	 Briefings”	 are	 brief	
publications	to	disseminate	the	research	results	of	projects	to	
specific	stakeholders	and	a	wider	audience.

Mechanisms and initiatives.	 In	2016,	Deusto	achieved	 its	highest	
number	 of	 international	 funded	 projects	 (12)	 while	 the	 “Ageing	 and	
Wellbeing”	platform	managed	to	submit	12	proposals	between	2016	and	
2017.	In	2017,	the	“Gender	Platform”	also	started	to	increase	results	and	
presented	4	proposals	for	international	calls.

In	the	same	year,	4	interdisciplinary	research	areas	were	identified	in	
alignment	with	the	“Basque	Smart	Specialisation	Strategy”	and	the	in-
tersectoral	collaborative	framework:	“Energy,	Territory,	Health	and	Indus-
try	4.0”.	In	addition,	specific	committees	were	assigned	the	responsibility	
of	monitoring	the	implementation	of	the	action	plan	envisaged	under	the	
“Master	Plan”	on	social	impact.

Interdisciplinary	co-operation	steadily	increased	within	the	5	interna-
tional	interdisciplinary	platforms.	This	process,	coordinated	by	research	
managers	at	the	“International	Research	Project	Office”,	crystallised	in	
the	 creation	of	 a	 collaborative	 culture	 (i.e.	 exchange	of	 ideas,	 sharing	
knowledge,	building	trust)	based	on	regular	formal	and	informal	gathe-
rings,	meetings	and	exchanges	(six-monthly	general	platform	meetings	
and	more	frequent	ad	hoc	meetings,	which	were	topic-specific	or	pro-
ject-based,	were	held	regularly	on	a	demand	basis.

Framed	within	the	then	4i	strategy	and	backed	by	42	partner	organi-
sations,	the	University	of	Deusto	received	a	prestigious	Marie-Sklodows-
ka	Curie	COFUND	project.	This	was	led	by	the	Vice-Rector	of	“Research	

4	 This	was	also	a	result	of	the	DeustoTech’s	strategy	to	invest	in	hiring	a	renowned	consultancy	to	boost	their	internationalisation	strategy,	helping	its	units	
prepare	a	high	number	of	European	proposals.
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and	Transfer”	as	an	institutional	project	to	channel	a	collaborative	cul-
ture	among	PhD	programmes,	 research	 teams,	 support	 structures	and	
interdisciplinary	research	platforms	and	areas.	It	was	a	challenging	pro-
posal	to	prepare,	with	multiple	negotiations	and	multilevel	coordination.	
However,	it	was	successfully	evaluated	and	funded	and	has	allowed	the	
university	to:

a.	Leverage	the	coordination	level	between	different	departments,	
research	support	units,	and	PhD	programmes	at	the	university;

b.	Introduce	 innovations	 in	 the	 selection	 process	 and	 the	
identification	 of	 topics	 offered	 in	 the	 two	 call	 for	 candidates	
open	under	the	project;	and

c.	Offer	 8	 doctoral	 positions	 to	 attract	 talented	 young	
researchers	of	excellence	to	Deusto	PhD	programmes,	teams	
and	platforms.

In	 terms	 of	 social	 impact,	 in	 2016,	 we	 organised	 the	 first	 “Deusto	
Conference”,	which,	together	with	non-academic	stakeholders	participa-
ting	in	research	projects,	addressed	issues	related	to	the	social	impact	of	
university	research.	In	addition,	the	university	set	up	two	new	related	in-
itiatives	in	the	period:	the	“Deusto	Research	Social	Impact	Label”,	which	
recognises	impactful	research	projects,	and,	for	the	first	time,	the	social	
impact	dimension	was	introduced	into	the	“Deusto-Santander	Research	
Awards”.	A	second	“Deusto	Conference”	was	held	in	March	2017.	Fur-
thermore,	 in	 2017,	 DIRS-COFUND	 topics	 evolved	 and	 were	 evaluated	
using	the	existing	4i	model.	Another	8	positions	were	published	in	the	
second	call,	resulting	in	the	enrolment	of	a	new	cohort	of	8	“Early	Stage	
Researchers”	(ESRs),	who	joined	the	8	previous	ones.

Capacity	 building.	 In	 2017,	 the	 amount	 of	 in-house	 and	 external	
training	provided	 to	 researchers	 reached	 its	peak,	with	 twice	as	many	
sessions	held	than	in	the	previous	year	(14	training	sessions	in	2017	com-
pared	to	7	sessions	in	2016).

2018 – BROADENING THE MODEL

Policy	and	strategy.	The	“6i	Research	Model”	gained	its	last	two	“i’s”	
in	this	year:	innovation	and	inclusion.	We	are,	at	present,	incorporating	
innovation	and	entrepreneurship	in	a	more	systematic	way.	Apart	from	
the	existing	innovation	initiatives5,	we	are	devising	mechanisms	and	ac-
tions	to	align	innovation	within	the	research	strategy.	

A	fundamental	underlying	principle	of	the	mission	and	vision	of	the	
University	of	Deusto	is	inclusion	(the	6th	I).	We	are	currently	taking	stock	
of	 the	 way	 this	 dimension	 is	 being	 tackled	 within	 the	 model.	 A	 clear	
example	of	this	is	that	anyone	who	wishes	to	is	welcome	to	contribute	
to	 the	 Deusto	 interdisciplinary	 platforms	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 different	 roles	
(as	part	of	a	core	group	to	prepare	a	proposal,	as	a	representative	of	the	
platform	at	relevant	international	or	local	events,	etc.).	Specific	metho-
dologies	and	indicators	are	being	developed	to	capture	the	inclusion	of	
disciplines,	roles,	researchers	within	the	interdisciplinary	platforms,	the	
preparation	of	 international	proposals,	 the	 implementation	of	projects,	
etc.	

Figure 2	illustrates	the	“6i	Research	Model”	and	shows	the	alignment	
of	the	university’s	“Strategic	Plan”	(in	the	centre)	with	the	vertical	and	

5	 There	are	already	a	number	of	outstanding	but	dissociated	 innovation	 initiatives,	units	and	researchers	at	Deusto.	The	 innovation	dimension	of	 the	“6i	
Research	Model”	will	build	on	this	rich	body	of	already	existing	initiatives,	researchers	and	units.	It	will	figure	out	suitable	collaborative	mechanisms	to	
integrate	the	research-innovation-transfer	continuum	of	knowledge-social	impact.

Figure 2.	Deusto	implementation	of	the	“6i	Research	Model”.	
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horizontal	interconnections	between	the	levels	and	elements	in	a	conti-
nuously	evolving	self-feeding	process.

Supporting research structures and staff. As	of	today’s	date	in	Oc-
tober	2018,	IRPO	staff	numbers	have	been	bolstered	by	the	hiring	of	a	
project	manager	and	one	junior	advisor.	The	increased	support	structure	
will	make	it	possible	to	keep	up	with	the	continuous	workload:

•	 providing	support	to	staff	in	preparing	proposals	for	competitive	
calls;

•	 taking	on	the	preparation	of	ambitious	 initiatives,	such	as	the	
coordination	of	a	Hackathon	within	the	AAL	Forum	2018	and	the	
Biscay	Silver	Week	held	in	September;

•	 capacity	building	(7	training	sessions	have	been	held	only	this	
year);	

•	 boosting	the	action	plan	for	innovation	(innovation	radar	pilots,	
social	impact	licensing);	and	

•	 improving	 the	 communication	 and	 dissemination	 of	 research	
results	 (generation	of	news	for	the	 interdisciplinary	platforms,	
“Deusto	Research”	website).

Mechanisms and initiatives.	 The	 monitoring	 of	 the	 performance	
indicators	for	the	3	Master	Plans	shows	the	driving	force	of	the	strategy	
in	terms	of	the	dynamics	generated,	blending	collaboration	and	competi-
tiveness.	This	blend	resulted	in	the	participation	by	DEUSTO	in	a	total	of	
167	research	proposals	between	2015	and	2018,	with	35	of	them	being	
successfully	funded	under	Horizon	2020	and	other	related	programmes.	
This	represents	a	success	rate	of	over	20%,	meaning	that	the	University	
of	Deusto	is	showing	a	competitive	performance	above	the	national	and	
European	average.

Figure 3.	International	proposals	submitted	and	projects	funded	(FP7,	H2020	and	related	programmes)

 For	 the	 last	 two	 “i’s”:	 innovation	 and	 inclusion,	 driven	 by	
initiatives	from	the	European	Union	such	as	“Innovation	Radar”,	
Deusto	 started	 to	 run	 “Innovation	 Radar”	 pilots	 with	 selected	
research	projects	 carried	out	by	 the	university.	 It	has	also	col-
laborated	 with	 local	 industry	 partners	 to	 launch	 an	 initiative	
called	 the	 “Social	 Impact	 Licensing	 Strategy”,	 which	 is	 aimed	
at	screening	technologies	and/or	services	provided	by	“Deusto	
Research”	to	evaluate	societal	markets.

Finally,	in	relation	to	inclusion	and	aligned	with	the	internationalisati-
on	of	research,	the	wider	ongoing	research	project	will	include	initiatives	
in	which	Deusto	has	 taken	part	which	are	directly	 related	to	 inclusion	
(i.e.	 the	“European	Science	 for	Refugees	 initiative”,	which	 is	aimed	at	
opening	doors	for	refugee	scientists	to	European	institutions)6.	

6	 Inclusion	has	also	received	specific	objectives	and	actions	within	the	Master	Plan	entitled	‘Commitment	to	Social	Justice’,	which	is	part	of	the	“Deusto	2018	
Strategic	Plan”.
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CONCLUSION

This	paper	had	 two	objectives:	 the	 first	was	 to	 introduce	 the	main	
features	of	the	“6i	Research	Model”	and	give	a	brief	account	of	its	mul-
tifaceted	composition.	The	second	was	 to	analyse	how	the	model	has	
evolved	in	practice	during	its	implementation	at	the	University	of	Deusto	
in	the	period	2010-2018.	

Firstly,	 to	summarise	the	model,	6i	stands	for	six	 research	dimensi-
ons	that	are	usually	managed	in	a	disconnected	manner:	international,	
interdisciplinary,	intersectoral,	innovative,	impactful	and	inclusive.	Along	
these	lines,	the	“6i	Research	Model”	is	a	multidimensional	system	that	
combines	key	elements	in	order	to	sustain	a	multi-layered	intervention	
that:	(1)	includes	6i	in	a	well-defined	vision	and	strategy,	(2)	defines	clear	
governing	principles,	(3)	provides	mechanisms	and	structures	to	support	
international,	 interdisciplinary,	 intersectoral,	 impactful,	 innovative	 and	
inclusive	collaboration	and	(4)	defines	specific	measures	for	evaluating	
the	on-going	process.

The	 combination	 of	 a	 system	 thinking	 approach	 with	 a	 hands-on	
practical	 implementation,	which	is	embedded	in	the	requisites	and	as-
sessment	mechanisms	of	university	life	has	helped	us	envision	a	model	
capable	of	

a.	devising	 more	 holistic	 implementations	 open	 to	 future	
developments	and	collaborations;	

b.	being	able	to	adapt	to	the	features,	characteristics	and	everyday	
business	of	each	institution;	and	

c.	 proposing	research	questions	and	innovations	that	respond	to	
more	humanistic	and	social	purposes	in	collaboration	with	other	
researchers	and	stakeholders.

Secondly,	by	combining	two	main	variables	 (time	and	key	enabling	
elements),	we	have	explained	the	main	features	and	evolution	of	the	pro-
cess	over	the	period	in	question.	Changes	introduced	under	each	of	the	
sub-variables	(policy	and	strategy,	support	structures,	mechanisms	and	
initiatives,	and	capacity	building)	have	longitudinally	generated	different	
institutional	 responses	 that	 accommodate	 the	 ever-evolving	 research	
management	process.		

The	results	obtained	from	the	analysis	of	the	implementation	of	the	
model	 at	 Deusto	 show	 how	 a	 process	 that	 integrates	 these	 6	 usually	
disconnected	elements	into	an	orchestrated	strategy	can	pave	the	way	
to	growing	a	robust	model.	The	firm	institutional	commitment	to	6i	at	De-
usto,	together	with	the	innovative	combination	of	institutional	strengths	
and	elements,	demonstrates	a	complex	self-feeding	dynamic.	In	this	dy-
namic,	bottom-up	 initiatives	and	 top-down	support	combine	and	drive	
each	other,	integrating	around	the	ordinary	delivery	of	research	results	
at	academic	institutions	(i.e.	research	project	funding).

This	self-feeding	process	can	be	clearly	 illustrated	by	 the	evolution	
of	 the	 “Deusto	 Interdisciplinary	 Research	 Platforms”.	 Emerging	 as	 a	
bottom-up	initiative	in	2011	to	address	both	the	agency	of	researchers	
and	the	university’s	research	management	structure,	research	platforms	
were	 backed	 at	 the	 highest	 level	 over	 time	 and	 incorporated	 into	 the	
university’s	strategic	plan.	In	addition,	they	are	steadily	becoming	a	key	
part	of	the	university’s	research	structure	through	which	to	channel	in-
ternational,	 interdisciplinary	 and	 intersectoral	 collaborations.	 Together	
with	research	excellence	units	and	groups,	 the	platforms	are	fostering	
the	 inclusion	 and	 engagement	 of	 researchers	 and	 stakeholders	 in	 im-
pactful	 research.	 Specifically,	 the	 five	 “Interdisciplinary	 Research	 Plat-
forms”	and	the	four	“Interdisciplinary	Areas”	have	helped	to	aggregate	

expertise	and	critical	mass	to	strive	for	research	excellence	aligned	with	
the	“Europe	2020	Strategy”	and	the	“Basque	Smart	Specialisation	Stra-
tegy”	(RIS3).

In	 terms	of	people	management,	engaging	university	staff	 to	work	
into	interdisciplinary	communities	successfully	is	a	long-term	and	com-
plex	process.	 Interdisciplinary	communities,	such	as	the	“Deusto	 Inter-
disciplinary	Research	Platforms”,	are	living,	dynamic	people-centred	sys-
tems,	with	fears	and	emotions,	knowledge	and	expertise,	attitudes	and	
personalities,	interests	and	personal	history	and	relationships	within	the	
institution.	There	 is	nothing	more	 intricate	 in	an	organisation	than	the	
people	that	comprise	it,	and	in	general,	not	enough	importance,	efforts	
and	resources	are	dedicated	to	their	development	and	demands.	

By	innovatively	linking	the	individual,	collective	and	institutional	le-
vels,	 the	 evolving	 “Deusto	 Research	 Collaborative	 Framework”	 is	 ena-
bling	conditions	to	overcome	barriers	and	develop	successful	and	sus-
tainable	inter	and	trans-disciplinary,	intersectoral	collaborations.	This	is	
easing	the	path	for	delivering	indicators	of	sustainable,	real,	collaborati-
ve	efforts,	while	at	the	same	time	moving	towards	defining	meaningful	
research	questions	and	real	impacts.	

Finally,	one	limitation	of	this	work	is	that,	by	taking	concrete	evidence	
as	a	reference,	this	research	opts	to	analyse	institutional	change	from	a	
more	 “tangible”	 perspective.	 To	 complement	 this,	 further	 studies	 that	
are	currently	in	process,	as	previously	mentioned,	will	broaden	the	scope	
and	deepen	the	understanding	of	the	“6i	Research	Model”	from	a	more	
sociological	approach.	Using	a	combination	of	quantitative	and	qualita-
tive	datasets	and	methodologies,	the	evolution	and	process	will	analyse	
the	drivers,	 the	barriers	and	 the	 role	of	 the	agency	of	 individuals	and	
human	interaction	on	the	process.
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INTRODUCTION
The	Ludwig	Boltzmann	Gesellschaft	(LBG),	a	non-profit	research	or-

ganisation,	addresses	complex	social	challenges	together	with	partners,	
by	developing	and	testing	novel	forms	of	cooperation	between	science	
and	non-scientific	actors	 in	a	dynamic	social	environment.	 In	this	way,	
the	LBG	aims	 to	develop	economic	and	social	 solutions	 that	positively	
support	social	change	and	can	be	used	directly	by	civil	society,	politics	
and	the	private	sector.	LBG’s	“Research	and	Innovation	Policy”	empha-
sises	 the	 targeted	and	coordinated	 transgression	of	 the	boundaries	of	
organisations,	disciplines	and	systems	(Open	Innovation	in	Science)	ai-
ming	 to	 improve	 the	 societal	 impact	of	 research.	 Thus,	novel	 forms	of	
engagement	 increase	 the	opportunity	 to	generate	 innovative	problem-
solving	approaches.	

In	this	case	study,	the	“Village	project”,	we	investigate	different	mea-
sures	aiming	to	drive	evidence-based	change,	towards	making	a	sustai-
nable	impact	for	children	that	have	a	parent	with	a	mental	illness.	First,	
we	 introduce	an	 innovative	approach	 to	engage	 the	public	 in	genera-
ting	societal	relevant	research	questions	and	establishing	international	
and	 interdisciplinary	 “Research	 Groups”	 on	 mental	 health	 of	 children	
and	 adolescents.	 Second,	 we	 introduce	 educational	 programmes	 for	
researchers	and	adolescents	to	enrich	research	with	meaningful	youth	
engagement	and	transfer	knowledge	among	different	stakeholders	and	
people	with	lived	experience.	Last,	we	focus	on	community	engagement,	
awareness	 raising	 for	mental	health	and	working	 together	with	peop-
le	with	 lived	experience	as	game	changers	 in	advocating	 for	 informed	
decision-making	on	a	community	and	policy	level.	
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CREATING EVIDENCE-BASED 
PRACTICE USING A COLLECTIVE 
IMPACT FRAMEWORK

Aiming	 to	 generate	 societal	 impact	 in	 the	 field	 of	 “Mental	 Health	
of	Children	and	Adolescents”,	LBG	adopted	a	novel	approach	 towards	
forming	 highly	 interdisciplinary	 “Research	 Groups”.	 This	 aligns	 to	 the	
European	 Union’s	 Horizon	 2020	 scheme	 (European	 Commission,	 2013)	
to	address	society’s	“Grand	Challenges”	and	recognises	the	central	role	
social	sciences	and	humanities	can	play	through	truly	collaborative	and	
additive	research	from	multiple	paradigms	for	research	to	create	social	
impact	(Maxwell	and	Benneworth,	2018).	LBG’s	goal	was	to	engage	with	
different	stakeholders	and	the	public	throughout	the	entire	research	pro-
cess	to	develop	novel	solutions	to	challenges	in	the	field	of	mental	health,	
which	directly	impact	society.	Therefore,	LBG	started	the	“Open	Innova-
tion	 in	 Science”	 initiative,	 with	 the	 aim	 of	 systematically	 opening	 up	
processes	of	scientific	discovery	in	an	effort	to	enrich	research,	through	
new	knowledge	drawn	from	beyond	traditional	disciplinary	boundaries.	

ADDRESSING SOCIETAL 
RELEVANT CHALLENGES 
THROUGH PUBLIC 
ENGAGEMENT IN RESEARCH

Sauermann	 and	 Franzoni	 (2015)	 showed	 that	 user	 contribution	 in	
crowd	sourcing	is	significant	in	magnitude	and	speed	of	crowd-sourcing	
knowledge.	LBG’s	“Tell	Us!”2	was	Europe’s	 first	crowdsourcing	project,	
generating	research	questions	on	mental	illness	involving	patients	and	
family	members	and	healthcare	professionals.	Four	hundred	high-quality	
contributions	were	analysed	and	clustered	by	an	expert	 jury	regarding	
their	importance.	Out	of	several	important	topics,	securing	mental	health	
for	children	and	adolescents	emerged	as	a	key	 issue.	Additional	 inter-
views	with	experts	in	the	field	emphasised	to	focus	on	“children	of	men-
tally	ill	parents”	emerging	as	the	main	topic.	

Based	on	this	result,	LBG	announced	a	research	call	representing	an	
interactive	workshop,	“Ideas	Lab”3,	to	bring	together	30	researchers	for	a	
multi-day	event,	during	which	researchers	were	specifically	encouraged	
to	think	out-of-the	box	and	dissolve	disciplinary	boundaries.	Applicants	
were	asked	to	complete	an	application	via	an	online	platform	comprising	
six	questions	with	regard	to	their	professional	background,	expertise	and	
interests	contributing	to	realising	the	goal	of	 the	“Ideas	Lab”,	and	ap-
proach	to	team	work.	In	total,	136	researchers	applied	to	participate	in	
the	“Ideas	Lab”,	and	further	assessment	by	the	evaluators	consisting	of	
the	mentors,	an	organisational	psychologist	and	the	programme	mana-

ger.	Thereof	30	applicants	from	a	diverse	range	of	disciplines	had	been	
invited	 to	participate	 in	 the	“Ideas	Lab”.	During	 the	5-day	event	 in	Vi-
enna,	the	researchers	were	supported	by	mentors,	international	experts	
representing	a	variety	of	pediatric	and	adolescent	health	fields,	provid-
ing	ongoing	feedback	on	the	development	of	project	ideas	in	the	“Ideas	
Lab”.	 The	 mentors	 changed	 their	 role	 to	 become	 live	 peer-reviewers	
for	the	final	presentations	and	project	proposals	on	the	last	day	of	the	
“Ideas	Lab”	giving	funding	recommendations	to	LBG.	Additionally,	“pro-
vocateurs”	or	guest	speakers,	including	international	mental	health	re-
searchers	and	experts	by	experience	(young	adults	whose	parents	have	
a	mental	illness),	were	invited	to	inspire	researchers	and	identify	gaps	in	
the	mental	health	service	system.	

The	LBG	OIS	centre	developed	novel	evaluation	criteria	for	the	project	
proposal	that	were	based	on	opening	up	disciplinary	boundaries,	foste-
ring	public	engagement	in	the	research	process,	and	establishing	new	
forms	of	stakeholder	interaction	and	collaboration	that	lead	to	interdisci-
plinary	and	transdisciplinary	research.	These	following	criteria	were	ap-
plied	to	find	innovative	solutions	to	existing	challenges	in	mental	health	
by	involving	the	public	in	the	research	process:	

1.	 novelty,	 revolutionary	 and	 high-quality	 approach	 to	 complex	
challenges,	

2.	 interdisciplinary	research,	
3.	 engagement,	 stakeholder/user	 engagement	 throughout	 the	

entire	 research	process	 including	dissemination	activities	and	
involvement	of	patients	and	family	members	in	research	activi-
ties,	

4.	 feasibility,	the	capability	to	deliver	their	project	as	a	high-quality	
interdisciplinary	 activity,	 provided	 both	 through	 the	 presenta-
tion	of	their	 joint	proposal	and	their	activity	during	the	“Ideas	
Lab”,	and	

5.	 impact,	clear	relevance	to	and	the	potential	to	make	a	distinc-
tive	 and	 novel	 contribution	 towards	 addressing	 the	 research	
challenges	in	this	area	creating	added	value	for	society.	

As	a	result	of	the	“Ideas	Lab”,	two	“Research	Groups”,	“DOT	–	Die	
offene	Tür	[The	open	door]”4	and	“Village	–	How	to	raise	the	Village	to	
raise	the	child”5	were	recommended	for	funding	with	a	combined	budget	
of	EUR	6	million	during	four	years	(2018-2021).	To	ensure	public	engage-
ment	and	interdisciplinary	research	throughout	the	research	process,	the	
“Research	Groups”	are	embedded	in	a	dynamic	network	working	closely	
with	existing	networks	and	patient	organisations	and	are	supported	by	a	
“Research	Group	and	Relationship	Manager”	to	foster	community	enga-
gement	and	collective	impact.	

“RESEARCH GROUPS’” 
GOVERNANCE STRUCTURE 

To	 empower	 people	 with	 lived	 experience	 in	 decision-making,	 we	
included	their	voices	in	the	“Advisory	Board”	of	the	“Research	Groups”,	
which	 advises	 and	 evaluates	 the	 research	 activities	 twice	 a	 year.	 The	

2	 www.redensiemit.org
3	 www.ideaslab.lbg.ac.at
4	 www.dot.lbg.ac.at
5	 www.village.lbg.ac.at
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“Advisory	Board”	consists	of	two	academic	experts	in	the	field	of	mental	
health	or	 specific	methodologies	within	 the	project,	an	open	 innovati-
on	expert,	a	peer	PI	researcher,	and	two	people	with	 lived-experience.	
The	recommendations	of	the	“Advisory	Board”	are	discussed	and	agreed	
upon	by	the	“Steering	Committee”	including	a	representative	of	the	LBG	
and	the	Medical	University	of	Innsbruck	(the	“Village	project’s”	university	
host	organisation).

Besides	traditional	scientific	measures,	such	as	peer-review	publica-
tions,	dissemination	and	outreach	activities,	we	introduced	new	assess-
ment	criteria	regarding	the	meaningful	engagement	of	public	in	research	
activities:

1.	 inclusion	of	people	with	‘lived	experience’	in	research	activities	
and	community	engagement,

2.	 co-development	of	interventions	with	stakeholders,
3.	 implementation	and	evaluation	of	their	practice,
4.	 policy	 recommendation	 and	 engagement	 of	 policy	 makers	 in	

research	activities,
5.	 up-scaling	 strategies	 for	 sustainable	 impacts	 for	 children	 and	

adolescents.	
Additionally,	to	foster	continuous	engagement	of	people	with	lived-

experience	 in	 the	 research	 process,	 we	 established	 the	 “Competence	
Group”	as	a	new	advisory	body	consisting	of	six	young	adults	with	lived	
experience	(“Children	of	parents	with	a	mental	illness”	–	COPMI).	This	
group	consults	both	“Research	Groups”	on	their	research	activities	on	a	
regular	basis.	In	this	way,	we	ensure	the	research	supports	inclusion	of	
expertise	based	on	own	experiences.	As	a	next	step,	governmental	fun-
ding	should	be	applied	to	increase	awareness	of	valuable	contribution	of	
people	with	lived	experience	in	research	and	sustainability	of	their	work.

THE “VILLAGE PROJECT”: 
CO-DEVELOPMENT WITH 
STAKEHOLDERS TO 
CHANGE PRACTICE

“Children	of	parents	with	a	mental	illness”	(COPMI)	often	need	addi-
tional	supports	to	lead	the	happy	and	healthy	lives	they	desire.	However,	
in	some	cases,	those	supports	are	either	not	available	or	not	found	by	
families,	resulting	in	negative	long-term	outcomes	for	these	children.	The	
“Village	project”	aims	 to	 increase	 identification	and	strengthen	 formal	
and	informal	supports	around	children	when	their	parents	have	a	mental	
illness	(Christiansen	et.	al.,	submitted).	This	project	will	be	co-developed	
with	stakeholders	and	will	implement	and	evaluate	two	practice	approa-
ches,	focused	on	the	child	and	on	principles	of	collaborative	care.	A	key	
challenge	is	that	much	of	the	‘hard’	evidence	of	what	works	for	whom,	
and	what	is	good	value	for	COPMI	is	largely	lacking.	In	the	light	of	this	
lack	of	evidence,	it	has	been	argued	(Nicholson,	2009)	that	the	following	
should	 be	 emphasised:	 involving	 practitioners	 and	 people	 with	 lived-
experience	 as	 equal	 partners	 in	 research;	 the	 appropriate	 application	
of	 mixed-methods	 to	 explore	 the	 issues;	 and	 the	 development	 and	
application	 of	 appropriate	 child-specific	 outcome	 measures	 to	 better	
understand	 the	 needs	 and	 impacts	 on	 COPMI	 (focusing	 on	 child’s	
self-esteem	 and	 resilience).	 After	 a	 scoping	 phase,	 synthesising	 the	
international	 evidence	 on	 barriers	 and	 opportunities	 for	 support	 for	

COPMI,	 we	 will	 provide	 information	 on	 the	 mental	 health	 and	 social	
services	within	Tyrol	in	Austria,	the	project	site.	

Continuing	public	engagement	 in	 research	 to	make	an	 impact,	 the	
“Village”	project	aims	to	improve	the	situation	of	children	who	have	men-
tally	 ill	 parents	 (COPMI)	 in	 Tyrol,	 Western	 Austria.	 In	 order	 to	develop	
practice	approaches	 to	better	 identify	 and	 support	 these	 children	and	
their	 parents,	 we	 needed	 an	 in-depth	 understanding	 of	 the	 regional	
Tyrolean	characteristics	in	terms	of	existing	support	structures	and	the	
societal	context	in	which	they	are	embedded.	This	work	was	led	by	CoI	
Ingrid	 Zechmeister-Koss,	 and	 the	 following	 welfare-state	 sectors	 were	
systematically	analysed	in	terms	of	potentially	relevant	benefits:	‘Health	
care’,	‘children/families’,	‘social	affairs’	and	‘education’.	The	information	
on	available	benefits	was	firstly	categorised	according	to	welfare	state	
sectors,	and	then	synthesised	into	an	overview	of	services	that	could	be	
potentially	relevant	in	the	process	of	identifying	and	supporting	COPMIs	
and	their	families	(Zechmeister-Koss	and	Goodyear,	2018).	

Tyrol	 is	 a	 region	 in	 the	 Western	 part	 of	 Austria,	 constituting	 nine	
political	 districts.	 From	 roughly	 750.000	 inhabitants,	 around	 140.000	
persons	(19%)	are	dependent	children	(0-18	years).	The	vast	majority	lives	
in	dual-parent	families.	Catholic	religion	plays	an	important	role	in	Tyrol.	
85%	of	Tyroleans	are	Austrian	citizens.	50%	of	the	population	is	actively	
working	 in	 paid	 employment,	 the	 remainder	 is	 either	 retired	 (20%),	 in	
education	or	in	other	forms	of	activity	(parental	leave,	household	leading	
only,	military	service).	Regarding	the	identified	benefits,	both	in-kind	as	
well	as	cash-benefits	are	 relevant.	While	benefits	 for	children/families	
are	 mostly	 cash	 benefits	 with	 only	 limited	 publicly	 funded	 child-care	
facilities,	in	the	other	sectors,	in-kind	benefits	(e.g.	publicly	paid	health	
or	 social	 care	 services)	 are	 dominant.	 We	 identified	a	broad	variety	of	
benefits	that	may	be	utilised	to	 identify	and	support	COPMIs	and	their	
families.	 However,	 only	 one	 of	 the	 existing	 services	 (available	 in	 two	
districts)	directly	targets	COPMIs.	In	terms	of	setting,	a	vast	majority	of	
services	are	office-based	and	a	much	smaller	proportion	of	providers	of-
fer	outreach	services	(e.g.	in	families’	homes).	The	available	services	are	
characterised	by	a	high	proportion	of	public	funding,	however,	access	to	
publicly	funded	services	may	be	restricted	via	gate-keeping	(e.g.	referrals	
from	child	and	youth	service)	or	shortage	of	capacities	(e.g.	psychothe-
rapy,	child	care).	The	existing	services	show	a	geographical	variation	with	
more	(types	of)	services	available	in	the	urban	than	in	the	rural	regions.	
Services	are	characterised	by	high	fragmentation	in	terms	of	governance	
(federal,	regional,	municipality),	financing	(taxes:	federal,	regional;	soci-
al	insurance)	and	service	provision	(public	and	private	providers).

These	results	and	a	scoping	of	international	best	practice	examples	will	
inform	the	co-development	phase	with	stakeholders	in	Tyrol,	which	will	
be	made	up	of	six	co-design	workshops	which	began	in	November	2018.	
During	the	co-development	phase,	we	will	develop	practice	approaches	
and	 tools	 to	 identify	 COPMI	 and	 to	 support	 them	 in	 everyday	 life	 by	
strengthening	networks	among	formal	and	informal	support	systems	in	
Tyrol.	This	will	be	supplemented	with	training	material	for	implementing	
the	 practice	 approaches	 and	 thirdly,	 key-indicators	 for	 evaluating	 the	
practice	 approaches	 will	 be	 defined.	 The	 development	 of	 the	 practice	
approaches	 and	 evaluation	 indicators	 will	 be	 done	 in	 a	 participatory	
manner	 (co-design)	 involving	 representatives	 of	 stakeholders	 and	
particularly	including	people	with	lived	experience.	Community-capacity	
building	approaches,	concerned	with	developing	a	supportive	network	
of	 allies	 around	 a	 person,	 utilising	 principles	 of	 collaboration,	 person-
centeredness,	 and	prevention,	 can	 increase	 resilience	 at	 an	 individual	
and	community	level,	as	well	as	be	cost-effective	(Knapp,	Bauer,	Perkins	
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and	Snell,	2013;	Wistow,	Perkins,	Knapp,	Bauer	and	Bonin,	2016);	how	
this	 relates	 to	COPMI	 is	not	yet	known,	and	 this	project	will	generate	
evidence	to	address	this	gap.	A	participatory	and	co-developed	approach	
to	 the	 development	 of	 screening	 approaches	 and	 collaborative	 care,	
that	 is	 evidence-informed	 and	 evidence-generating,	 has	 not	 yet	 been	
implemented	for	COPMI	–	neither	worldwide,	nor	in	Austria.	To	this	end,	
we	will	facilitate	a	series	of	design	workshops	with	stakeholders	at	the	
study	site	to	develop	the	components	of	the	practice	approaches	based	
on	the	results	from	the	scoping	phase.

Practical	efforts	to	initiate	the	practice	approaches	are	central	to	the	
installation	phase	of	implementation	and	include	activities	such	as:	de-
veloping	the	competence	and	confidence	of	staff	through	training	and	
coaching	in	the	new	approach,	as	well	as	monitoring	progress	through	
regular	check-ins	and	supervision	of	staff	at	study	sites.	The	training	pro-
tocol	developed	in	the	workshops	will	include	the	theoretical	basis	and	
underlying	 values	 of	 the	 programme,	 use	 adult	 learning	 theory,	 intro-
duce	components	and	rationales	of	key	practices,	provide	opportunities	
to	practice	new	skills	 to	meet	 fidelity	criteria,	and	 receive	 feedback	 in	
a	safe	and	supportive	training	environment.	The	length	of	training	will	
be	determined	by	the	extent	of	change	to	the	existing	programme	and	
practice	model,	but	 typically	 the	 face-to-face	component	will	 run	over	
two	days.	A	significant	activity	is	to	support	each	site	in	using	the	new	
practice	 approaches,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 research	 protocols.	 Champions	 of	
change	 will	 be	 identified	 during	 the	 workshops.	 These	 professionals,	
“Village	facilitators”,	will	be	trained	and	supported	to	facilitate	the	formal	
and	informal	child-focused	support.	Once	the	new	practice	approaches	
and	associated	supportive	systems	are	being	used,	strategies	to	promote	
continuous	improvement	and	rapid-cycle	problem	solving	will	be	applied.	
The	research	team	will	work	with	the	study	sites	to	use	data	to	assess	
implementation	progress,	identify	barriers,	potential	solutions,	and	drive	
decision-making.	

An	 additional	 feature	 of	 this	 project	 is	 the	 central	 focus	 of	
understanding	 and	 listening	 to	 the	 ‘child	 voice’.	 COPMI	 support	 in	
adult	 focused	services	has	so	 far	been	mostly	parent-centred,	and	not	
likely	 to	 identify	 or	 develop	 an	 evidence-informed	 support	 plan	 that	
meets	 the	 needs	 and	 listens	 to	 the	 ‘voice’	 of	 the	 child.	 Incorporating	
the	child’s	voice	in	practice	approaches	is	likely	to	contribute	positively	
to	 better	 outcomes,	 but	 this	 knowledge	 has	 not	 yet	 been	 developed.	
The	 importance	 of	 ‘assent’	 and	 supporting	 children	 to	 develop	 their	
own	 ‘voice’	 in	 healthcare	 is	 becoming	 increasingly	 recognised	 within	
the	 broader	 field	 of	 child	 health	 research.	 This	 follows	 the	 “United	
Nations	Convention	on	 the	Rights	of	 the	Child”	 (United	Nations.	Gen-
eral,	1989),	acknowledging	the	ethical	imperative	and	rights	for	children	
to	 be	 provided	 with	 their	 own	 health	 information.	 Although	 research	
in	 healthcare	 communication	 is	 increasingly	 recognised	 as	 important	
in	 improving	 health	 outcomes,	 in	 both	 the	 areas	 of	 mental	 health	
and	 paediatrics,	 rigorous	 research	 investigating	 naturally	 occurring	
healthcare	 interactions	 involving	 the	 child	 is	 extremely	 limited.	 In	
particular,	good	healthcare	service	delivery	is	dependent	upon	clear	and	
open	communication	between	patients	and	their	treating	team.	Improving	
communication	within	healthcare	encounters	can	reduce	medical	errors,	
and	act	as	a	therapeutic	lever	to	support	patient	empowerment		(Roter	
and	Hall,	2006).	Limited	research	has	shown	that	children	retain	some	
information	 better	 than	 their	 parents,	 and	 an	 increased	 proportion	 of	

doctor-child	communication	compared	to	doctor-parent	communication	
can	 increase	 parental	 satisfaction	 (Pantell,	 Stewart,	 Dias,	 Wells	 and	
Ross,	1982).	For	COPMI,	these	children	may	also	not	have	the	support	of	
their	parents	in	healthcare	interactions.	Consequently,	supporting	health	
professional-child	 communication	 could	 be	 argued	 to	 be	 even	 more	
important	with	COPMI	to	ensure	children’s	concerns,	needs,	and	wishes	
are	discussed.	This	project	provides	a	unique	and	valuable	opportunity	
to	 investigate	 children’s	 perspectives	 and	 interactive	 capacity	 within	
the	COPMI	setting,	and	to	observe	changes	over	 time,	 in	parallel	with	
the	 broader	 interventions	 of	 this	 project.	 This	 project	 will	 importantly	
address	knowledge	gaps	in	this	area	and	drive	practice	change.	Evidence	
collected	during	the	investigation	of	the	‘child	voice’	will	contribute	to	
training	approaches	and	 inform	the	design	of	practice	changes	within	
the	broader	project.	

EMPOWERMENT OF 
COMMUNITY AND LEADERSHIP 

To	empower	patients,	family	members	and	the	wider	public	to	engage	
in	research,	LBG	offers	a	public	training	programme	“SCIENCE4YOUTH”6	

that	 was	 launched	 in	 September	 2018	 addressing	 adolescents	 and	
young	people	with	lived	experience.	This	programme	aims	to	train	ado-
lescents	scientific	principles	and	methods	 in	order	 to	work	as	a	co-re-
searcher	in	research	groups	and	teams.	In	a	flipped-classroom	approach	
(Moffett,	2015)	with	interactive	video	tutorials	and	quizzes,	participants	
learn	about	the	research	process,	how	to	apply	open	innovation	in	sci-
ence	(OIS)	methods,	develop	their	own	research	projects	and	apply	their	
newly	gained	knowledge	working	together	with	the	“Research	Groups”	
(internships).	Nineteen	adolescents	form	high	schools	across	Austria	ap-
plied	for	the	programme,	thereof	16	females,	that	are	mentored	by	pre	
and	 post	 doc	 researchers.	 Each	 mentor	 supports	 two	 mentees	 during	
the	whole	programme	and	development	of	their	own	research	projects.	
Additionally,	mentees	are	supported	by	a	buddy	system,	each	adolescent	
work	in	tandem	with	a	peer.	With	this	mutual	learning	approach,	poten-
tially	new	insights	on	how	to	actively	involve	the	community	in	research	
will	be	established	and	the	relationship	between	young	people	and	re-
searchers	will	be	strengthened.	These	activities	aim	to	empower	youth,	
in	order	to	establish	youth	leadership	in	mental	health	and	develop	youth	
partnerships	 with	 the	 government	 to	 make	 informed	 health	 decisions	
and	be	represented	in	national	decision-making	boards	drawing	on	their	
experience	and	expertise.		

COLLECTIVE IMPACT AND 
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 

A	variety	of	routes	can	be	applied	to	create	change	and	impact	for	
mental	health	practice	and	policies	for	children	and	adolescents.	Besi-
des	providing	rigorous	scientific	evidence	and	systematically	increasing	
competences	of	individuals,	it	is	critical	to	strengthen	advocacy	in	order	
to	raise	awareness,	identify	and	connect	advocates	and	foster	decision-

6	 www.ois.lbg.ac.at/en/methods-projects/science4youth
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making	processes	to	steer	political	change	on	many	levels.	

ADVOCACY
Raising	awareness	for	the	topic	through	multi-channel	broadcasting	

activities	is	one	of	the	main	pillars	to	increase	the	potential	for	success-
ful	advocacy.	This	can	be	done	through	a	variety	of	methods;	however,	
crowdfunding	 is	one	of	 the	main	methods	applied	 in	 this	context	 that	
allows	simultaneously	raising	money	and	awareness.	In	order	to	create	
successful	crowdsourcing	and	crowdfunding	campaigns,	it	is	absolutely	
necessary	to	transform	scientific	messages	into	commonly	understanda-
ble	language	with	a	clear	scope	and	precise	call	to	action.	This	approach	
will	identify	individuals	who	have	not	been	aware	of	the	topic	before	and	
reach	individuals	who	are	willing	to	support	the	implementation.	Addi-
tionally,	crowdsourcing	helps	researchers	and	practitioners	to	reflect	on	
their	own	work	and	allows	for	new	structures	and	approaches	to	emerge.	
Raising	money	and	awareness	 is	a	complementary	effort	 that	will	un-
derpin	the	basis	to	strengthen	and	encourage	advocates	as	a	first	initial	
step.	 Furthermore,	 creating	 awareness	 will	 lead	 to	 the	 representation	
of	patients	and	people	with	(lived)	expertise	in	decision-making	boards	
that	influence	priority	setting,	making	the	topic	more	pressing	and	thus,	
relevant	for	political	agenda	setting	and	decision-making.	

We	will	foster	new	ways	of	collaboration	and	structures	among	sta-
keholders	that	allow	a	cross-disciplinary	exchange	of	practice	and	experi-
ence.	Additionally,	possible	awareness	campaigns	in	schools	will	inform	
and	activate	students	and	their	families	to	find	peer	support	providing	
self-help	groups	for	COPMI,	professional	support	and	referral	to	specific	
networks.	 Further,	 we	 will	 engage	 with	 policy	 makers	 in	 our	 research	
activities	 early	 in	 the	 process	 to	 present	 evidence-based	 practice	 and	
strategies	to	upscale	the	project	including	people	with	lived-experience	
in	the	exchange.	

VALUING COMMUNITY 
CONTRIBUTIONS

Engaging	 the	general	public	 in	 research	 is	crucial	 to	drive	practice	
change	to	tackle	socially	relevant	challenges.	However,	it	is	equally	im-
portant	to	value	the	community’s	contributions	and	act	on	a	level	playing	
field	to	foster	sustained	engagement	and	collective	impact.	We	envision	
capacity	building	activities	 that	will	 be	 rewarded	 to	maintain	people’s	
own	development.	For	example,	we	will	provide	public	space	to	inform	
and	foster	discussion	about	mental	health	between	the	public,	 resear-
chers	 and	 people	 with	 lived-experience,	 create	 a	 peer	 network	 where	
people	with	lived-experience	share	their	expertise,	train	interested	peo-
ple	in	research	principles	and	public	engagement,	and	foster	community	
ownership	by	conducting	youth/community-led	research	initiatives	and	
projects.	Close	collaboration	with	stakeholders	will	be	crucial	to	success-
fully	drive	these	activities.	An	initial	strategy	to	this	end	has	already	been	
initiated	through	the	development	of	an	online	discussion	forum	hosted	
on	the	“Village	project’s”	website7.	These	 initiatives	may	be	supported	

by	additional	governmental	funding,	cooperation	with	industry	and	do-
nations.

In	 conclusion,	 creating	 evidence-based	 practice,	 using	 a	 collective	
impact	framework	and	community	engagement,	will	foster	a	sustainable	
impact	on	children	and	adolescents	to	truly	drive	system	change.	These	
activities	will	build	capacity	within	a	community,	national	and	European	
level	raising	awareness	of	policy-makers	on	current	challenges	in	mental	
health.	Nevertheless,	advocating	for	change	on	a	community	and	poli-
cy	level	is	key	for	successful	implementation	of	system	change	thereby	
valuing	communities’	contribution	and	development	in	mental	health.	
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ges facing Europe.”2	Also	in	the	“Fifth”,	“Sixth”	and	“Seventh	Framework	
Programmes”	collaboration	with	civil	society	was	valued.

With	 Horizon	 2020	 (FP8),	 the	 involvement	 of	 stakeholders	 and	 the	
discussions	on	societal	 impact	of	 research	projects	 increased.	Yet,	 the	
interim	evaluation	of	Horizon	2020	(H2020)	showed	that	one	main	area	
for	improvement	is	bringing	results	to	citizens	and	involving	them	more.	
“There is a need for greater outreach to civil society to better explain re-
sults and impacts and the contribution that research and innovation can 
make to tackling societal challenges, and to involve them better in the pro-
gramme co-design (agenda-setting) and its implementation (co-creation).”	
(EC,	DG	RTD	2017a,	p.21).	Also,	the	report	from	the	“High Level Group on 
maximising the impact of EU Research & Innovation Programmes”	calls	for	
mobilising	and	 involving	citizens	 through	co-design	and	co-creation	of	
programmes	and	projects	at	European,	national	and	regional	levels	(EC,	
DG	RTD	2017b).

Consequently,	Horizon	Europe	(FP9)	will	demand	even	further	citizen	
involvement3.	However,	it	is	often	forgotten	that	citizens	speak	different	
languages	and	sufficient	funding	needs	to	be	available	for	interpretation	
and	translations.	Policy	reviews,	published	by	the	Directorate-General	for	
Research	 and	 Innovation,	 provide	 tools	 and	 analysis	 to	 policy	 makers,	
but	they	are	often	not	wide	enough	distributed	and	discussed	and	only	
available	in	English.

Close	collaboration	with	stakeholders	could	be	one	way	of	involving	
citizens.	In	this	regard,	it	is	important	to	remember	that	people	working	
with	research	policies,	programmes	and	projects	are	citizens,	as	well.	

To	increase	citizens’	involvement	in	Horizon	Europe,	a	critical	reflec-
tion	on	stakeholder	involvement	in	H2020	projects	and	a	discussion	on	
tools	for	achieving	societal	impact	is	necessary.	Here,	societal	impact	is	
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Projects	 funded	 by	 “Framework	 Programmes	 for	 Research	 and	
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1. BACKGROUND AND PURPOSE 
Close	collaboration	with	 stakeholders	has	been	a	demand	 for	 “Eu-

ropean	 Framework	 Programme”	 projects	 for	 many	 years.	 The	 “Fourth	
Framework	Programme”	(FP4,	1994	–	1998)	already	contained	a	specific	
programme	called	“Targeted	Socio-Economic	Research”	(TSER).	The	TSER	
programme	encouraged	the	involvement	of	stakeholders	in	research	pro-
jects	to	achieve	a	better	uptake	of	project	results	by	policy	makers	and	
civil	society:	“In line with the Commission’s White Paper on Growth, Com-
petitiveness and Employment, the research activities aim at rationalising 
future decision-making at decentralised, national or Community levels in 
order to develop a shared knowledge base on the socio-economic challen-
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2	 FP4-TSER	–	Specific	programme	of	targeted	socio-economic	research,	1994-1998.	Retrieved	October	25,	2018	from:	https://cordis.europa.eu/programme/
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search	methods,	as	well	as	communication	and	dissemination	activities.	
Developing	 the	 proposal	 and	 implementing	 the	 project	 becomes	 even	
more	 time-consuming,	but	brings	 the	proposal	and	 the	projects	closer	
to	 the	expected	 impacts	described	 in	 the	call	 topic	and	enhances	 the	
possibilities	for	the	uptake	of	research	outcomes	by	stakeholders.

2.2 INVOLVEMENT OF STAKEHOLDERS AT DIFFERENT 
LEVELS

In	addition	to	 involving	CSOs	as	full	consortium	members,	we	con-
tacted	 possible	 members	 for	 an	 international	 or	 European	 advisory	
group	supporting	the	implementation	of	the	project	already	during	the	
proposal	phase.	The	members	came	from	academia,	public,	private	and	
social	partner	organisations,	industry	or	CSOs.	Some	of	them	reviewed	
the	proposals	before	submission	and	 in	 this	way	contributed	 to	excel-
lent	proposals.	If	a	proposal	was	approved,	members	from	the	advisory	
group	were	involved	in	the	implementation	of	the	project,	for	example	in	
discussions	of	methods	and	research	questions	and	in	supporting	disse-
mination	activities.	 In	most	cases,	 the	project	covered	 their	 travel	and	
hotel	costs	to	attend	project	meetings	(max.	twice	a	year),	but	did	not	
finance	any	working	time.	These	limited	funding	options	make	it	difficult	
to	convince	people	working	at	CSOs	 to	 join	advisory	groups	at	project	
level.	Their	involvement	needs	to	be	approved	by	their	boards	and	many	
board	members	and	directors	of	CSOs	would	like	to	see	some	financial	
compensation	for	their	involvement,	which	makes	it	less	likely	for	them	
to	approve	such	involvement.	

An	even	more	important	tool	for	stakeholder	 involvement	has	been	
the	set-up	of	stakeholder	groups	or	committees	at	national	 levels.	The	
members	of	these	groups	can	again	come	from	academia,	public,	private	
or	social	partner	organisations,	industry	and	CSOs.	Their	involvement	in	
projects	has	contributed	to	more	publicity	of	the	research	projects.	Group	
members	have	not	only	supported	dissemination	actions;	they	have	also	
helped	 in	 finding	 interviewees	 and	 drafting	 “Policy	 Briefs”	 describing	
research	 findings	 relevant	 for	 stakeholders5.	 “Policy	Briefs”,	 translated	
into	national	languages,	have	been	very	useful	for	the	work	of	CSOs.	In	
all	projects,	some	members	from	the	national	stakeholder	groups	were	
also	 invited	 to	 project	 conferences.	 In	 projects,	 coordinated	 by	 NOVA,	
national	stakeholder	groups	have	not	received	any	funding,	only	travel	
costs	and,	if	necessary,	translations	were	covered	by	the	project	budget.	

Furthermore,	stakeholders	can	be	 involved	 in	 the	 research	projects	
though	 different	 activities,	 like	 advocacy	 meetings,	 focus	 groups	 and	
thematic	workshops6.	

2.3 DEDICATED IMPACT MANAGEMENT

defined	as	“social improvements e.g. via the use of project results by poli-
cy makers or other societal actors”	(Net4Society	2017,	no	page	number).	
Such	‘use’	often	happens	after	the	end	of	the	project	and	is	very	often	
not	part	of	the	project	evaluation.	For	example,	“ASIRPA	(Asian	Society	
for	International	Relations	and	Public	Affairs) found that the average time 
lag for impact that comes from applied research was 19.9 years. For fun-
damental research, much longer time lags are needed.”	(Science	Europe	
2017,	p.17).	

2. METHODS AND ACTIONS 
TO INCREASE STAKEHOLDER 
INVOLVEMENT

The	following	methods	and	actions	have	been	developed	and	used	
by	the	author	and	colleagues	for	drafting	proposals	and	 implementing	
projects	 since	 FP4.	 The	 focus	 is	 on	 proposal	 development	 and	 project	
implementation.

2.1 STAKEHOLDER INVOLVEMENT FROM THE BEGIN-
NING AND “CIVIL SOCIETY ORGANISATIONS” AS CON-
SORTIUM MEMBERS

Successful	 proposals	 on	 call	 topics	 in	 H2020	 Societal	 Challenge	 6	
“Europe	 in	a	 changing	world	–	 Inclusive,	 innovative	and	 reflective	 so-
cieties”	contain	a	clear	description	of	impact.	They	outline	the	project’s	
contribution	 to	 the	 scientific/academic	 impact,	 societal	 (incl.	 political)	
impact	 and	 economic	 impact.	 In	 order	 to	 develop	 a	 project	 proposal	
that	convinces	evaluators	and,	at	the	same	time,	is	feasible,	it	is	vital	to	
involve	stakeholders	 from	 the	beginning	of	 the	proposal	development.	
Discussions	with	representatives	from	organisations,	which	should	work	
with	the	research	results,	are	needed	to	develop	the	research	questions,	
the	 concept	 and	 the	 work	 packages	 to	 produce	 the	 promised	 outputs	
and	to	contribute	to	the	expected	impacts,	which	are	described	in	the	
call	topic	text.	

In	successful	research	proposals,	submitted	by	the	Norwegian	Social	
Sciences	research	institute	(NOVA)4,	“Civil	Society	Organisations”	(CSOs)	
were	involved	in	the	project	design	and	have	been	members	in	the	pro-
ject	 consortium	 from	 the	 beginning	 of	 the	 project.	 Since	 H2020,	 they	
can	be	a	project	partner	under	the	same	financial	conditions	as	higher	
education	 institutions	and	research	organisations.	 In	most	cases,	 their	
involvement	demands	more	openness	and	leads	to	more	discussions	du-
ring	the	proposal	process	and	the	project	implementation.	Different	ways	
of	working	need	to	be	discussed	and	agreed	upon.	This	 influences	re-

4	 Since	2007,	the	author	has	been	employed	at	NOVA,	which	merged	with	the	Oslo	and	Akershus	University	College	of	Applied	Sciences	(HiOA)	in	2014.	In	
2018,	HiOA	was	granted	the	status	of	a	university	and	changed	its	name	to	Oslo	Metropolitan	University	(OsloMet).

5	 Examples	for	Policy	Briefs	from	H2020	SSH	projects	can	be	viewed	at	
	 http://ec.europa.eu/research/social-sciences/index.cfm?pg=library&lib=policy_briefs.
6	 The	 H2020	 project	 DANDELION	 –	 “Promoting	 EU	 funded	 projects	 of	 inclusive,	 innovative	 and	 reflective	 societies”	 described	 several	 different	 tools	 for	

dissemination	and	stakeholder	involvement,	http://www.dandelion-europe.eu/en/infobase/guides-to-maximise-impact-of-ssh-projects/guides-to-maximise-
impact-of-ssh-projects1.html,	viewed	October	27,	2018.
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Since	2016,	we	include,	an	impact	manager	in	the	implementation	of	
the	H2020	research	projects	due	to	the	many	project	management	tasks.	
We	 found	 that	 it	 works	 best	 if	 it	 is	 already	 clear	 during	 the	 proposal	
phase	who	will	have	this	position	in	case	the	proposal	is	approved.	Our	
experiences	show	that	the	involvement	of	an	impact	manager	can	ease	
the	 communication	 between	 the	 consortium	 members	 and	 leads	 to	 a	
stronger	focus	on	achieving	impact.

2.4 CASE STUDY DARE - TOOLS FOR ACHIEVING SO-
CIETAL IMPACT

In	the	ongoing	H2020	project	“DARE”	(Dialogue	About	Radicalisation	
and	Equality)7,	the	impact	manager	has	been	involved	from	the	beginning	
of	the	proposal	process,	which	started	in	the	summer	of	2016.	Together	
with	 the	 coordinator,	 the	 impact	 manager	 invited	 CSOs	 to	 the	 project	
during	the	proposal	development.	This	affected	the	project	description	
and	implementation	in,	among	others,	the	following	three	ways:

1.	 The	“Plan	for	Exploitation	and	Dissemination	of	Results”	(PEDR)	
is	 very	 detailed	 and	 specific.	 In	 the	 proposal,	 we	 already	 in-
cluded	a	detailed	plan	describing	dissemination	and	exploita-
tion	activities	in	each	work	package,	the	target	audiences	and	
users,	as	well	as	related	output	and	impact	measures.	The	PEDR	
is	regularly	updated	throughout	the	project	duration	(May	2017	
–	April	2021).

2.	 The	 management	 structure	 contains	 an	 “Impact	 Sub-Commit-
tee”	 (ISC),	 which	 supports	 and	 monitors	 the	 dissemination,	
exploitation	and	impact	activities	and	is	chaired	by	the	impact	
manager.	 The	 ISC	 meets	 regularly	 online	 and	 approximately	
three	times	face-to-face	each	year.	The	ISC	also	writes	internal	
impact	reports	every	nine	months.

3.	 By	 October	 2018,	 nearly	 all	 consortium	 members	 had	 estab-
lished	“National	Stakeholder	Groups”	(NSGs),	with	whom	they	
discuss	the	development	of	the	project	and	which	they	involve	
in	dissemination	activities.	 For	 the	DARE	consortium,	 it	 is	 im-
portant	that	all	DARE	partners	create	the	NSG	they	require	and	
meet	with	their	NSG	to	reflect	on	their	tasks	in	DARE	and	their	
national	 context	 when	 it	 fits	 (approximately	 two	 times	 each	
year).	The	types	of	stakeholders	and	size	of	the	NSG	therefore	
differ,	with	most	NSGs	having	between	six	and	12	members.	All	
partners	write	minutes	of	their	NSG	meetings,	which	are	avail-
able	for	all	consortium	members	and	which	are	a	very	important	
resource	for	the	impact	management	and	monitoring.

In	April	2018,	the	project	published	its	first	“Policy	Brief”	written	by	
members	of	the	ISC	and	the	coordinator.	During	the	third	project	mee-
ting	 in	May	2018,	 the	 ISC	organised	an	 impact	workshop	for	all	DARE	
colleagues	discussing	their	experiences,	questions	and	ideas	related	to	
working	with	societal	impact.	Already	now,	it	is	evident	that	the	involve-
ment	of	an	impact	manager	and	an	“Impact	Sub-Committee”	has	created	
a	stronger	focus	on	impact	for	all	consortium	members.

3. FINDINGS AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS
3.1 IMPACT MANAGEMENT AT ORGANISATION LEVEL

The	good	practice	example	resulting	from	DARE	leads	to	the	questi-
on	of	whether	impact	management	should	also	have	a	more	prominent	
role	 at	 organisation	 level:	 Could	 an	 impact	 manager,	 employed	 at	 the	
management	level	of	an	organisation,	ease	and	enhance	the	collabora-
tion	with	citizens,	stakeholder	involvement	in	projects	and	the	uptake	of	
research	results	by	individuals,	organisations	and	institutions?	

Several	universities,	especially	in	the	UK,	already	employ	impact	ma-
nagers.	Among	other	tasks,	they	support	and	collect	the	descriptions	of	
impact	case	studies.	Excellent	impact	case	studies	can	lead	to	additional	
funding	by	national	authorities8.	Impact	case	studies	are	used	for	colla-
boration	with	the	media	and	enhance	the	communication	with	citizens.	
Of	course,	the	creation	of	an	impact	manager’s	position	requires	further	
personnel	 resources.	Establishing	 impact	management	at	organisation	
level	would	help	to	advance	the	project	outcomes	after	the	end	of	the	
project	and	would	 furthermore	give	 time	and	 resources	 for	 impact	as-
sessments.

3.2 REVISED INDICATORS FOR SOCIETAL IMPACT

Involvement	 of	 stakeholders	 in	 research	 projects	 should	 count	 not	
only	for	evaluators	dealing	with	proposals	but	also	for	the	overall	evalua-
tion	of	research	projects	and	the	programme	evaluation.	

A	public	debate	on	revised	indicators	for	Horizon	Europe	(EC,	DG	RTD	
2015)	is	therefore	needed.	The	orientation	on	the	“Technology	Readiness	
Levels”	(TRLs)	of	a	project	needs	to	be	questioned	and	broadened.	For	
measuring	societal	impact,	a	longer	timeframe	after	the	end	of	a	project	
is	needed,	and,	instead	of	TRLs,	programme	evaluators	and	developers	
could	consider	the	“Societal	Readiness	Levels”	(SRLs)	of	a	proposal	and	
project.	Cooperation	with	stakeholders	could	be	one	indicator	for	societal	
impact	and	be	included	in	the	description	of	the	SRLs.	This	is	reflected	
by	the	“Innovation	Fund	Denmark”,	which	has	published	a	description	of	
SRLs.	SRLs	are	already	considered	for	the	development	of	indicators	for	
Horizon	Europe	(EC,	DG	RTD,	2018a).	Table	1	below	examines	the	diffe-
rences	between	TRLs	and	SRLs.	It	demonstrates	the	relevance	of	SRLs	
when	measuring	societal	impact.

Levels TRLi SRLii

7	 DARE	has	received	funding	from	the	European	Union’s	Horizon	2020	research	and	innovation	programme	under	grant	agreement	No	725349.	http://www.
dare-h2020.org/.

8	 This	is	for	example	the	case	in	UK,	where	“Higher	Education	Institutions”	can	receive	additional	state	funding	based	on	their	impact	cases.	Further	informa-
tion	can	be	found	on	the	website	of	the	“Research	Excellence	Framework”:	http://www.ref.ac.uk/.
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	1 Basic	principles	observed. Identifying	problem	and	identifying	societal	readiness.

	2 Technology	concept	formulated. Formulation	of	problem,	proposed	solution(s)	and	potential	impact,	expected	
societal	readiness;	identifying	relevant	stakeholders	for	the	project.

	3 Experimental	proof	of	concept	provided. Initial	testing	of	proposed	solution(s)	together	with	relevant	stakeholders

	4 Technology	validated	in	lab. Problem	validated	through	pilot	testing	in	relevant	environment	
to	substantiate	proposed	impact	and	societal	readiness.

	5 Technology	validated	in	relevant	environment. Proposed	solution(s)	validated,	now	by	relevant	stakeholders	in	the	area.

	6 Technology	demonstrated	in	relevant
environment.

Solution(s)	demonstrated	in	relevant	environment	and	in	cočoperation	with	
relevant	stakeholders	to	gain	initial	feedback	on	potential	impact.

	7 System	prototype	demonstrated	in	operational	environment. Refinement	of	project	and/or	solution	and,	if	needed,	retesting	
in	the	relevant	environment	with	relevant	stakeholders.

	8 System	complete	and	qualified. Proposed	solution(s)	as	well	as	a	plan	for	societal	adaptation.

	9 Actual	system	proven	in	operational	environment. Actual	project	solution(s)	proven	in	relevant	environment.

SRLs	and	stakeholder	 involvement	should	be	 linked	 to	 the	“United	

Nations	Sustainable	Development	Goals”	 (SDGs).	 In	particular,	SDG	17	
‘Strengthen	the	means	of	implementation	and	revitalise	the	global	part-
nership	for	sustainable	development	through	capacity	building’	could	be	
studied	to	improve	stakeholder	involvement.9

3.3 FUNDING FOR COMMUNICATION, DISSEMI-
NATION AND IMPACT MANAGEMENT AFTER THE END 
OF A PROJECT

To	secure	the	focus	on	project	results,	future	“Framework	Program-
me”	projects	should	receive	additional	funding	after	the	end	of	the	pro-
ject	 to	continue	with	communication	and	dissemination	activities	 (see	
also	3.1),	which	can	lead	to	societal	impacts.	The	interim	evaluation	of	
H2020	made	clear	that	“the projected social and economic impacts, for 
example on the creation of spin offs, on employment or the development of 
new innovation, are difficult to measure (in terms of causality with the pro-
jects financed), in particular because they might happen at a point beyond 
the lifetime of the project. This needs to be taken into account in future 
impact evaluations. It is also difficult to predict if stakeholder collaboration 
across different types of organisations will last beyond the duration of the 
projects.”	(EC	2017,	page	969).

i	 See	EC,	DG	RTD,	2018a,	page	10.
ii	 “Innovation	 Fund	 Denmark”	 (n.d.).	 Societal	 Readiness	 Levels	 (SRL)	 defined	 according	 to	 Innovation	 Fund	 Denmark,	 Copenhagen.		

Retrieved	October	27,	2018	from:	https://innovationsfonden.dk/sites/default/files/2018-08/societal_readiness_levels_-_srl.pdf.

Table 1.	Comparison	of	TRLs	and	SRLs.

3.4 COLLABORATION WITH STAKEHOLDERS AND 
CITIZENS’ INVOLVEMENT

Citizens’	involvement,	as	demanded	by	the	members	of	the	“High Le-
vel Group on maximising the impact of EU Research & Innovation Program-
mes”	(EC,	DG	RTD	2017b),	should	be	discussed	in	detail.	Studies	publis-
hed	by	the	European	Commission	(EC)	and	academic	networks	describe	
many	different	possibilities	involving	citizens	in	EU	policies	and	research	
programmes	 (Van	 den	 Brande	 2017;	 Science	 Europe	 2018;	 CIMULACT	
2018).	Collaboration	with	stakeholders,	as	described	above,	creates	se-
veral	possibilities	 for	citizens’	 involvement.	How	this	can	be	organised	
could	be	discussed	with	CSOs,	which	have	experiences	with	FP	projects.	

Furthermore,	and	bearing	in	mind	the	rise	of	populism,	it	is	important	
to	reflect	on	the	challenges	created	by	citizens’	involvement.	It	could	be	
important	to	agree	on	joint	values	before	starting	any	form	of	collabora-
tion.	Here,	 it	could	be	useful	to	refer	to	the	fundamental	values	of	the	
European	 Union	 and	 the	 Council	 of	 Europe:	 human	 rights,	 democracy	
and	the	rule	of	law.	

Even	though,	the	EC	organised	workshops	with	stakeholders	and	im-
plemented	 stakeholder	 consultations	 (EC	 2018),	 Horizon	 Europe	 is	 not	
well	known	by	regional	and	national	CSOs.	To	change	this,	Net4Society10	
could,	in	close	collaboration	with	for	example	SDG	Watch	Europe11	and	
the	Directorate-General	 for	Research	and	 Innovation,	organise	 “Future	
Search	Conferences”	(Weisbord,	M.	and	Janoff,	S.	1999)	involving	CSOs	

9	 For	closer	information	on	SGDs	see:	https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/topics/capacity-building.	Furthermore,	the	H2020	project	DANDELION	contrib-
uted	to	the	discussion	of	SRLs	(Dandelion	n.d.)	and	in	June	2018	DG	RTD	published	a	detailed	description	of	key	societal	impact	pathways	and	progress	
indicators	(EC,	DG	RTD,	2018a).

10	 Net4Society	is	the	International	network	of	National	Contact	Points	(NCPs)	for	Societal	Challenge	6	in	Horizon	2020,	http://www.net4society.eu/.
11	 SDG	Watch	Europe	is	a	European	cross-sectoral	civil	society	alliance	advocating	for	the	implementation	of	the	SDGs,	https://www.sdgwatcheurope.org/

about-us/.
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and	other	stakeholders	 to	discuss	the	main	societal	challenges,	which	
will	be	important	for	the	design	and	implementation	of	Horizon	Europe.	
Public	engagement	has	become	one	of	the	main	demands	for	developing	
missions	in	Horizon	Europe	and	missions	should	have	societal	relevance	
(Mazzucato	2018;	EC,	DG	RTD	2018b).

4. CONCLUSIONS
Rethinking	 collaboration	 with	 stakeholders	 in	 H2020	 research	 pro-

jects	and	linking	it	to	citizens’	engagement	in	Horizon	Europe,	in	particu-
lar	in	missions	and	projects	funded	under	the	Global	Challenges,	could	
be	useful	for	widening	the	discussions	on	the	design	and	implementa-
tion	of	Horizon	Europe	and	 the	 revision	of	 indicators.	Professional	and	
clearly	defined	 impact	management	could	ease	 the	collaboration	with	
stakeholders	and	the	work	with	proposals,	projects	and	project	outcomes	
to	achieve	societal	impacts.	
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By	now,	the	FP	is	undoubtedly	one	of	the	largest	funding	instruments	
for	the	European	SSH	scholarships	through	its	various	instruments.	Re-
search	on	impact	and	performance	of	SSH	in	FPs	have	been	mainly	the	
task	of	expert	groups	set	up	by	the	European	Commission	(Watson,	J.,	
et	 al.,	 2010,	 Hetel,	 L.,	 et	 al.,	 2015,	 Birnbaum,	 B.	 I.,	 et	 al.,	 2017,	 Bade	
Strom,	T.,	et	al.,	2018,	Challis,	L.,	et	al.,	2003,	Cerletti,	C.,	et	al.,	2001.).	In	
research	journals,	the	approaches	have	appeared	relatively	scarcely	(Ge-
orghiou,	L.,	et	al.,	2002,	Must,	Ü.,	2010a,	2010b,	Schindler-Daniels,	A.,	
2014.).	The	aim	of	this	paper	is	to	monitor	and	analyse	the	evolution	(or	
overlapping)	of	the	SSH	thematic	pattern	through	the	three	framework	
programmes	since	2002.

INTRODUCTION

The	European	Union	EU	“Research	and	Development	Framework	
Programmes”	 (FPs)	 had	 been	 in	 operation	 for	 ten	 years	 befo-
re	 socio-economic	 research	 was	 included	 under	 the	 “Fourth	

Framework	 Programme”	 (1994-1998).	 It	 was	 directly	 related	 to	 the	 re-
sults	of	the	Maastricht	Treaty	(Reillon,	V.,	2017).	 It	was	a	period	when	
the	 need	 for	 “soft	 power”	 arose.	 Joseph	 Nye’s	 (Nye,	 J.,	 1990)	 “soft	
power”	approach	adopted	during	the	fifth	enlargement	of	 the	EU	was	
considered	the	EU’s	most	successful	foreign	policy	instrument	(Rehn,	O.,	
2007,	Tulmets,	E.,	2008).	Certainly,	 this	gave	an	 impetus	to	the	further	
deepening	of	the	social	dimension	of	the	Framework	Programme.	In	the	
successive	frameworks	more	and	more	elements	of	the	social	sciences	
and	humanities	(SSH)	research	were	added	(Table	1).

ÜLLE	MUST
DOI:	10.22163/fteval.2019.379

THE	CHANGING	PATTERN	OF	SOCIAL	
SCIENCES	AND	HUMANITIES	IN	THE	
EU	FRAMEWORK	PROGRAMMES1

RETHINKING	SOCIETAL	IMPACT	–	
COLLABORATION	WITH	STAKEHOLDERS

1	  The	authors	acknowledge	the	STI	2018	Leiden	conference,	from	which	this	template	was	adapted.

FP Period SSH Work Programme

FP4 1994-1998 Targeted	socio-economic	research.

FP5 1998-2002 Improving	the	socio-economic	knowledge	base.

FP6 2002-2006 Citizens	in	the	knowledge-based	society.

FP7 2007-2013 Socio-economic	Sciences	and	Humanities.

H2020 2014-2020 Europe	in	a	changing	world	–	inclusive,	innovative	and	reflective	societies.

Table 1. EU	Framework	Programmes	with	elements	of	SSH	research.



ISSUE 48 |  JULY 2019128

FP Programme Projects Words 
(abstracts, titles)

Lexical 
density

FP6	Specific	Programme	
“Integrating	and	Strengthening	
the	European	Research	Area”	
Priority	7:	Citizens	and	Governance	
in	a	knowledge-based	society

166 8,415 25,1693

FP	7	Cooperation.	Theme	8:	
Socio-economic	Sciences	
and	Humanities.	

255 13,532 20,2335

HORIZON	2020	Societal	Challenge	
6.	Europe	in	a	changing	world	–	
inclusive,	innovative	and	reflective	
societies	(as	of	March	2018)

277 14,520 22,3898

Table 3.	FP	SSH	funded	projects	in	FP6,	FP7	and	H2020.

Since	the	goal	was	to	monitor	substantive	changes	across	framework	
programmes,	we	cleaned	the	data	of	punctuation	marks,	numeric	values,	
articles	(a,	the),	prepositions	(on,	at,	in),	conjunctions	(and,	or,	but)	and	
auxiliary	verbs,	such	as	“to be” (am, are, is, was, were, being), “do” (did, 
does, doing), “have” (had, has, having).

The	final	analysis	and	comparisons	between	different	datasets	were	
made	on	the	basis	of	the	200	most	used	words2.

RESULTS
LEXICAL DENSITY

Lexical	density	 is	 the	 term	most	often	used	 for	describing	 the	pro-
portion	of	 content	words	 (nouns,	 verbs,	adjectives,	and	often	also	ad-
verbs)	to	the	total	number	of	words.	By	investigating	this,	we	receive	a	
notion	of Information packaging;	a	text	with	a	high	proportion	of	content	
words	contains	more	information	than	a	text	with	a	high	proportion	of	
function	words	(prepositions,	interjections,	pronouns,	conjunctions	and	
count	words).	Large	majority	of	the	spoken	texts	have	a	lexical	density	of	
fewer	than	40%,	while	a	large	majority	of	the	written	texts	have	a	lexical	
density	of	40%	or	higher	(Johannson,	V.,	2008).

As	we	see	from	Figure	1,	the	lexical	density	of	work	programmes	of	
different	FPs	has	declined	over	the	years	while	in	the	abstracts	and	titles	
of	projects	it	has	remained	roughly	the	same	and	is	significantly	higher	
than	in	work	programmes.

Figure 1. Lexical	density	of	different	FP	work	programmes	and	projects.

METHODS

We	used	 textual	analysis	 for	conducting	 the	survey.	The	set	of	do-
cuments	 to	perform	 the	analysis	 is	based	on	 two	sources:	a)	FP	Work	
Programmes	2002-2020	(Table	2).

Work Programme Words Lexical 
density

FP6	Specific	Programme	“Integrating	and	
Strengthening	the	European	Research	Area”.	
Priority	7:	Citizens	and	Governance	in	a	knowledge-
based	society.	Work	Programme	2002	-2003.	

15,103 12,99

FP6	Specific	Programme	“Integrating	and	
Strengthening	the	European	Research	Area”	
Priority	7:	Citizens	and	Governance	in	a	knowledge-
based	society	Work	Programme	2004	–	2006.	

12,606 13,5174

FP	7	Cooperation	Work	Programme:	SSH	
Work	Programme	2007	Cooperation.	Theme	8:	
Socio-economic	Sciences	and	Humanities.	

20,943 10,3328

FP	7	Cooperation	Work	Programme:	SSH	
Work	Programme	2008	Cooperation.	Theme	8:	
Socio-economic	Sciences	and	Humanities.	

20,726 10,3445

FP	7	Cooperation	Work	Programme:	SSH	
Work	Programme	2009	Cooperation.	Theme	8:	
Socio-economic	Sciences	and	Humanities.	

15,014 12,9679

FP	7	Cooperation	Work	Programme:	SSH	
Work	Programme	2010	Cooperation.	Theme	8:	
Socio-economic	Sciences	and	Humanities.	

21,558 11,2302

FP	7	Cooperation	Work	Programme:	SSH	
Work	Programme	2011	Cooperation.	Theme	8:	
Socio-economic	Sciences	and	Humanities.	

22,894 11,8808

FP	7	Cooperation	Work	Programme:	SSH	
Work	Programme	2012	Cooperation.	Theme	8:	
Socio-economic	Sciences	and	Humanities.	

26,934 10,5332

FP	7	Cooperation	Work	Programme:	SSH	
Work	Programme	2013	Cooperation.	Theme	8:	
Socio-economic	Sciences	and	Humanities.	

26,821 10.6446

HORIZON	2020	Work	Programme	2014	–	2015	
13.	Europe	in	a	changing	world	–	inclusive,	
innovative	and	reflective	societies

52,043 7,5956

HORIZON	2020	Work	Programme	2016	–	2017
13.	Europe	in	a	changing	world	–	inclusive,	
innovative	and	reflective	societies

59,111 8,1711

HORIZON	2020	Work	Programme	2018	–	2020
13.	Europe	in	a	changing	world	–	inclusive,	
innovative	and	reflective	societiesi

31,565 9,9034

i	 The	 text	 of	 the	 work	 programmes	 is	 still	 changing.	 As	 of	 March			
	2018,	materials	have	been	used	for	analysis.

Table 2. FP	SSH	Work	Programmes	2002-2020	by	Word	Count	and	Le-
xical	Density.

And	b)	Statistics	on	funded	projects	from	the	CORDIS	project	data-
base	(=Projects)	(https://cordis.europa.eu/).	We	used	title	and	abstract	
words	for	textual	analysis	(Table	3).

2	 	In	fact,	the	number	varied.	The	reason	is	the	same	amount	of	occurrence	of	different	words.
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Figure 3.	The	overlapping	of	words	in	FP6,	FP7,	and	Horizon	2020	pro-
jects.

When	comparing	two	datasets,	we	can	see	that	the	average	proporti-
on	between	overlapped	and	unique	words	in	work	programmes	is	rather	
balanced,	but	 in	 case	of	project	words	 the	 situation	 is	different	–	 the	
majority	of	words	are	unique.	At	the	same	time,	the	analysis	of	FP	pro-
ject	and	work	programmes	texts	with	two	overlaps	indicates	that	there	
is	continuity	between	successive	framework	programmes.	For	example,	
FP6	 project	 words	 are	 overlapping	 with	 FP7	 to	 an	 extent	 of	 58.8%	 (in	
work	programmes	57,	1%),	the	words	of	H2020	projects	overlap	with	FP7	
to	an	extent	of	55.3%	(in	work	programmes	even	65,	6%).

The	subject	we	were	examining	was	how	much	the	words	of	work	
programmes	and	projects	overlap	(Figure	4).

Figure 4.	The	overlapping	of	words	between	work	programmes	and	pro-
jects.

As	we	see	from	Figure	4,	the	texts	of	work	programmes	and	projects	
were	the	most	in	line	during	the	7th	FP	(48,1%	overlapping),	the	picture	is	
different	in	6th	FP	(unique	words	constitute	68,3%),	and	in	H2020	(unique	
words	constitute	70,9%).	On	the	basis	of	the	existing	material,	it	seems	
that	in	majority	cases	there	is	no	overlap	between	work	programmes	and	
project	texts	(titles	and	abstracts).	We	can	only	assume	that	the	results	
could	be	different	if	to	use	the	full	texts	of	the	proposals.

PATTERN OF WORDS

We	analysed	to	what	extent	words	overlap	in	the	work	programmes	
of	the	three	successive	framework	programmes	and	which	unique	words	
characterise	specific	programmes	(Figure	2).

Figure 2.	The	overlapping	of	words	in	FP6,	FP7,	and	Horizon	2020	work	
programmes.

In	20%	of	 the	cases	 the	words	overlap	 in	all	 three	 framework	pro-
grammes.	These	include	words	like	programme, participant, democracy, 
public, research, Europe.	However,	 the	number	of	unique	words	 is	 the	
same	as	overlapping	words:	in	FP6	and	in	H2020	20%,	in	FP7	17%.	Some	
example	of	unique	words:	in	H2020	–	business, ICT,	 in	FP7	–	foresight, 
emerging, family,	in	FP6	–	associated, target, embryonic. The	introduction	
of	new	words	can	also	be	followed	in	work	programmes.	For	example,	st-
arting	from	the	“7th	Framework	Programme”,	the	core	words	introduced	
crisis, identity, digital, heritage, reflective, urban.

In	 case	of	words	 from	projects,	 the	general	overlapping	occurs	 in	
14%	 of	 cases	 (Figure	 3).	 Partially	 words	 overlap	 with	 the	 same	 the	
most	overlapping	words	in	the	work	programmes	(programme, research, 
Europe) but	in	majority	cases	the	words	are	different	(human, education, 
approach, engage).	 In	case	of	projects,	the	proportion	of	unique	words	
is	much	bigger	than	the	proportion	of	overlapping	words:	in	FP7	and	in	
H2020	21%,	in	FP6	26%.	

Some	commonly	used	words	change	over	time.	For	example,	while	
radio and	television	were	among	the	most	commonly	used	words	in	the	
“6th	Framework	Programme”,	 in	 the	H2020	projects	 these	 terms	have	
not	occurred	and	the	most	widely	used	words	include	software, digital, 
online.

We	can	also	monitor	the	frequency	of	usage	of	words	over	time.	For	
example,	the	term	“innovation”:	in	the	“6th	Framework	Programme”,	
it	ranked	the	87th	by	its	use,	seventh	in	the	“7th	Framework	Programme”	
and	second	in	the	H2020.
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CONCLUSIONS

Textual	analysis	is	one	way	to	track	the	changes	in	framework	pro-
grammes	over	time.	On	the	one	hand,	 it	shows	that	the	 language	is	a	
living	entity	that	changes	over	time.	On	the	other	hand,	the	terminology	
shows	the	priorities	existing	in	the	given	period.

Some	results:	
a.	Lexical	 density	 of	 work	 programmes	 of	 different	 “Framework	

Programmes”	has	declined	over	the	years.	It	has	to	be	studied	
in	more	detail	whether	this	is	due	to	the	addition	of	a	greater	
number	of	non-lexical	words	to	the	text	or	due	to	the	change	in	
the	language	use	of	the	text	writers;	

b.	Overlapping	 words	 reflect	 the	 core	 vocabulary	 which	 does	
not	change	over	time,	and	we	can	monitor	the	frequency	of	
its	 use.	 Also,	 the	 introduction	 of	 new	 words/terms	 into	 work	
programmes	can	be	monitored;	

c.	 The	 words	 used	 more	 often	 in	 work	 programmes	 and	
projects	 generally	 do	 not	 coincide.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 it	 can	
be	 observed	 that	 there	 is	 continuity	 between	 successive	
framework	programmes.
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come	on	the	condition	of	clear	commitments	and	evidence	for	a	measu-
rable	societal	impact.	A	closer	look	at	the	variety	of	SSH	research	policy	
and	funding	instruments	might	reveal	their	impact	driven	orientation	and	
funders’	attempts	to	lure	researchers	out	of	their	ivory	towers.	It	is	wor-
thwhile	to	observe	how	researchers	respond	to	research	policy	push	on	
behalf	of	research	funders.	In	that	respect	Lithuania	can	provide	a	good	
case	 study	 for	 various	 types	of	 research	 instruments	and	 their	uptake	
by	SSH	 researchers	as	 the	government	aims	at	 financing	 research	 for	
the	sake	of	a	better	societal	impact.	However,	it	is	obvious	that	without	
a	clearer	understanding	of	what	research	impact	is	expected	to	be	and	
without	a	specified	notion	of	 the	 impact	of	 the	SSH	research,	 the	aim	
cannot	be	achieved.

SSH RESEARCH POLICY IN 
LITHUANIA: BACKGROUND 
AND LANDSCAPE

A	 large-scale	 funding	 of	 competitive	 research	 (alongside	 with	 the	
basic	 funding	of	academic	 institutions)	was	 introduced	 in	2008	by	 the	
Research	Council	of	Lithuania	that	was	made	up	of	two	committees,	the	
Committee	of	Natural	and	Technical	Sciences,	and	the	Committee	of	the	
Social	Science	and	Humanities.	Both	committees	participated	on	equal	
bases	in	initiating	calls	for	proposals	and	their	evaluation	procedures	for	
the	main	instrument	of	blue-sky	research,	the	so-called	“Projects	of	Col-
laborative	Research”.	This	activity	was	based	on	a	bottom	up	approach	
allowing	researchers	to	choose	for	any	topic	they	prefer.	In	the	case	of	
initiating	policy	driven	research	instruments,	such	as	national	research	
programmes,	the	committees	acted	within	the	remits	of	their	respective	
research	areas.	By	now	the	SSH	committee	has	participated	in	all	stages	
of	the	life	cycle	of	two	finalised	and	two	on-going	national	programmes,	
mostly	 meant	 for	 either	 social	 sciences	 or	 humanities	 with	 a	 possible	
mixed	approach.	Thematic	areas	of	the	national	programmes	were	quite	

INTRODUCTION

Scientific	 research	 is	 confronted	 with	 a	 number	 of	 opposition-
based	choices:	interdisciplinary	or	disciplinary,	fundamental	(ba-
sic)	or	applied,	academic	research	or	innovation,	blue-sky	or	mis-

sion	(policy,	agenda)	driven	research	aiming	more	at	either	advancement	
of	knowledge	or	practical	 societal	 impact.	The	choices	are	made	even	
more	complicated	by	the	traditional	duality	of	Social	Sciences	and	Hu-
manities	(SSH)	and	Science,	Technology,	Engineering	and	Mathematics	
(STEM)	research	deeply	ingrained	into	their	methodologies	and	abilities	
to	serve	the	most	urgent	needs	of	society.	However,	the	essence	of	any	
research,	cutely	summed	up	by	the	initiators	of	the	conference	 Impact 
of Social Sciences and Humanities for a European Research Agenda – 
Valuation of SSH in mission-oriented research,	 is	 as	 follows:	“Scientific 
research is about transformation – how to enable it, or how to avoid it.”	
(König	et	al.	2018:	4).	The	transformative	power	of	research	and	its	missi-
on	to	influence	society	and	to	be	influenced	by	its	needs	has	been	widely	
discussed	by	politicians	and	researchers,	especially	in	the	case	of	SSH	
research.	 Growing	 push	 for	 transparency	 of	 public	 funds	 and	 accoun-
tability	coming	 from	citizens	combined	with	criticisms	against	SSH	 for	
being	socially	inefficient,	ideologically	biased	and	living	in	an	ivory	tower	
caused	activities	directed	towards	the	improvement	of	societal	impact.

Societal	 impact	of	 the	SSH	 research	 is	a	 frequently	used	but	 insuf-
ficiently	conceptualised	notion.	Hence	a	bad	need	to	define	it	from	two	
different	perspectives:	usage	or	bottom-up	approach	that	helps	to	identify	
its	present	most	widely	spread	senses	and	connotations	and	top-down	
approach	aiming	at	re-thinking	the	transformative	relationship	between	
science	and	society	and	re-defining	the	notion	of	impact.	The	same	holds	
for	the	related	notions	of	social and	political	impact,	social	benefits,	im-
pact	evaluation	or	valorisation, etc.	Any	attempts	prior	to	re-defining	SSH	
impact	to	measure	and	account	for	social	or	societal	impact	(let	alone	to	
provide	indexing	systems)	are	deemed	for	vague	and	imprecise	outcomes.	

Whatever	the	notion	of	impact	nowadays	may	be,	research	funding	
organisations	on	both	national	and	transnational	level	usually	prioritise	
policy	 driven	 and	 mission-oriented	 research.	 Blue-sky	 research	 is	 wel-
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of	a	different,	i.e.	more	broad,	reflective	and	descriptive	approach	to	the	
important	issues	of	the	society	than	a	purely	instrumental	user-oriented	
problem-solution	approach.	The	academic	and	societal	outcomes	of	the	
SSH	programmes	need	an	ex-post	evaluation	but	even	a	fast	glance	at	
the	outcomes	reveals	the	traditional	academic	result,	 i.e.,	an	advance-
ment	of	knowledge	and	its	transfer	in	the	form	of	academic	publications	
and	conferences.	Rare	attempts	to	provide	recommendations	and	to	in-
fluence	political	activities	of	the	state	institutions,	mostly	made	by	social	
scientists,	cannot	be	seen	as	very	effective	or	impactful.	

Thus	impact-oriented	requirements	of	the	national	SSH	programmes	
are	hardly	met	by	researchers	as	the	impact	is	not	yet	an	essential	part	of	
their	research	design.	Awareness	of	the	core	evaluation	criteria	that	in-
clude	“potential impact through the development, dissemination and use 
of project results”	(Procedural	description	2012:	12)	does	not	inspire	re-
searchers	to	devote	their	research	to	social	challenges.	The	gap	between	
SSH	 research	 communities	 and	 state	 institutions	 still	 exists,	 depriving	
the	latter	of	the	possibility	to	make	research	based	political	decisions.	Di-
rect	societal	impact	of	policy	driven	research	due	to	its	purely	academic	
nature	is	also	hardly	visible	and	measurable	except	for	the	result	disse-
mination	activities	and	popularisation	of	the	most	prominent	research.	It	
can	be	stated	that	policy	driven	research	instruments	that	prevail	in	the	
country	do	not	provide	satisfactory	feedback	to	the	policy	itself.

COMPETITIVENESS OF THE 
SSH RESEARCH FUNDING 
INSTRUMENTS

Four	problem	oriented	SSH	national	research	programmes	and	two	
state	priority	programmes	with	object-limited	research	as	compared	to	
the	only	one	instrument	of	blue-sky	research	provide	a	scale	of	possibi-
lities	for	the	Lithuanian	SSH	researchers	to	choose	from.	Their	willing-
ness	to	compete	is	reflected	in	the	success	rates	of	seven	programmes	
calculated	 for	all	 the	calls	of	proposals	of	each	finalised	and	on-going	
programme.

specific,	chosen	by	a	special	commission	out	of	numerous	suggestions	
by	 research	 communities	 due	 to	 their	 importance	 to	 the	 state	 and	 its	
society.	The	names	of	the	national	research	programmes	in	SSH	illustrate	
their	specificity	and	national	importance	as	expressed	by	two	program-
mes	 in	 the	 humanities:	 “State	 and	 Nation:	 Heritage	 and	 Identity,	 and	
Modernity	in	Lithuania”.	As	for	the	social	sciences,	the	programmes	dif-
fer	in	their	thematic	scope.	“Social	Challenges	for	the	National	Security”	
is	narrower	than	“Welfare	Society”1. 

One	programme	of	a	different	 type	 (no	matter	 that	 is	has	 the	word	
national	in	its	title) following	the	state	priority	of	the	Lithuanian	studies	is	
the	“National	Programme	of	the	Lithuanian	Studies”.	It	could	be	placed	in	
between	freely	chosen	and	prescribed	thematic	areas.	It	was	limited	from	
the	point	of	view	of	the	object	rather	than	the	topic	of	research	and	con-
fined	to	the	investigation	of	specific	topics.	The	topics	had	to	be	related	
to	the	“past and present of the state of Lithuania, its society and culture as 
well as the development and present state of the Lithuanian language and 
nation”	(2006:	2),	as	prescribed	by	“The	Programme	of	the	Research	Prio-
rity	of	the	Lithuanian	Studies	2007-2008”	(2006:),	allowing	researchers	to	
investigate	their	specifically	chosen	topics	within	this	area.i

The	 most	 relevant	 research	 funding	 instrument	 impact-wise	 at	 the	
Research	Council	of	Lithuania	is	a	national	research	programme.	Despite	
research	area	specific	programmes	the	overall	description	of	the	national	
programme	as	an	 instrument	meant	 to	be	universal	and	equally	suita-
ble	 for	all	 fields	of	 research.	 Its	most	distinctive	 feature	 related	 to	 the	
impact	of	 the	programme	as	a	whole	 is	presented	 in	 its	aim.	National	
research	programmes	are	meant	„to solve problems, crucial for the state 
and its society, with the help of research“	(Procedural	description	2012:	
2).	Moreover,	 in	 the	procedural	description	of	 the	 initiation	of	a	natio-
nal	programme	it	is	stated	that	„the problem meant to be solved by the 
national programme should be such that it could be solved by Lithuanian 
researchers within a period of 3-7 years.“ (Procedural	description	2012:	3).	
The	latter	requirement	implies	that	the	problem	has	to	be	well-defined	
and	concrete,	a	demand	feasible	exclusively	for	the	natural	and	technical	
sciences.	Social	sciences	and	humanities,	no	matter	that	they	comprise	a	
wide	range	of	fields	and	subfields	from	the	point	of	view	of	their	research	
objects,	methods	and	approaches,	cannot	formulate	any	problem	of	soci-
al	relevance	that	could	be	solved	in	such	a	short	period	of	time.	The	titles	
of	the	SSH	national	programmes	and	their	aims	are	clear	manifestations	

1	 For	more	about	the	national	programmes	see	https://www.lmt.lt/.

Type Main area Duration Name Success rate

National	research	programme Humanities 2010
2013

“State	and	Nation:	Heritage	and	Identity” 40,13	%

National	research	programme Social	Sciences 2010
2013

“Social	Challenges	for	the	National	Security” 39,28	%

National	research	programme Humanities 2017
2022

“Modernity	in	Lithuania” 33,87%

National	research	programme Social	Sciences 2015		
2020

“Welfare	Society” 12,83%

State	programme Humanities 2009
2015

“National	Programme	of	the	Lithuanian	Studies” 46,28%

State	programme Humanities 2016
2024

“The	State	Research	and	Dissemination	
Programme	of	the	Lithuanian	Studies”

30,68%

Blue-sky	research Social	Sciences	
and	Humanities

N/A Projects	of	Collaborative	Research	on	Researchers’	Initiative 26,62%

Table 1.	Success	rates	of	the	policy-oriented	programmes	and	blue-sky	research.
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Success	 rates	 should	 be	 interpreted	 on	 the	 bases	 of	 the	 type	 and	
timing	of	the	programmes.	The	main	split	between	policy	driven	or	state	
contracted	research	and	blue-sky	research	(six	programmes	versus	one)	
gives	 the	 ratio	of	33,	85%	to	26,62%	 in	 favour	of	blue-sky	 research	as	
more	preferred	by	researchers.	However,	one	national	programme	„Wel-
fare	state“	provides	an	exception	as	it	has	a	comparatively	low	success	
rate	 and	 high	 competitiveness	 due	 to	 its	 broad	 thematic	 scope	 and	
openness	 for	 interdisciplinary	 approaches.	 Previous	 national	 research	
programmes	were	less	popular	in	comparison	with	the	present	ones	due	
to	the	fact	that	at	the	time	of	their	initiation	competitive	and	collabora-
tive	research	was	still	in	its	infancy.	On	the	bases	of	success	rates	of	the	
above	programmes	supplemented	by	information	provided	by	individual	
researchers	it	can	be	stated	that	blue-sky	research	or	broad	scope	policy	
driven	research	is	more	preferred	by	the	Lithuanian	SSH	community	than	
specific	agenda	driven	research.	Needless	to	say	that	more	competitive	
research	is	more	promising	quality-wise.

“NEED DRIVEN SSH RESEARCH”
All	the	above	presented	state	contracted	and	policy	driven	SSH	re-

search	instruments	has	a	double	purpose	to	promote	academic	outputs	
and	impact	on	decision	makers	at	the	state	institutions	and	broader	so-
ciety.	Usually,	research	output	and	its	possible	impact	are	needed	faster	
than	project	duration	and	the	life	cycle	of	a	programme	would	allow.	A	
state	demand	for	prompt	solutions	in	case	of	burning	issues	of	national	
cyber	security,	informational	wars,	waste	of	food,	refugee	integration,	to	
mention	a	few,	caused	appearance	of	a	new	instrument,	the	so-called	
“Need	Driven	Research”.	The	new	instrument	was	initiated	on	requests	
for	specific	applied	research	from	the	government,	ministries	and	other	
state	institutions.	It	was	meant	to	be	more	flexible	time-wise	as	the	du-
ration	of	a	project	was	shortened	up	to	1-2	years	and	calls	for	proposals	
organised	every	year	starting	with	2015.	

The	major	distinction	of	the	“Need	Driven	Research”	is	the	list	of	to-
pics	suggested	by	ministries	or	any	other	state	institutions	and	approved	
by	the	committees	of	the	Research	Council	of	Lithuania	as	suitable	for	
research	and	experimental	development.	The	committees	pay	attention	
to	 all	 the	 evaluation	 criteria	 for	 the	 approval	 of	 the	 topics	 suggested,	
however,	the	most	important	criterion	is	the	necessity	for	the	research	
or	 experimental	 development	 to	 meet	 social	 challenges	 and	 to	 solve	
practical	problems.	A	possibility	to	investigate	a	problem	named	by	state	
institutions	applying	methods	of	 research	 is	 one	of	 the	most	 frequent	
bottlenecks	for	the	approval	of	the	topic	by	the	SSH	committee.	It	is	hard	
for	the	governmental	institutions	to	formulate	the	topic	of	research	and	
research	questions	in	a	scientific	way.	Moreover,	sometimes	they	need	a	
more	modest	outcome,	such	as	a	set	of	recommendations	or	a	feasibility	
study,	instead	of	a	full-fledged	research	project.

Every	topic	suggested	by	the	government,	its	ministries	or	any	other	
state	institutions	has	to	be	judged	whether:

a.	 it	has	a	strategic	value	and	importance	for	the	state	and	society,
b.	the	problem	has	to	be	solved	urgently,
c.	 its	 solution	 requires	methodology	of	 research	or	experimental	

development,
d.	the	 results	 of	 research	 will	 substantially	 contribute	 to	 the	

solution	of	the	problem,

e.	the	planned	research	does	not	overlap	with	any	other	previously	
financed	research.
(Procedural	description	2016:	2)

The	most	valued	outputs	of	the	“Need	Driven	Research”	are	different	
if	 compared	 to	 the	 national	 or	 any	 other	 research	 programmes.	 Apart	
from	publications,	they	include	special	applied	outputs	such	as	practical	
recommendations,	new	methods,	evaluative	methodologies,	new	tech-
nologies,	networks,	forecasts	and	scenarios	of	the	activities	planned,	or	
anything	else	that	can	have,	according	to	the	contractor’s	view,	a	prompt	
impact	 for	 the	 state	 institutions	 and	 society	 at	 large.	 No	 matter	 that	
“Need	Driven	Research”	is	a	general	research	policy	instrument,	SSH	re-
lated	topics	prevail	(71%)	as	they	turn	out	to	be	of	paramount	importance	
for	the	state	affairs,	especially	for	its	policies.

“Need	Driven	Research”	as	a	research	policy	instrument	cannot	be	
easily	 compared	with	 the	other	 instruments	 from	 the	point	of	 view	of	
its	success	rates	as	it	 is	based	on	a	two-step	procedure.	Pre-proposals	
are	evaluated	by	a	joint	commission	of	social	partners	and	experts	from	
the	Research	Council	of	Lithuania,	the	most	suitable	proposals	from	the	
point	of	view	of	evaluation	criteria	(such	as	feasibility	of	the	project,	com-
petences	of	the	researchers,	and	socio-economical,	political	or	any	other	
impact)	are	suggested	for	a	full	proposal	phase	where	they	are	re-evalu-
ated	by	experts	and	the	joint	commission.	Therefore	there	are	two	suc-
cess	 rates:	 those	of	pre-proposals	and	full	proposals.	The	pre-proposal	
success	rate	(17,28%)	is	fairly	low	in	comparison	with	the	success	rates	
of	other	research	policy	instruments,	however,	it	increases	up	to	33,85%	
for	 the	 full	 proposal	 submissions.	 In	general,	 on	 the	 scale	of	 research	
instruments	ranging	from	free	topic	blue-sky	research	to	a	limited	topic	
choice	research	instruments,	„Need	Driven	Research“	is	situated	at	the	
far	end	of	the	research	policy.	In	order	to	prove	the	value	of	the	research	
stakeholders	have	to	report	to	the	Research	Council	implementation	of	
its	outputs.

Blue-sky	research
Policy	driven	
research	
programmes

Policy	driven	
research	
programmes

Policy	driven	
research

Projects	of	
collaborative	
research	
on	researchers‘	
initiative			

State	programmes	
on	Lithuanian	
studies

National	research	
programmes				

“Need	Driven
Research“

Table 2.	The	scale	of	 research	 instruments	 from	free	 to	 limited	choice	
of	topics.

The	instrument	of	Need	Driven	Research	is	fairly	new	therefore	hard	
to	evaluate,	nevertheless,	it	looks	quite	promising	from	the	point	of	view	
of	 its	societal	 impact	of	SSH	research.	 Its	main	drawback	 is	 the	same	
as	 in	case	of	national	programmes,	 i.e.	 top	down	approach	to	specific	
problems	and	their	solution	leaving	SSH	researchers	with	even	less	time	
and	more	stringent	requirement	for	practical	outputs.	
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CONCLUDING REMARKS
Impact-oriented	research	policy	executed	by	the	Research	Council	of	

Lithuania	has	its	pluses	and	minuses.	It	is	praiseworthy	to	promote	the	
idea	of	mission-oriented	and	transformative	research,	to	raise	awareness	
among	researchers	and	to	support	 the	culture	of	societal	 research	 im-
pact.	However,	it	is	obvious	that	policy	driven	research	instruments,	es-
pecially	of	a	general	type,	are	not	always	suitable	for	the	SSH	research.	
Traditional	 impact	 (both	 academic	 and	 societal)	 assessment	 methods	
do	 not	 reveal	 multilateral	 impact	 of	 the	 SSH	 research	 that	 remains	 to	
be	re-defined	taking	into	account	possible	side	effects	and	unintended	
consequences.	Bottom	up	approaches,	such	as	blue-sky	research,	could	
be	a	better	alternative	for	society-oriented	research	provided	its	impact	
is	 conceived,	defined	and	assessed	 in	multiple	ways.	 In	any	case,	 im-
pact,	especially	societal	impact,	of	the	SSH	research	has	not	only	to	be	
carefully	planned	before	made	during	the	process	of	research	but	also	
identified,	 reflected	 and	 evaluated	 from	 a	 long-term	 perspective.	 No	
one	could	do	it	better	than	SSH	researchers	themselves.	In	spite	of	all	
highly	appreciated	attempts	to	serve	the	state	and	society,	policy	driven	
research	 instruments	 deprive	 SSH	 community	 of	 its	 blue-sky	 research	
as	well	as	of	a	chance	for	uncertain	but	high-gain	opportunities	and	a	
long-term	impact	on	society	that	is	hard	to	measure	and	to	evaluate	im-
mediately	(Nowotny	2016).
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Endnotes
i	 The	programmes	presented	here	do	not	cover	all	the	research	policy	instruments	used	at	the	Research	Council	of	Lithuania.	Seven	programmes	were	chosen	

due	to	their	repetative	nature	(all	of	them	had	multiple	calls	for	proposals)	and	comparable	state	based	call	budgets.	A	few	unique	calls	for	proposals	as	well	
as	programmes	financed	from	the	European	structural	funds	were	not	taken	into	consideration.
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PILOT PHASE OF THEMATIC 
SSH-CONSORTIA 

Within	the	framework	of	a	new	research	policy	in	2012	(DOZA,	2012a),	
Ghent	University	launched	a	competitive	call	for	consortia	to	strategically	
support	several	SSH	disciplines.	A	pilot	funding	of	five	years	was	granted	
to	five	consortia	 including	a	strengthening	of	 the	middle	management	
through	a	coordinator	on	a	postdoctoral	level.	All	five	consortia	received	
a	 “carte	 blanche”	 to	 develop	 the	 consortium	 and	 to	 define	 and	 focus	
on	specific	priorities	within	broader	missions	of	interdisciplinarity,	inter-
nationalisation,	academic	excellence	and	societal	value	creation.	It	was	
important	in	this	initiative	that	the	consortia	could	start	to	operate	from	
scratch	and	develop	their	own	aims,	mission,	and	eventually	output.	The	
five	consortia	were	funded	through	the	university	internal	“Special	Re-
search	Fund”	(BOF)	and	hosted	at	different	faculties.

“CRIME, CRIMINOLOGY AND 
CRIMINAL POLICY” (CCCP)

At	the	Faculty	of	Law	and	Criminology	the	consortium	“Crime,	Crimi-
nology	and	Criminal	Policy”2	has	been	 installed.	 The	consortium	deals	
with	the	domain	of	deviance	and	its	(policy)	response,	as	well	as	in	the	
areas	of	crime	and	security.	The	consortium	brings	together	16	scholars	
from	different	disciplines	in	six	departments	working	inter-disciplinary	on	
security,	crime	and	deviance	related	topics	in	local,	national,	European	
and	international	contexts.	The	range	of	topics	covers	e.g.	research	into	
vulnerable	groups	in	detention,	policing	and	police	mobility,	desistance	
from	crime	and	drug	use,	(youth)	crime	prevention,	but	also	other	com-
plex	cross-border	phenomena	such	as	cybercrime,	terrorism	and	organi-
sed	crime,	or	privacy,	information	exchange,	big	data,	law	enforcement	
responses,	policies	and	laws.	The	consortium	fosters	knowledge	trans-
lation	 and	 exchange,	 strengthening	 societal	 value	 creation	 leading	 to	
societal	impact	and	stimulates	synergies	and	cooperation	with	external	
academic,	policy	and	practice	partners	from	different	disciplines.	

INTRODUCTION

Ghent	University	 is	one	of	 the	biggest	Universities	 in	Belgium	
with	11	faculties,	117	departments	and	650	research	institu-
tes	 containing	 around	 9000	 employees	 and	 41.000	 students	

(Ghent	 University,	 2016).	 Ranked	 best	 Belgian	 University	 on	 61	 in	 the	
Shanghai	 ranking	 in	2018	Ghent	University	 is	home	 to	17	highly	cited	
authors	 and	 more	 than	 55	 grantees	 since	 the	 start	 of	 the	 European	
Research	Council	 (ERC)	 funding	scheme.	 In	 such	a	 large	organisation,	
Ghent	 University	 considers	 the	 potential	 for	 top-down	 steering	 of	 re-
search	strategy	 limited.	Therefore,	Ghent	University	applies	a	 range	of	
decentralised	research	strategy	initiatives	including	SSH-focused	ones.

Due	to	a	national	and	regional	focus	on	“objective”	distribution	of	re-
search	funds	and	a	willingness	to	become	a	world-renowned	knowledge	
economy,	performance	 indicators	are	often	 limited	 to	quantitative	and	
individual	output	and	traditional	figures	such	as	number	of	publications,	
PhD’s	and	citations.	When	compared	to	the	STEMM	(Science,	Techno-
logy,	Engineering,	Mathematics	and	Medicines)	disciplines,	this	system	
is	 widely	 known	 to	 disadvantage	 the	 Social	 Sciences	 and	 Humanities	
(SSH)	 in	 part	 because	 of	 a	 different	 research	 and	 publication	 culture.	
In	measuring	performance,	 traditionally	 less	attention	 is	given	 to	 indi-
cators	such	as	(interdisciplinary)	cooperation	or	service	to	society	while	
many	SSH	disciplines	show	especially	here	a	strong	potential	and	some	
already	well-developed	good	practices.	In	addition,	characteristics	such	
as	a	high	level	of	individuality	of	researchers,	less	“big”	funding	due	to	
smaller	research	groups	as	well	as	a	high	teaching	load	and	lack	of	(pl-
anned)	societal	value	creation	in	SSH,	urged	Ghent	University’s	Research	
Department	to	support	joint	initiatives	in	SSH	to	strengthen	research	ex-
cellency	and	impact	through	the	stimulation	of	cooperation.	

One	of	 these	 initiatives	entailed	the	set-up	of	 interdisciplinary	SSH	
research	consortia.	The	SSH	research	consortia	may	be	considered	the	
counterpart	of	Ghent	University’s	business	development	centers	as	fun-
ded	 by	 the	 “Industrial	 Research	 Fund”	 (IOF)1	 which	 were	 installed	 to	
bridge	the	gap	between	strategic	 fundamental	 research,	 industrial	co-
operation	and	technological	innovation.	The	SSH-consortia	are	comple-
mentary	to	these	STEMM	initiatives	and	have	the	purpose	to	bridge	the	
gap	between	SSH	(fundamental)	research,	interdisciplinary	cooperation	
and	societal	impact.

NOËL	KLIMA,	STEFAN	MEYSMAN,	JULIE	CARLIER,	ALEXIS	DEWAELE	AND	ESTHER	DE	SMET
DOI:	10.22163/fteval.2019.381

GHENT	UNIVERSITY’S	INTERDISCIPLINARY	
SSH-CONSORTIA	–	
A	STRATEGY	TO	ENHANCE	THE	
SOCIETAL	IMPACT	OF	RESEARCH	
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PIRENNE CONSORTIUM 
FOR MEDIEVAL STUDIES

The	Pirenne	Consortium	for	Medieval	Studies3,	primarily	based	at	the	
Faculty	 of	 Arts	 and	 Philosophy	 fosters	 cross-disciplinary	 research	 into	
the	medieval	period	and	advances	knowledge	exchange	between	these	
different	fields	of	study,	as	well	as	with	societal	partners	and	the	general	
public.	The	consortium	brings	together	all	medievalists	at	Ghent	Univer-
sity	under	the	promotor-board	of	29	senior	scholars.	It	draws	more	than	
100	 members	 from	 four	 faculties	 and	 ten	 departments,	 covering	 both	
Science,	 Technology,	 Engineering	 and	 Mathematics	 (STEM)	 and	 SSH.	
Research	 on	 original	 medieval	 heritage	 such	 as	 texts,	 images,	 maps,	
artefacts	and	sites	is	the	core	business,	including	the	development	and	
integration	of	 “Digital	Humanities”	methods.	However,	 the	consortium	
also	houses	expertise	in	collaboration	with	archives,	libraries,	museums,	
and	other	cultural	heritage	institutions,	as	well	as	with	several	societal	
sectors	such	as	education,	policy	and	tourism.

GHENT CENTRE FOR 
GLOBAL STUDIES

The	Ghent	Centre	for	Global	Studies4	is	hosted	at	the	Faculty	of	Po-
litical	 and	Social	Sciences.	As	an	 interdisciplinary	 research	platform	 it	
unites	scholars	from	Social	and	Economic	Geography;	International,	EU	
and	 Conflict	 and	 Development	 Studies;	 Economics,	 Sociology,	 Global	
History	and	Ethics;	Human	Rights	Law	and	Intercultural	Pedagogy.	With	
a	total	of	11	research	groups	from	six	different	faculties	the	consortium	
focuses	on	 the	critical	study	of	globalisation,	with	special	attention	 to	
the	 interaction	of	global	and	 local	processes.	With	 its	 interdisciplinary	
research	 and	 education	 –	 on	 urbanisation,	 rural	 transformations,	 eco-
nomic	governance	and	migration	–	the	Centre	aims	to	contribute	to	the	
societal	debate	on,	and	evidence-based	policy-making	and	development	
cooperation	for,	sustainable	development.

 “WORKING TOGETHER FOR 
MENTAL HEALTH” – PSYNC

“Working	Together	for	Mental	Health”	–	PSYNC5	refers	to	“psycholo-
gy’	and	‘synchronise”.	This	research	consortium	is	housed	within	the	Fa-
culty	of	Psychology	and	Educational	Sciences.	Its	objective	is	to	develop	
a	common	strategy	to	translate	clinically	relevant	research	to	the	clinical	
field	and	to	the	broader	society.	The	consortium	is	dedicated	to	impro-
ving	the	mental	health	of	all	citizens,	running	research	projects	in	close	
collaboration	with	diverse	stakeholder	groups,	with	a	clear	focus	on	ge-
nerating	 real	world	 impact	and	providing	societal	 innovation.	PSYNC’s	
main	goals	are	reaching	vulnerable	groups,	stressing	the	importance	of	
lifecycle	perspective	on	mental	health,	increasing	mental	health	literacy	
and	 health	 promotion,	 safeguarding	 ethical	 perspectives,	 and	 develo-
ping	innovations	in	the	treatment	of	mental	health	disorders.

“INNOVATION AND ALL 
INCLUSIVE GROWTH” – CIG

The	consortium	“Innovation	and	All	Inclusive	Growth”	–	CIG6	found	
its	 base	 at	 the	 Faculty	 Economics	 and	 Business	 Administration.	 The	
consortium’s	goal	 is	to	act	as	an	economic	and	scientific	base	for	eve-
rything	 which	 concerns	 innovation,	 entrepreneurship	 and	 all-inclusive	
growth	at	Ghent	University.	Research	 focuses	on	different	 topics	 from	
different	angles	such	as	technological	innovation	and	entrepreneurship,	
“Corporate	Social	Responsibility”	 (CSR),	 corporate	and	entrepreneurial	
finance,	business	architecture	and	modelling,	innovation	and	growth	at	
macro	level.	This	consortium	decided	not	to	continue	its	work	after	the	
pilot	phase	and	therefore	was	not	part	of	some	of	the	later	mentioned	
evaluation	mechanisms	after	the	five	year	pilot	phase.

All	consortia	have	created	their	own	strategic	plan	and	modus	ope-
randi,	and	developed	their	own	support	structure	in	line	with	their	the-
matic	focus	and	their	members	who	are	researchers	from	different	facul-
ties	and	departments.	The	consortia	and	how	they	operated	have	been	
evaluated	on	different	occasions	and	from	different	angles.	Before	it	was	
decided	 to	 provide	 continued	 funding,	 four	 out	 of	 five	 consortia	 were	
evaluated	 on	 three	 criteria	 that	 were	 discipline-specific,	 consortium-
specific	and	coordinator-specific.

EXTERNAL PEER EVALUATION 
(DISCIPLINE-SPECIFIC)

In	2016,	the	consortia	received	a	first	evaluation	through	an	external	
discipline-specific	peer	review	evaluation	coordinated	by	the	Ghent	Uni-
versity	Research	Department	in	collaboration	with	the	faculties	of	Arts	
and	Philosophy,	Faculty	of	Law	and	Criminology,	Faculty	of	Economics	
and	Business	Administration,	Faculty	of	Psychology	and	Educational	Sci-
ences	and	 the	Faculty	of	Political	and	Social	Sciences.	This	evaluation	
was	not	consortium	specific	but	rather	discipline	specific.	However,	the	
consortia	 have	 been	 considered	 being	 part	 of	 the	 respective	 faculties	
which	also	received	the	attention	of	 the	evaluators.	The	consortia	and	
their	role	have	been	evaluated	as	valuable	parts	of	the	relevant	faculties	
and	disciplines.	The	focus	on	interdisciplinary	cooperation	was	conside-
red	an	asset	in	the	faculty	structures.	

STAKEHOLDER PEER 
EVALUATION (CONSORTIUM-
SPECIFIC)

In	2017,	a	new	targeted	call	was	launched	for	the	continuation	of	the	
five	pilot	consortia.	For	this	evaluation	the	panel	consisted	of	members	
not	 only	 from	 the	 University	 Research	 Council,	 but	 also	 of	 individuals	
from	 non-academic	 stakeholder	 groups.	 External	 members	 came	 from	
the	public	sector,	civil	society	and	 international	organisations.	All	con-
sortia	have	been	evaluated	in	a	two-fold	manner.	First,	each	consortium	
was	considered	retrospectively	by	evaluating	the	outputs	and	outcomes	
with	regard	to	the	former	“Ghent	University	Research	Policy	Plan”	(2012	
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–	2016)	under	which	the	consortia	were	installed	(DOZA,	2012).	Second,	
the	consortia	were	assessed	from	a	future-oriented	perspective.	The	pa-
nel	looked	into	the	ambition,	the	organisation,	the	strategy	of	the	con-
sortium	and	its	match	with	the	current	“Ghent	University	Research	Policy	
Plan”	(DOZA,	2017).	

As	a	result,	the	decision	was	made	to	continue	funding	for	four	of	the	
five	consortia	and	structurally	embed	the	role	of	the	research	coordinator	
as	a	shared	position	with	a	long-term	contract.	The	major	strengths	of	
the	four	were	the	stimulation	of	 interdisciplinary	research	in	each	the-
matic	area	but	also	the	stimulation	on	a	cross-consortium	level	such	as	
e.g.	 joint	events,	projects,	knowledge	exchange	which	was	considered	
a	major	added	value	for	the	research	and	impact	agenda.	Also,	the	in-
volvement	of	the	coordinators	in	several	central	University	research	po-
licy	working	groups	was	a	positive	outcome	of	 the	organic	bottom-up	
development	of	the	consortia	during	the	pilot	period.	

As	 a	 consequence,	 the	 objective	 was	 to	 build	 on	 the	 developed	
strengths	and	particularities	of	each	consortium	and	the	naturally	grown	
cooperation	between	them	through	knowledge	sharing	and	research	po-
licy	involvement.	With	a	consolidation	of	the	existing	consortia	new	op-
portunities	with	regard	to	interdisciplinarity7	and	societal	value	creation8	
leading	to	societal	impact	would	be	created.	The	consortia	will	be	evalua-
ted	every	five	years	on	their	organisation	and	management,	their	interdis-
ciplinarity	through	cooperation	and	joint	initiatives,	their	societal	impact	
through	impact	case	studies	and	the	planning	of	the	future	five	year	period.		

INTERNAL EVALUATION 
(COORDINATOR-SPECIFIC)

During	 the	 pilot	 phase,	 the	 coordinators	 in	 some	 of	 the	 consortia	
changed	 due	 to	 staff	 turnover.	 After	 the	 decision	 to	 fund	 the	 existing	
consortia	 permanently,	 the	 acting	 coordinators	 have	 been	 evaluated	
separately	 by	 a	 Ghent	 University	 panel	 including	 members	 from	 the	
consortia,	the	Research	Department	and	the	Ghent	University	Research	
Council.	 This	 evaluation	 examined	 the	 coordinator’s	 profile,	 approach	
and	strategy	to	manage	the	consortium	for	the	next	five	years.	The	panel	
gave	positive	advice	to	extend	their	contracts	towards	indefinite	appoint-
ments.	All	four	coordinators	could	show	the	relevant	thematic	expertise	
and	management	skills	to	coordinate	the	consortia	on	a	permanent	ba-
sis.	All	have	also	built	up	a	close	collaborative	relationship	with	various	
policy	 officers	 within	 the	 Research	 Department	 and	 strengthened	 the	
information	flow	and	the	cooperation	between	the	central	university	le-
vel	and	the	consortium	researchers	from	the	different	departments.	The	
profile,	 skills	 and	 approaches	 of	 the	 coordinators	 will	 also	 be	 used	 to	
define	 the	 requirements	 for	 the	 recruitment	 of	 future	 coordinators	 for	
additional	consortia.

CONSORTIA ARE EMBEDDED 
IN THE BIGGER RESEARCH 
POLICY AGENDA

The	SSH-consortia	are	embedded	in	the	general	research	policy	and	
were	also	part	of	Ghent	University’s	policy	initiative	focusing	on	the	ex-

cellence	in	the	humanities,	social	and	behavioural	sciences.	This	speci-
fic	 initiative	brought	together	different	incentives	which	were	targeted	
specifically	at	 the	 faculties	Law	and	Criminology,	Arts	and	Philosophy,	
Psychology	and	Educational	Sciences,	and	Political	and	Social	Sciences	
and	was	intended	to	strengthen	research	quality	and	research	strategy,	
taking	into	account	the	idiosyncrasies	of	research	in	these	fields	(DOZA,	
2012b).	 Ghent	 University’s	 intention	 to	 enhance	 research	 excellence	
through	higher	research	quality,	visibility	and	recognition	accompanies	
the	 initiated	SSH	 initiatives.	Next	 to	 the	SSH	consortia,	budgets	were	
reserved	for	additional	professor	and	tenure	track	positions	and	a	reform	
of	the	sabbatical	rules	(DOZA,	2012b).	From	other	research	policy	 initi-
atives,	such	as	the	“research	spearheads”,	also	known	as	the	MRP	in-
itiative	(“Multidisciplinary	Research	Partnerships”)	(DOZA,	2010),	Ghent	
University	learned	about	the	demand	to	develop	methods	and	incentives	
relevant	 for	 SSH	 with	 regard	 to	 the	 bibliometric	 bias,	 the	 high	 indivi-
duality	of	researchers	and	less	“big”	funding	due	to	smaller	groups	as	
well	as	the	high	teaching	load	and	the	lack	of	(focused)	societal	value	
creation.	At	the	same	time,	a	new	policy	plan	on	societal	value	creation	
called	“IM-pact”	was	developed	by	 the	Research	Department	wherein	
the	SSH-consortia	and	their	structural	embedment	plays	one	of	the	key	
roles	to	stimulate	interdisciplinary	cooperation	and	enhance	societal	va-
lue	creation	of	research	(DOZA,	2015).

The	experiences	from	the	pilot	led	Ghent	University	to	consider	the	
SSH-consortia	as	a	good	practice	and	led	to	a	wish	to	expand	the	initia-
tive	across	the	university.	The	focus,	the	working	and	the	development	of	
the	four	SSH-consortia	are	considered	to	be	an	inspiration	for	other	new	
interdisciplinary	consortia	working	in	other	research	areas.	Ghent	Univer-
sity	intends	to	extend	the	initiative	with	six	more	consortia	to	strengthen	
its	general	profile	with	regard	to	interdisciplinarity	and	societal	impact.	

CONSORTIUM COORDINATOR 
WITH A PERMANENT 
ASSIGNMENT

The	structural	embedment	and	long	term	vision	requires	the	susta-
inable	position	of	the	coordinator.	Against	common	university	customs	
fixed	 term	assignments	would	 in	 this	case	weaken	the	position	of	 the	
coordinator	and	hamper	the	working	and	development	of	the	consorti-
um.	Interdisciplinary	cooperation	and	societal	impact	creation	take	time	
and	 require	 consolidated	 and	 sustainable	 relationships	 both	 with	 and	
between	researchers	and	non-academic	stakeholders.	To	limit	the	risk	of	
a	high	fluctuation	of	staff	and	related	loss	of	expertise,	Ghent	University	
decided	to	provide	fixed	contracts	for	the	coordinators.

The	coordinators	are	knowledge	brokers	who	promote	collaboration	
and	networking	within	the	consortium,	between	the	consortia	and	with	
the	Research	Department.	They	develop	expertise	in	facilitating,	promo-
ting	 and	 appreciating	 interdisciplinarity	 and	 take	 initiatives	 to	 support	
internal	 interdisciplinary	 cooperation.	 Within	 and	 across	 the	 consortia	
and	in	collaboration	with	the	Research	Department	the	coordinators	ela-
borate	generic	and	thematic	initiatives	and	share	knowledge	with	regard	
to	research	policy,	interdisciplinarity	and	social	impact.

The	coordinators	are	also	monitoring	the	sustainability	and	long-term	
strategy	of	 the	consortium	and	optimise	 the	 involvement	and	commit-
ment	of	the	researchers	 in	the	consortium.	The	coordinators	assist	the	
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researchers	during	the	idea	phase	for	acquiring	external	financing.	They	
follow	and	influence	the	European	research	policy,	both	generically	and	
thematically	for	the	consortium	and	for	Ghent	University.

The	 coordinators	 also	 manage	 societal	 value	 creation	 and	 societal	
impact	activities.	Therefore,	they	develop	expertise	in	a	number	of	value	
creation	and	impact	related	topics	relevant	to	the	consortium.	As	anten-
nae,	the	coordinators	are	in	contact	with	several	stakeholders	playing	an	
active	role	in	the	expansion	of	the	stakeholder	network	of	the	consorti-
um,	e.g.	by	setting	up	a	structural	advisory	board	of	societal	stakehol-
ders.	Finally,	the	coordinators	develop	and	use	models	for	the	design	of	
value	creation	and	impact	processes	and	for	the	evaluation	of	impact,	in	
line	with	their	research	expertise.

Each	of	 the	coordinators	has	generic	expertise	within	 the	 research	
areas	of	the	consortium	at	PhD	level	and	is	able	to	assess	strategically	
the	potential	of	projects	and	other	 initiatives	with	 respect	 to	scientific	
and	societal	impact.	They	are	knowledge	brokers,	provide	technical	as-
sistance	and	safeguard	the	pathways	to	impact,	defined	by	each	of	the	
consortia.	The	coordinators	receive	an	annual	lump-sum	bench	fee	that	
can	be	used	to	support	their	work	agenda	and	where	coordinators	them-
selves	act	as	budget	holders.

JOINT CONSORTIA 
PATHWAYS TO IMPACT – 
AN EXTRA DIMENSION 

The	work	of	a	coordinator	in	the	thematic	consortium	makes	around	
70-80%	of	the	total	workload.	The	other	20-30%	are	dedicated	in	cross-
consortium	 activities	 and	 generic	 Ghent	 University	 work.	 Besides	 the	
interdisciplinarity	within	each	of	the	consortia	the	collaboration	between	
the	coordinators	and	with	the	central	Research	Department	brings	an	ex-
tra	dimension.	Within	this	extra	dimension	of	interdisciplinarity,	impact,	
relevant	outputs	and	outcomes	as	well	as	knowledge	and	 information	
exchange	could	be	generated.	This	concerns	university-wide	initiatives	in	
function	of	knowledge	sharing,	expertise	building	and	training	coopera-
tion	with	the	Research	Department	and	other	Ghent	University	partners	
in	the	area	of	interdisciplinarity,	societal	value	creation,	impact	and	re-
search	policy,	including	prospecting	funding	opportunities	and	promoti-
on	of	best	practices.

All	 coordinators	 are	 members	 of	 the	 “Impact	 Task	 Force”	 and	 the	
Alpha-EU	working	group	at	central	University	level,	participate	in	writing	
of	 position	 papers9	 (e.g.	 Ghent	 University,	 2017a;	 2017b;	 2018),	 orga-
nise	 joint	workshops10,	 information	sessions11,	 lectures12,	participate	 in	
joint	projects13	and	plan	to	organise	an	 interdisciplinary	 impact	award.	
All	 joint	activities	generate	outputs	 feeding	 the	common	objectives	 to	
increase	the	societal	 impact	of	Ghent	University	SSH	research.	Also,	 it	
adds	 to	 the	optimisation	of	 the	 impact	 research	policy	and	evaluation	
at	Ghent	University	and	to	the	defence	of	Ghent	University’s	interests	at	
European	level	e.g.	through	input	on	the	development	of	EU	Framework	
Programmes.	This	exchange	on	Ghent	University’s	(EU)	research	policy	is	
highly	valued	by	all	involved	actors	and	shows	already	a	range	of	tangi-
ble	results.	

LESSONS LEARNED

The	pilot	experiment	of	the	SSH-consortia	brought	a	range	of	positive	
experiences	to	the	surface	but	also	points	of	potential	 improvement	 in	
the	future.	The	SSH-consortia	were	established	in	an	environment	where	
interdisciplinarity	 and	 openness	 for	 other	 disciplines	 is	 necessary,	 but	
not	self-evident.	The	structural	support	for	researchers	in	view	of	inter-
disciplinary	collaboration	showed	positive	effects.	The	coordinators	sti-
mulate	researchers	towards	more	cooperation	and	collaboration	within	
their	consortia	but	also	with	external	parties.	The	organisation	of	inter-
disciplinarity	requires	good	leadership	by	the	coordinators	but	also	from	
the	professors	and	researchers	 involved.	The	different	consortium	pilot	
tracks	showed	 that	 just	a	coordinator	 in	a	group	of	 researchers	 is	not	
sufficient	to	gain	effects	from	a	consortium.	Dedication	and	commitment	
is	required	from	coordinators	and	the	professors	and	researchers	to	be	
able	to	reach	another	level	of	cooperation.	

An	important	step	in	the	process	was	the	decision	to	make	the	co-
ordinator	position	fixed	term	and	extract	them	from	the	“usual”	acade-
mic	career	track	of	a	research	oriented	postdoc.	Some	of	the	consortia	
lost	their	coordinators	during	the	pilot	phase	and	even	one	consortium	
stepped	 out	 during	 the	 pilot	 phase.	 Some	 researchers	 left	 for	 a	 fixed	
term	position	elsewhere	or	followed	their	regular	research	track	on	top	
of	their	consortium	management	duties.	A	safe	position	with	an	autono-
mous	budget	from	the	start	prevents	a	high	level	of	fluctuation	among	
the	coordinators,	which	goes	along	with	a	loss	of	the	acquired	expertise.	
This	kind	of	initiative	should	not	just	be	a	“stepping	stone”	for	postdocs	
on	their	jump	to	the	next	project	contract	or	the	next	step	on	their	way	
towards	a	professorship.	Nevertheless,	teaching	and	research	activities	
can	be	of	added	value	to	stay	in	touch	with	academic	expertise,	and	to	
disseminate	the	coordinator’s	expertise	on	interdisciplinarity	and	impact	
related	topics.	The	profile	of	the	consortium	coordinators	requires	exper-
tise	in	research	and	topic	knowledge,	but	in	addition	(research)	manage-
ment	and	policy	expertise	and	expertise	on	societal	value	creation	and	
research	funding.	This	position	is	different	from	a	pure	research	position	
and	should	be	filled	with	people	motivated	to	build	the	relevant	expertise	
as	 a	 pivot	 point	 between	 research,	 research	 policy,	 funding,	 outreach	
and	management.	

In	addition,	a	well	organised	research	information	system	is	required	
in	each	consortium	but	also	on	central	level	to	avoid	the	loss	of	informa-
tion	and	knowledge.	 Information	management	and	data	exchange	still	
depended	 very	 much	 on	 individual	 researchers.	 Therefore,	 incentives	
are	needed	for	participating	researchers	to	value	their	engagement	and	
commitment	 within	 a	 consortium	 might	 help	 to	 convince	 researchers	
much	 quicker	 to	 dedicate	 more	 effort	 and	 energy	 in	 interdisciplinary	
cooperation	and	societal	value	creation	of	their	research.	This	could	be	
done	 e.g.	 through	 including	 open	 science	 incentives	 in	 their	 personal	
career	goals.

It	will	take	time	until	the	results	from	interdisciplinary	collaboration	
develop	effect.	The	five-year	period	has	shown	that	this	is	a	process	of	
building	trust,	dedication	and	commitment.	This	needs	also	to	be	created	
and	maintained	between	coordinators,	researchers	and	central	universi-
ty	research	policy	departments.	An	interaction	on	regular	basis	in	struc-
tural	working	groups	raises	the	tonus	of	joint	actions	between	the	three	
parties.	Mutual	recognition	and	understanding	is	important	to	fruitfully	
bring	together	the	different	working	levels.	

Starting	with	a	pilot	on	a	small	scale	has	proven	to	be	the	right	way.	
The	learning	effect	from	the	pilot	evaluations	puts	the	Research	Depart-
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ment	in	a	position	to	immediately	call	for	permanent	consortia	building	
on	the	structures	and	cooperation	grown	during	the	pilot	phase.

A	strong	asset	 in	the	process	has	been	the	bottom-up	approach	 in	
the	development	of	the	structure	and	working	of	the	consortia.	The	re-
searchers	do	not	consider	the	consortia	an	extra	institution	with	heavy	
administrative	burden	which	operates	independent	from	the	other	exis-
ting	structures	such	as	research	institutes,	departments	or	faculties.	The	
bottom-up	approach	made	it	possible	to	fully	adapt	the	consortia	to	the	
needs	of	 the	 researchers	and	 to	build	a	complementary	structure	 that	
is	 intertwined	with	all	other	structures.	A	 fully	 functioning	consortium	
brings	assets	to	the	central	research	policy	level	of	the	University.	

The	boon	or	bane	of	the	bottom-up	approach	was	the	diversity	of	the	
consortia	and	their	working	which	is	difficulty	to	measure	and	compare	
according	to	strict	and	measurable	indicators.	Ghent	University	has	cho-
sen	for	panels	to	evaluate	the	work	individually.	Clear	guidelines	on	how	
the	consortia	will	be	evaluated	periodically	are	necessary.	Ghent	Univer-
sity	decided	to	focus	on	four	domains:	the	organisation	of	the	consortium	
and	 internal	 procedures,	 the	 interdisciplinarity	 of	 the	 working,	 impact	
case	studies	and	the	future	planning.	

The	SSH-consortia	were	inspired	and	considered	complementary	to	
the	“Industrial	Research	Funds”	(IOF)	business	development	centres	that	
were	established	over	a	decade	ago.	However	the	bonds	and	cooperati-
on	between	both	initiatives	are	developing	very	slowly.	The	same	applies	
for	the	exchange	and	cooperation	with	the	University	technology	trans-
fer	 office	which	was	not	 fully	 exploited	during	 the	pilot	phase.	 In	 the	
case	of	Ghent	University’s	pilot	bottom-up	approach,	an	exchange	with	
STEMM	disciplines	was	in	some	cases	existent	based	on	single	projects	
or	 individual	collaboration	moments.	This	might	be	taken	away	for	the	
next	 cohort	 of	 interdisciplinary	 consortia	 at	 Ghent	 University	 but	 also	
for	Universities	 that	want	 to	start	with	such	an	 initiative.	 It	 is	certain-
ly	 recommended	 to	engage	 immediately	and	structurally	with	STEMM	
researchers	 that	 do	 have	 relevant	 connection	 with	 the	 topic.	 In	 some	
cases	this	is	not	possible	or	relevant.	However,	it	will	help	to	open	silo	
researching	and	opens	borders	for	new	cooperation	ventures.

FUTURE PERSPECTIVES OF 
THE SSH-CONSORTIA

The	four	SSH-consortia	will	continue	on	permanent	basis	embedded	
in	 the	 research	policy	structure	of	Ghent	University.	 In	some	consortia	
(where	 relevant)	 exchange	 and	 cooperation	 with	 STEMM	 researchers	
will	 be	 further	 stimulated	 and	 extended	 especially	 with	 regard	 to	 the	
next	“European	Framework	Programme	Horizon	Europe”.	The	consortia	
will	 work	 through	 a	 range	 of	 specific	 pathways	 to	 impact	 and	 also	 a	
range	of	joint	ones.	The	initiatives	will	inter alia	cover	the	enhancement	
of	 impact	 literacy	among	researchers	and	 informing	 research	policy	at	
Ghent	University	level	and	EU	level.	A	new	call	will	make	the	number	of	
consortia	grow	from	four	to	ten	which	also	will	lead	to	new	challenges.	
The	cooperation	and	exchange	infrastructure	built	during	the	pilot	phase	
provides	a	 situation	where	new	consortia	with	 their	new	coordinators	
are	 able	 to	 be	 immediately	 integrated.	 Finally,	 the	 consortia	 and	 the	
Research	Department	will	continue	to	exchange	knowledge	on	 impact	
measurement.

REFERENCES 

DOZA	 (2010).	Strategisch	Speerpuntenbeleid	Onderzoek.	Ghent:	Ghent	
University.	[eng.	Strategic	Spearheads	Policy	Research]

DOZA	 (2012a).	 Ghent	 University	 –	 Research	 Policy	 Plan	 2012	 –	 2016.	
Ghent:	Ghent	University.

DOZA	(2012b).	Een	hefboom	naar	excellentie	in	de	humane,	sociale	en	
gedrags-	wetenschappen.	Ghent:	Ghent	University.	[eng.	A	lever	for	ex-
cellence	in	the	human,	social	and	behavioral	sciences]

DOZA	 (2015).	Strategisch	project	maatschappelijke	 valorisatie	 van	on-
derzoek	–	 IM-pact.	Ghent:	Ghent	University.	 [eng.	Strategic	project	so-
cietal	value	creation	of	research	–	IM-pact]

DOZA	 (2017).	 Ghent	 University	 –	 Research	 Policy	 Plan	 2017	 –	 2021.	
Ghent:	Ghent	University.

Ghent University	(2016).	Focus	on	Ghent	University.	Retrieved	Septem-
ber	 10,	 2018	 from:	 http://unigentdemo.online-magazine.nl/en/magazi-
ne/11623/815119/focus_on_ghent_university-_cover.html.

Ghent University	 (2017a).	Societal	 impact	of	SSH	research:	perspecti-
ves	on	co-creation	and	working	with	societal	readiness	levels.	Retrieved	
September	15,	2018	from:		https://www.ugent.be/en/research/position-
papers

Ghent University	(2017b).	Position	Paper	IE	H2020	The	‘SSH	embedding	
Challenge’.	Retrieved	September	15,	2018	from:	https://www.ugent.be/
en/research/position-papers.

Ghent University	 (2018).	 Call	 on	 the	 European	 Union	 to	 create	 high-
quality	dedicated	and	embedded	SSH	research	opportunities	in	FP9.	Re-
trieved	 September	 15,	 2018	 from:	 https://www.ugent.be/en/research/
position-papers.

AUTHORS



ISSUE 48 |  JULY 2019140

NOËL KLIMA
IDC Crime, Criminology and Criminal Policy, Ghent University
Universiteitstraat	4,	Ghent,	9000	(Belgium)
E:	noel.klima@ugent.be

STEFAN MEYSMAN
IDC Pirenne Consortium for Medieval Studies, Ghent University
Sint-Pietersnieuwstraat	35,	Ghent,	9000	(Belgium)
E:	stefan.meysman@ugent.be

JULIE CARLIER
IDC Ghent Centre for Global Studies, Ghent University
Universiteitstraat	8,	Ghent,	9000	(Belgium)
E:	julie.carlier@ugent.be

ALEXIS DEWAELE
IDC PSYNC – Working Together for Mental Health, Ghent University 
Henri	Dunantlaan	2,	Ghent,	9000	(Belgium)
E:	alexis.dewaele@ugent.be

AND ESTHER DE SMET
Research Department, Ghent University
Sint-Pietersnieuwstraat	25,	Ghent,	9000	(Belgium)
E:	esther.desmet@ugent.be
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1	 https://www.ugent.be/techtransfer/en/support-for-academics/iof.	
2	 https://www.ugent.be/crime/en.
3	 https://www.ugent.be/pirenne/en.
4	 http://www.globalstudies.ugent.be/.
5	 https://www.ugent.be/psync/en.
6	 http://www.innovationtoday.ugent.be/.
7	 Under	‘interdisciplinarity’	we	understand:	the	various	gradations	and	modalities	of	cooperation	outside	your	own	discipline.	This	includes	also	cross-,	multi-,	

and	transdisciplinarity.	The	degree	of	integration	between	various	disciplines	can	vary.
8	 (Societal)	value	creation	(in	Belgium	and	the	Netherlands	often	referred	to	as	‘valorization’)	is	the	process	of	creating	an	added	value	to	scientific	knowledge	

and	expertise	outside	the	realm	of	science.	If	the	created	added	value	is	aimed	at	or	is	of	specific	importance	to	a	community	of	external	stakeholders	(rang-
ing	from	the	general	public	to	very	specific	groups	of	stakeholders)	the	value	creation	is	deemed	‘societal’.

9	 E.g.	see	also	https://www.ugent.be/en/research/position-papers.
10	 E.g.	Interdisciplinary	PhD	workshop	on	societal	impact.
11	 E.g.	Matchmaking	event	between	SSH	and	STEMM	researchers	and	research	managers	to	foster	interdisciplinarity	towards	STEMM	disciplines	with	regard	

to	impact	of	research.
12	 E.g.	Julie	Bayley	‘Impact:	buzzword	or	baseline?	Developing	strategies	for	impact	and	supporting	impact	literacy	for	SSH	research(ers)’.	
13	 E.g.	ACCOMPLISSH	–	ACcelerate	CO-creation	by	setting	up	a	Multi-actor	PLatform	for	Impact	from	Social	Sciences	and	Humanities	https://www.accom-

plissh.eu/;	ENRESSH	–	European	Network	for	Research	Evaluation	in	the	Social	Sciences	and	the	Humanities	https://enressh.eu/.
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“an effect on, change or benefit to the economy, society, culture, 
public policy or services, health, the environment or quality of life, 
beyond academia”3

In	contrast	 to	more	 traditional	methods	 for	measuring	societal	and	
economic	benefit,	like	counting	patents	or	spin-off	companies,	we	saw	
the	REF	definition	as	more	open	to	disciplinary	differences	and	compa-
tible	with	the	multitude	of	pathways	to	impact	documented	in	empirical	
studies.4

INTRODUCING SOCIETAL IMPACT 
TO THE SSH INSTITUTIONS

Choosing	an	existing	method	to	assess	societal	impact	made	the	task	
of	 introducing	 a	 new	 evaluation	 dimension	 to	 the	 national	 evaluation	
system	in	Norway	more	manageable.	The	main	effort	of	the	RCN	then	
went	into	convincing	the	Norwegian	higher	education	institutions	that	
the	REF	impact	case	template	could	actually	be	used	to	document	the	
societal	benefits	resulting	from	SSH	research	in	a	meaningful	way.

When	planning	 the	evaluation	of	humanities	 research	 in	2013,	 the	
international	debate	on	the	public	value	of	the	humanities	was	making	
its	waves	felt	also	 in	Norway.	There	was	a	strong	resistance	 in	acade-
mia	against	 thinking	of	humanities	 research	 in	 terms	 if	usefulness.	At	
the	 same	 time,	 proclamations	 on	 the	 essential	 role	 of	 the	 humanities	
for	the	development	of	society	were	manifold.	In	other	words,	there	was	
a	discrepancy	between	the	feeling	of	 importance	in	academia	and	the	
ability	to	document	how	research	results	had	been	put	into	use	and	to	
point	out	the	actual	beneficiaries.

The	impact	case	method	also	received	various	types	of	criticism	from	
the	researcher	community.	The	most	common	objections	were	that	the	
cases	only	covered	a	small	part	of	the	societal	relevance	of	an	instituti-
on,	they	implied	a	linear	relationship	between	research	and	impact,	they	
were	not	reflecting	the	complexities	of	researcher	–	user	relations	and	
not	covering	the	important	impacts	taking	place	within	academia.

With	this	in	mind,	the	RCN	invited	representatives	from	institutions	
that	took	part	of	the	evaluation	to	an	impact-workshop.	The	aim	of	the	
workshop	was	to	explore	how	the	institutions	could	use	the	REF	impact	
case	template	to	describe	the	pathways	from	research	to	societal	impact	
according	to	the	REF	definition.	The	participants	were	introduced	to	the	
REF	case-model	by	Professor	Helen	Small	–	a	literary	scholar	and	from	
Cambridge	University	–	who	had	had	a	leading	role	in	her	faculty’s	im-
pact	case	submissions	to	the	REF.	

INTRODUCTION

In	 this	 paper	 we	 present	 how	 evaluation	 of	 societal	 impact	 of	 re-
search	was	introduced	in	national	research	evaluations	in	Norway	
within	social	sciences	and	the	humanities	through	an	adaptation	of	

the	“Research	Excellence	Framework”	(REF)	2014	impact	case	method.	
We	focus	on	the	practical	aspects	of	this	introduction,	the	processes	of	
evaluation	and	the	impact	of	the	impact	evaluation	on	the	discourse	on	
societal	benefits	of	“Social	Sciences	and	Humanities”	(SSH)	research.	Fi-
nally,	we	discuss	the	limitations	of	the	impact	case	method	and	indicate	
some	possible	ways	forward.

THE INCLUSION OF 
SOCIETAL IMPACT

The	Research	Council	of	Norway	(RCN)	has	been	performing	nation-
wide	research	evaluations	for	over	20	years.	The	interval	of	these	evalu-
ations	is	approximately	10	years	which	means	that	nearly	all	academic	
subjects	have	now	been	evaluated	twice.	The	aim	of	the	subject-specific	
evaluations	is	to	provide	a	critical	review	of	the	Norwegian	research	sys-
tem	in	an	international	perspective,	and	to	provide	recommendations	on	
measures	to	encourage	increased	quality	and	efficiency	of	research.	The	
evaluations	help	to	ensure	that	the	RCN	has	the	necessary	information	
on	which	to	base	its	strategic	research	funding	and	efforts	vis-à-vis	pub-
lic	bodies.	The	evaluations	also	serve	as	a	tool	for	the	institutions	them-
selves	in	their	ongoing	efforts	to	refine	their	own	strategic	and	scientific	
framework.1	There	is	no	direct	link	to	funding.

Traditionally,	the	national	research	evaluations	have	focused	on	the	
quality	and	efficiency	of	research	activities	at	the	national,	institutional	
and	group	level.	As	a	response	to	the	political	expectations	of	harvesting	
societal	benefit	from	increased	investments	in	research,	the	RCN	deci-
ded	to	include	societal	impact	as	a	dimension	of	the	latest	evaluations	
of	the	humanities	(2017)	and	social	sciences	(2018).	The	large	majority	
of	researchers	in	Norway	within	the	relevant	disciplines	were	included	
in	the	two	evaluations.

The	main	method	used	 to	assess	societal	 impact	 in	 the	 two	evalu-
ations	was	borrowed	from	the	“2014	Research	Excellence	Framework”	
in	the	UK.	The	method	was	chosen	for	two	main	reasons:	1)	It	was	well	
documented,	tested	and	evaluated2,	and	2)	the	definition	of	impact	used	
in	 the	REF	was	 judged	 to	be	sufficiently	broad	 to	 include	most	of	 the	
expected	societal	benefits	from	SSH	research:
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During	the	workshop,	many	participants	took	the	opportunity	to	dis-
cuss	how	they	could	use	the	REF	 impact	template	to	describe	specific	
societal	benefits	from	research	at	their	institutions.	In	this	way,	the	work-
shop	produced	a	change	in	the	discourse	from	an	essentialist	question	of	
what impact is	to	a	pragmatic	question	on	how to document	the	societal	
benefits	of	research.	This	change	in	attitude	was	crucial	for	the	success	
of	 the	evaluation	exercise.	There	 is	a	 fundamental	difference	between	
the	effort	of	understanding	and	conceptualising	a	certain	phenomenon	
like	the	societal	benefit	from	research	to	the	task	of	actually	establishing	
a	new	practice	of	documenting	societal	 impact.	The	debate	on	how	to	
document	and	assess	the	societal	benefits	from	research	should	thus	not	
be	limited	to	a	discussion	of	the	meaning	of	a	certain	concept	or	theory	
on	 the	 role	of	 science	 in	 society.	 In	order	 to	 inform	policy,	 the	debate	
should	also	take	into	account	how	political	expectations	for	societal	ben-
efits	from	investments	in	research	are	implemented	through	evaluation	
exercises	or	regulatory	regimes.	

An	interesting	example	of	this	implementation	perspective	is	given	by	
Marta	Natalia	Wróblewska,	who	in	a	recent	PhD-theses	investigates	the	
process	of	constructing	the	notion	of	impact	in	the	British	REF.	Inspired	
by	Michel	Foucauld’s	theory	of	governmentality,	Wróblewska	(2018)	ar-
gues	that	the	resulting	understanding	and	practices	of	societal	 impact	
“is a response to a set of struggles over issues related to selecting a new 
direction for the economic development (knowledge-based economy), re-
shaping the role of universities in society (third mission, entrepreneurial 
university), as well as class issues and tensions between particular aca-
demic disciplines.”5 According	 to	 Wróblewska,	 the	 rules	 which	 were	
introduced	with	 the	REF	guidelines	could	be	considered	as	empty and 
unfinalised before	 they	 were	 taken	 into	 use	 and	 translated	 into	 con-
crete	practices	at	the	research	institutions	and	thus	forming	an	 impact 
infrastructure	consisting	of	professional	roles,	teaching	frameworks	and	
specified	procedures	and	timeframes.

THE EVALUATION PROCESS
The	RCN	collected	a	 total	of	404	 impact	cases	 from	the	participat-

ing	 institutions	and	 research	groups	 for	 the	evaluations	of	humanities	
and	social	sciences	(170	cases	were	submitted	to	humanities	evaluation	
and	234	cases	to	social	sciences	evaluation).	The	submission	of	impact	
cases	was	optional	and	for	that	reason	the	number	of	impact	case	per	
researcher	varied	a	lot	among	institutions	with	an	average	of	one	case	
per	13	researchers.

For	both	evaluations	 the	RCN	carried	out	a	brief	descriptive	analy-
sis	of	 the	categories	of	 impact	 that	was	reported	 in	 the	 impact	cases.	
The	purposes	of	these	analyses	were	not	to	evaluate	the	cases,	but	to	
describe	 trends	 in	 the	 submitted	 material.	 The	 analysis	 showed	 that	
research	 leading	up	 to	 the	 reported	 impact	was	commonly	 conducted	
in	groups,	that	the	geographical	reach	was	national,	and	that	the	most	
common	channel	from	research	to	impact	was	user-oriented	dissemina-
tion.	For	the	social	science	cases,	the	most	common	beneficiary	of	the	
impact	were	political	institutions,	and	the	principal	registered	effect	was	
political.	The	general	public	was	the	most	common	beneficiaries	for	the	
cases	within	humanities,	and	the	principal	effect	registered	was	cultural.

The	RCN	also	did	a	mapping	of	the	impact	cases	onto	the	thematic	
priorities	within	Horizon	2020	(H2020)	societal	challenges	and	those	in-
dicated	by	the	Norwegian	government’s	long-term	plan	for	research	and	
higher	education.	The	somewhat	surprising	result	was	that	there	was	a	

greater	match	with	the	European	priorities	than	with	the	Norwegian	pri-
orities.	This	was	to	a	great	extent	due	to	the	presence	to	the	SSH-related	
theme	“Europe	in	a	changing	world”	in	H2020.

The	evaluation	of	the	impact	cases	was	carried	out	by	the	same	in-
ternational	peers	who	evaluated	the	quality	of	Norwegian	research. The	
evaluation	panels	found	several	good	and	varied	examples	of	societal	im-
pact	among	the	submitted	cases.	In	the	humanities	evaluation	the	com-
mittee	was	“favourably impressed with the range and depth of societal im-
pacts from the Humanities”6,	and	in	the	evaluation	of	social	sciences	the	
evaluators	found	that	the	research	had	“considerable relevance to a large 
range of public and private societal actors and activities”7.	The	evaluators	
highlighted	64	cases	as	examples	of	good	practice.	 These	were	cases	
that	documented	concrete	and	significant	proof	of	impact	on	society.

CHALLENGES
Despite	 this,	 the	 evaluators	 experienced	 a	 number	 of	 difficulties	

when	trying	to	assess	societal	impact	in	the	two	evaluations,	and	the	
evaluation	 task	 was	 described	 as	 “particularly challenging”8	 in	 the	
evaluation	of	social	sciences.	The	evaluators	 found	that	 there	was	an	
uneven	understanding	of	the	meaning	of	impact	among	the	participat-
ing	institutions	and	research	groups.	A	majority	of	the	submitted	impact	
cases	merely	described	communication	activities,	rather	than	providing	
documentation	of	societal	impact.	For	this	reason,	the	panels	found	it	
difficult	to	assess	several	of	the	submitted	impact	cases,	and	they	rec-
ommended	that	the	institutions	developed	a	more	strategic	approach	to	
impact,	and	also	that	the	difference	between	impact	and	engagement	
was	better	defined	for	the	institutions.	In	addition,	the	evaluators	rec-
ognised	that	there	were	many	methodological	difficulties	linked	to	the	
assessment	of	societal	impact,	and	they	saw	a	need	for	further	develop-
ment	of	the	methods	for	assessing	and	evaluating	societal	impact,	and	
also	for	more	sophisticated	tools	for	gathering	and	articulating	evidence	
of	impact.

The	RCN	has	used	impact	case	descriptions	as	the	main	source	for	
evaluating	 societal	 impact	 also	 in	 other	 recent	 evaluations	 (including	
evaluations	 of	 research	 institutes	 and	 thematic	 evaluations).	 The	 re-
ported	difficulties	have	been	the	same	in	most	of	these	evaluations.	In	
many	cases	the	distinction	between	societal	impact	and	dissemination	is	
not	clear.	We	take	this	as	an	indication	that	researchers	and	institutions	
have	not	fully	understood	the	expectations	embedded	in	the	REF	impact	
case	genre.	The	different	 interpretation	of	 impact,	and	also	 the	 failure	
to	document	actual	change,	made	it	difficult	for	the	experts	to	assess	a	
number	of	cases.

The	 RCN	 recognises,	 in	 order	 to	 make	 robust	 assessments	 of	 the	
societal	 impact	 of	 research,	 that	 there	 is	 a	 need	 to	 combine	 different	
methods.	For	that	reason	user-surveys	and	interviews	were	included	in	
some	of	RCN’s	recent	evaluations	in	order	to	add	a	users’	perspective	to	
the	assessment	of	societal	 impact.	 It	was	however	problematic	 to	use	
the	result	of	the	surveys	in	most	of	the	evaluations.	The	response	rate	
was	sometimes	very	low,	and	the	internal	response	rate	varied	between	
the	different	sets	of	questions.	As	a	result,	the	evaluators	placed	more	
emphasis	on	 impact	cases	 than	on	survey	 results	when	assessing	 the	
societal	impact	of	an	institution.
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THE IMPACT OF THE 
IMPACT EXERCISE

Despite	the	many	methodical	challenges	in	impact	evaluations,	the	
RCN	has	received	positive	feedback	from	the	institutions	and	research-
ers	on	the	usefulness	of	the	impact-exercise.	Several	of	the	impact	cases	
produced	 for	 the	 evaluations	 have	 been	 used	 by	 the	 institutions	 and	
researchers	 themselves	 e.g.	 published	 on	 the	 institutions	 websites	 or	
included	in	the	researcher’s	CV.	We	also	see	signs	of	a	more	systematic	
approach	in	the	institutions	in	identifying	and	documenting	the	(poten-
tial)	societal	impact	of	research.

The	 impact	 case	 method	 has	 also	 given	 valuable	 new	 knowledge	
in	the	variety	of	ways	in	which	SSH	research	creates	societal	benefits.	
We	have	thus	moved	from	a	situation	with	a	rather	vague	discourse	on	
SSH-research	as	a	general	societal	good	to	a	collection	of	concrete	evi-
dence	that	could	be	used	in	a	debate	on	how	research	funding	should	
be	attributed	in	order	to	obtain	specific	societal	(or	commercial)	aims.	As	
an	example,	the	impact	cases	from	the	humanities	were	used	in	policy-
advice	to	the	government	related	to	the	white	paper	on	the	humanities	
that	was	launched	during	the	evaluation.9	It	is	however	important	to	note	
that	a	collection	of	404	impact	cases	cannot	give	a	representative	picture	
of	the	societal	impact	of	SSH	research	in	Norway.

THE WAY FORWARD
So,	where	do	we	go	from	here?	There	is	a	rising	demand	from	policy-

makers	and	funders	that	potential	societal	benefit	should	be	considered	
through	the	whole	life	cycle	of	the	research	process	onto	the	application	
of	results.	In	this	perspective,	the	difficulties	reported	by	the	evaluation	
committees	in	assessing	the	actual	impact	of	Norwegian	SSH	research	is	
a	cause	of	concern.	Based	on	our	experience	with	the	recent	evaluations	
in	the	RCN	we	would	argue	that	there	are	two	aspects	that	needs	to	be	
addressed	in	the	time	to	come:	

•	 further	development	of	the	impact	infrastructure	at	the	institu-
tions,

•	 further	development	of	the	methods	for	assessing	and	evaluat-
ing	societal	impact;

FURTHER DEVELOPMENT OF THE IMPACT 
INFRASTRUCTURE:

The	 evaluation	 committees’	 recommendation	 to	 the	 institutions	 to	
take	a	more	strategic	approach	to	impact	documentation	is	in	our	view	
a	result	of	an	underdeveloped	impact	infrastructure	at	the	institutions.	
This	is	not	only	a	problem	for	policy-makers	and	funders	searching	for	a	
return	on	their	investments	in	research.	It	is	also	a	problem	for	the	aca-
demic	institutions	themselves	that	are	confronted	with	an	expectation	to	
document	societal	benefits	from	their	research,	but	lacking	the	impact	
infrastructure	that	will	help	them	to	identify,	document	and	learn	from	
how	research	produced	at	their	institutions	in	the	past	have	led	to	posi-
tive	(or	negative)	effects	in	society.	

FURTHER DEVELOPMENT OF THE IMPACT 
METHODOLOGY:

The	evaluation	committees	also	calls	for	further	development	of	the	
methods	for	assessing	and	evaluating	societal	impact,	and	for	more	so-
phisticated	 tools	 for	gathering	and	articulating	evidence	of	 impact.	As	
earlier	noted,	the	RCN	recognises,	in	order	to	make	robust	assessments	
of	the	societal	impact	of	research,	that	there	is	a	need	to	combine	dif-
ferent	methods.	In	addition	to	this,	it	might	also	be	useful	to	change	the	
focus.	 In	a	 recent	 report	by	 two	Norwegian	evaluation	experts	on	 the	
concept	and	practice	of	societal	impact10,	it	is	argued	that	the	object	of	
evaluation	should	shift	from	the	research	results	and	their	dissemination	
towards	the	process	of	interaction	between	researchers	and	users.	They	
also	argue	that	the	evaluation	of	impact	needs	to	be	related	to	the	actual	
goals	of	the	research	performing	institutions.	

The	 RCN	 is	 currently	 investigating	 the	 possibility	 of	 creating	 a	 na-
tional	evaluation	protocol	in	Norway	that	will	allow	the	higher	education	
institutions	to	take	a	larger	responsibility	for	the	evaluation	of	their	own	
activities	as	it	is	done	under	the	Dutch	“Standard	Evaluation	Protocol”.11	
Our	hypothesis	 is	 that	evaluation	 results	will	 be	more	 relevant	 for	 the	
strategic	 development	 of	 each	 institution	 if	 the	 evaluation	 criteria	 are	
aligned	with	their	strategic	goal.	Giving	the	higher	education	institutions	
a	 greater	 responsibility	 for	 the	 evaluation	 of	 their	 own	 activities,	 will	
probably	also	tie	the	evaluation	processes	more	closely	to	the	research	
processes,	creating	loops	of	feedback	from	evaluation	results	to	the	man-
agers	of	research	projects,	groups	and	departments.	

CONCLUSION
One	of	the	main	lessons	of	the	recent	evaluations	of	SSH	in	Norway	is	

how	a	pragmatic	approach	to	assessing	societal	impact	contributed	to	a	
change	in	the	way	that	academics	and	institutional	leaders	talk	about	the	
societal	benefits	from	research	in	Norway.	Although	better	definitions	and	
conceptualisations	of	evaluation	criteria	–	such	as	societal	impact	–	are	
always	welcome,	our	experience	 is	 that	 the	evaluation	process	 in	 itself	
created	a	new	understanding	of	the	phenomenon	to	be	evaluated.

Recommendations	 provided	 by	 evaluation	 experts	 based	 on	 the	 re-
cent	evaluations	in	Norway	and	cases	of	international	best	practice,	could	
indicate	that	future	evaluation	exercises	in	Norway	–	including	societal	
impact	 –	 should	 be	 more	 closely	 linked	 to	 the	 purposes	 and	 strategic	
goals	of	the	research	organisations	in	order	to	allow	these	organisations	
to	experiment	with	different	kinds	of	evaluations	methods	and	processes	
that	are	more	in	tune	with	the	actual	research	processes	and	the	multi-
tude	of	ways	that	researchers	interact	with	partners	outside	of	academia.

So	far,	the	national	research	evaluations	in	Norway	have	served	an	
important	 function	 in	 the	 implementation	 of	 national	 policies	 for	 re-
search	and	higher	education.	The	impact	of	the	latest	evaluations	in	SSH	
–	changing	the	way	that	societal	 impact	of	SSH	research	is	conceived	
and	discussed	–	is	an	example	of	this	transformative	role.	In	the	choice	
of	future	model	for	research	assessment	in	Norway,	there	is	thus	a	ba-
lance	to	be	struck	between	the	need	for	a	better	adaptation	of	evaluation	
criteria	to	the	strategic	goals	of	each	institution	and	the	use	of	research	
evaluations	 as	 a	 policy	 instrument	 at	 the	 national	 level.	 It	 remains	 to	
be	seen	if	it	will	be	possible	to	move	the	evaluation	processes	and	ste-
wardship	closer	to	the	research	institutions,	while	assuring	at	the	same	
time	that	such	institutional	evaluations	respond	to	national	policy	needs.
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INTRODUCTION

The	aim	of	the	paper	is	twofold:	a)	to	analyse	the	ways	in	which	
stakeholders	are	involved	in	social	science	research	(SS)	funded	
under	European	research	projects,	in	order	to	identify	elements	

–organisational	characteristics	of	the	project,	types	of	stakeholders,	type	
of	involvement,	that	can	increase	the	likelihood	of	producing	an	impact	
on	policy	and	society;	b)	to	discuss	consequences	of	the	empirical	evi-
dences	for	research	evaluation	both	at	the	ex-ante	level	(elements	cha-
racterising	 the	 design	 of	 the	 project)	 and	 ex-post	 level	 (achievements	
and	practices	indicating	that	an	impact	is	produced	or	signalling	that	an	
impact	might	occur).

The	paper	deals	with	 social	 impact,	which	 is	mostly	defined	as	an	
effect	that	research	could	produce	beyond	the	academic	context	in	terms	
of	benefits	on	societal	and	institutional	challenges,	including	also	impact	
on	the	political	side	(Penfield	et	al.,	2014;	Reale,	Primeri,	Fabrizio,	2017).	
The	interest	to	deepen	issues	of	social	impact	in	SS	derives	from	the	limi-
tations	of	using	the	traditional	approach	based	on	input-output-outcome	
measurements;	 SS	 are	 characterised	 by	 effects	 that	 are	 more	 difficult	
to	 be	 singled	 out	 than	 those	 produced	 in	 other	 areas	 of	 science,	 and	
measurements	provide	very	poor	and	often	biased	understanding	of	the	
phenomenon	(Reale	et	al.,	2017).	The	paper	follows	the	theoretical	ap-
proaches	focusing	on	research	process	(Spaapen	and	van	Drooge,	2011)	
and	contribution	to	the	impact	generation	(Mayne,	2012),	instead	of	at-
tribution	of	impact	to	research	activities;	in	this	respect	it	is	of	crucial	im-
portance	to	shed	light	about	the	generating	mechanisms	that	transform	
knowledge	 into	 actionable	 goods,	 and	 the	 network	 of	 actors	 involved	
(Joly	et	al.,	2015).

Social	impact	could	be	strengthened	by	participatory	involvement	of	
different	 social	 actors	 through	 productive	 interactions	 (Molas-Gallart,	
2012;	 Weik	 et	 al.	 2014);	 the	 positive	 effects	 of	 these	 interactions	 are	
closely	related	to	the	ways	in	which	researchers	and	stakeholders	com-
municate	about	research,	its	goals	and	societal	demand	(Molas-Gallart,	
2012).	Thus,	social	impact	is	pointed	out	as	a	consequence	of	a	process	in	
which	knowledge	and	expertise	circulates	to	achieve	specific	objectives	
that	are	relevant	for	the	progress	of	society	(Spaapen	and	Van	Drooge,	
2011).	 A	 participatory	 approach	 could	 deeply	 affect	 the	 sustainability	

of	research	so	it	must	be	implemented	since	the	beginning	of	projects	
(Talwar,	2011).	Under	a	slightly	different	conceptualisation,	social	impact	
is	generated	through	translation	of	actors	involved	in	the	process	(Joly	
et	al.,	2015),	which	co-define	their	interests	along	the	so-called	impact	
pathway	(Walker	et	al.,	2008;	Joly	et	al.	2015).	In	both	cases,	the	role	of	
stakeholders	is	at	the	core	of	impact	production,	and	understanding	fea-
tures	affecting	their	involvement	is	still	a	low	explored	issue.	This	paper	
contributes	to	demonstrate	key	determinants	of	impact	in	the	different	
types	of	interactions	with	stakeholders,	discussing	what	implications	this	
can	have	on	evaluation	criteria	and	methods	of	research	projects.	

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Participation	of	stakeholders	in	research	activities	gained	a	momen-
tum	from	the	launch	of	the	actions	on	science	and	society	and	science	
with	 society	 within	 the	 “European	 Framework	 Programmes”	 (EUFP);	
studies	developed	on	this	topic	figured	out	the	importance	of	involving	
non-academic	partners	in	research	projects	to	improve	the	likelihood	to	
produce	an	impact	from	research	activities	(Lang	et	al.	2012;	Reale	et	al.,	
2017).	Participation	of	stakeholders	could	allow	the	extension	of	research	
results	 towards	a	practical	path	but	 in	a	broader	perspective	 they	can	
provide	to	the	project	a	general	insight	focused	to	the	problem	field.	This	
means	that	stakeholders	invited	to	collaborate	with	researchers	should	
be	those	i)	more	affected	by	the	challenge	faced	by	the	research	project,	
and	ii)	more	stimulated	to	offer	their	knowledge	to	define	a	range	of	op-
tions	for	results	implementations	(Wiek,	2014).	The	cooperation	with	the	
stakeholders	 includes	the	possibility	to	keep	in	touch	with	each	of	the	
categories,	placing	as	unique	point	of	reference	the	competences	neces-
sary	to	reach	the	project’s	aim	in	the	best	possible	way.	This	means	that	
research	cooperation	is	open	to	actors	from	public	institutions,	corporate	
sector,	and	not-for-	profit	organisations	(Lang	et	al.,	2012).

EMANUELA	REALE	,	SERENA	FABRIZIO	AND	LUCIO	MORETTINI	
DOI:	10.22163/fteval.2019.383

STAKEHOLDERS’	ROLE	TO	PRODUCE	
IMPACT	FROM	SOCIAL	SCIENCE	RESEARCH:	
WHAT	LESSONS	FOR	EVALUATION?	1

1	 The	authors	acknowledge	the	STI	2018	Leiden	conference,	from	which	this	template	was	adapted.	
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Interactions	 and	 collaborations	 between	 researchers	 and	 stakehol-
ders	 take	 different	 forms.	 The	 literature	 outlined	 several	 types	 of	 sta-
keholders’	 involvement,	 which	 can	 be	 typified	 around	 three	 main	 ca-
tegories	of	 contribution,	namely:	 i)	 co-creation	 of	 knowledge	 between	
academics	and	non-academics	(Weik	et	al.,	2014;	Edelnbons	et	al.,	2011;	
Spaapen	and	van	Drooge,	2011;	de	Jong	et	al.,	2013);	ii)	unpacking	the	
research	objectives	into	sub-task	that	are	more	manageable	for	produ-
cing	usable	results	(Bell	et	al.,	2012);	iii)	discussion	and	dissemination	of	
research	results	after	their	production	in	order	to	facilitate	generating	an	
impact	(Spaapen	and	Van	Drooge,	2011;	Weik	et	al.,	2014).	 It	 is	worth	
to	recall	also	the	work	of	Muhonen	et	al.,	 (2018),	which	developed	60	
case	studies	on	social	sciences	and	humanities	pathways	to	societal	im-
pact	by	paying	attention	not	only	to	productive	interactions	but	also	to	
the	changes	they	mediate.	Based	on	the	empirical	results,	the	authors	
developed	a	typology	of	four	pathways	to	societal	impact,	articulated	in	
twelve	models,	which	starts	from	the	classical	pipeline	model,	of	results	
transferring	from	research	to	society.	The	models	are	presented	in	hier-
archical	progression,	according	to	the	deviation	from	the	base	model:	as	
high	are	the	level	of	complexity	in	terms	of	interaction	between	research,	
society	and	intermediating	institutions	as	high	will	be	the	deviation	from	
the	pipeline	model.	The	pathway	models	belong	to	four	general	typolo-
gies,	namely	dissemination,	co-creation,	 reacting	to	social	change	and	
driving	social	change.

Projects	 can	 have	 one	 or	 more	 types	 of	 stakeholders’	 involvement	
but	direct	participation	indicates	the	goal	of	a	social	effect	of	research,	
an	element	 to	assess	with	 instruments	 other	 than	 standard	 academic	
indexes	(Penfield	et	al.,	2014;	Weik	et	al.,	2014).	In	the	same	line,	Talwar	
et	al.	(2011)	distinguish	between	two	main	categories:	a)	unidirectional	
approach,	when	social	actors	are	involved	in	the	final	phases	of	the	pro-
ject,	 for	a	weak	support	 in	 results	consolidation	and/or	a	consultation	
with	researchers	to	implement	results	in	an	applicative	way;	b)	interacti-
ve	approach,	when	stakeholders	are	involved	also	in	the	early	phases	of	
the	project	and	contribute	to	define	the	research	goal	and/or	to	design	
the	research	strategy.	While	in	the	first	approach,	contribution	of	stake-
holders	 is	basically	 limited	 to	elaborate	a	 tool	 to	use	 research	 results,	
in	the	second	one,	stakeholders	are	invited	to	provide	their	expertise	to	
broaden	the	knowledge	base	useful	to	define	all	aspects	of	the	problem,	
beyond	the	scientific	analysis,	and	implementing	the	usability	of	results	
throughout	all	the	phases	of	the	project.

However,	the	advantage	to	have	a	relevant	applicative	core	in	a	pro-
ject	could	expose	the	research	to	the	risk	that	pursuing	applicative	re-
sults	become	prevalent	with	respect	to	the	achievement	of	high-quality	
scientific	outputs.	In	a	more	general	way,	several	contributions	underline	
that	a	large	involvement	of	stakeholders	in	a	research	project	could	fo-
cus	 the	 analysis	 on	 solving	 a	 single	 problem	 (or	 a	 restricted	 range	 of	
problems),	 channelling	 research	 efforts	 to	 a	 punctual	 objective	 at	 the	
expense	of	results	of	general	application,	also	relevant	for	other	cases	
(Talwar	et	al.,	2011;	Lang	et	al.,	2012).	

We	assume	a	link	between	the	degree	and	the	way	of	stakeholders’	
involvement	 in	 the	 project	 and	 the	 emergence	 of	 social	 impact	 of	 re-
search.	We	thus	consider	that	one	of	the	key	features	for	generating	im-
pact	is	the	capability	of	the	project	to	build	a	common	language	between	
the	different	actors,	scholars	and	non-scholars.	Under	this	condition,	ex-
changes	are	able	to	create	new	knowledge	and	mutual	understanding,	
which	is	likely	to	produce	transformative	changes.	Also,	we	consider	that	
the	mentioned	result	can	be	achieved	when	continuous	involvement	of	
stakeholders	is	at	stake,	in	the	different	phases	of	the	project,	and	sta-

keholders	show	concrete	willingness	and	interest	to	contribute	in	a	sub-
stantial	way	to	the	research	achievements.	We	analyse	the	relevance	of	
role	held	by	stakeholders,	respect	to	the	researchers,	and	how	they	joint-
ly	contribute	to	the	research	activity,	with	the	expectation	that	a	more	ex-
tensive	and	effective	co-participation	in	research	creates	the	conditions	
both	for	dissemination	of	results	in	broad	and	articulated	terms,	over	the	
original	boundaries,	and	for	generating	impact	pathway.

METHODOLOGY AND DATA
The	paper	is	based	on	two	in	depth	case	studies	of	the	projects	“Stra-

tegies	for	inclusion	and	social	cohesion	from	education	in	Europe”	–	IN-
CLUD-ED	and	“Making	Persons	with	Disabilities	Full	Citizens”	–	DISCIT,	
funded	respectively	under	the	“European	Framework	Programmes”	FP6	
and	FP7	 in	 social	 sciences,	where	a	 social	 impact	became	visible	 just	
after	the	project	completion.	The	case	studies	selected	are	two	out	of	22	
top	success	stories	developed	under	the	“Evaluating	the	impact	and	out-
comes	of	EU	SSH	research”	project	 (IMPACT-EV),	which	are	 illustrative	
examples	of	successful	modes	for	stakeholders’	involvement	in	research	
actions.	Cases	follow	a	standardised	structure,	developed	though	trian-
gulation	of	information	from	different	sources,	namely	information	from	
documentary	analysis	(characteristics	of	the	call	under	which	the	project	
has	been	funded,	reports	and	deliverables	produced,	other	administra-
tive	documents),	data	and	 indicator	on	research	outputs	 (bibliometrics	
and	other	web-based	resources),	interviews	with	researchers,	coordina-
tors,	and	stakeholders	involved	in	the	activities.	Four	aspects	of	actors’	
involvement	have	been	considered:

•	 Modalities	and	communications	–	projects’	organisational	fea-
tures;

•	 Timing	–	timely	interactions	during	the	project	and	after	the	pro-
ject	completion	determining	the	impact	pathway;

•	 Language	 –	 capability	 to	 develop	 mutual	 understanding	 be-
tween	researchers	and	stakeholders;	

•	 Outcomes	–	co-creation	of	 results	with	 transformative	effects	
on	science	and	society.

The	projects	analysed	both	present	a	broad	involvement	of	stakehol-
ders	in	order	to	maximise	the	impact	in	political	and	social	terms.

INCLUD-ED	 emphasises	 the	 role	 of	 the	 dialogic	 and	 participative	
collaboration	among	researchers	and	stakeholders	(end-users,	 local	 in-
stitutions)	in	the	development	of	educational	strategies	for	the	social	in-
clusion	of	vulnerable	groups	(IMPACT-EV,	2017b).	The	project	focused	on	
strategies	that	could	contribute	to	social	inclusion	of	vulnerable	people,	
deciding	about	key	elements	and	actions	to	improve	social	and	educa-
tional	policies.	“Successful	Educational	Actions”	(SEAs)	–	thus	evidence-
based	solutions	able	to	achieve	good	results	in	many	diverse	contexts,	
were	 identified	 as	 examples	 of	 positive	 achievement	 in	 the	 inclusion	
of	vulnerable	groups;	SEAs	were	transferred	to	other	communities	and	
contexts	 to	 improve	 social	 cohesion.	 INCLUD-ED	 produced	 significant	
achievements	on	educational	practices,	decreasing	the	rates	of	school	
failure	and	improving	the	families’	involvement.	The	project	put	forward	
the	hypothesis	 that	social	exclusion	 is	more	a	consequence	of	actions	
implemented	 than	an	effect	deriving	 from	 the	social	 characteristics	of	
the	context	(IMPACT-EV,	2017b).	The	consortium	was	composed	by	an	in-
terdisciplinary	research	team	covering	anthropology,	economics,	history,	
research	 methods,	 political	 sciences,	 linguistics,	 sociology	 and	 educa-
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tion,	comprising	fifteen	academic	organisations	from	fourteen	different	
European	countries.	The	organisational	structure	includes	ten	“Working	
Groups”	(WGs),	different	“Free	Task	Oriented	Groups”	(FTOGs),	and	a	“Pa-
nel	of	Experts”	(POE),	which	supported	the	consortium,	and	an	“Advisory	
Committee”	(AC)	composed	of	representatives	of	vulnerable	groups.	The	
project	 also	 included	horizontal	 type	of	 actions	and	 structures,	 whose	
aim	was	to	monitoring	and	harmonising	the	activities,	solving	problems	
that	might	emerge,	and	combining	the	results	and	progresses	made	by	
the	different	groups.	

DISCIT	main	goals	were	a)	to	help	definition	of	a	new	“European	So-
cial	Model”	of	 inclusion	and	cohesion	through	the	analysis	of	political	
and	institutional	instruments	existing	in	the	countries	involved,	and	b)	to	
indicate	a	way	to	remove	and	prevent	physical,	attitudinal,	social	and	or-
ganisational	barriers	to	a	full	and	effective	participation	to	the	society	of	
persons	with	disabilities	(IMPACT-EV,	2017a).	To	achieve	its	goals,	DISCIT	
considered	different	forms	of	stakeholders’	engagement.	Eight	research	
institutions,	from	eight	different	countries,	and	two	international	orga-
nisations	of	disabled	people’s	 rights	–	“The	European	Disability	Forum	
and	 The	 Mental	 Disability	 Right	 Initiative”,	 composed	 the	 consortium.	
Organisations	contributed	to	the	drafting	of	the	project	and	helped	the	
consortium	 to	 set	 up	 the	 analysis	 in	 general	 terms	 without	 make	 the	
differences	between	types	of	disabilities	irrelevant.	Furthermore,	two	as-
sociations	of	disabled	people	helped	to	identify	the	space	of	intervention	
of	the	project	among	the	different	social	areas,	contributing	decisively	to	
define	the	change	of	perspective	that	characterises	DISCIT:	the	idea	that	
disability	is	not	a	particular	case	of	each	area	of	intervention	but	it	is	a	
unique	topic	with	several	articulations.

The	consortium	was	supported	by	one	“European	Stakeholder	Com-
mittee”	 and	 nine	 “National	 Stakeholder	 Committees”,	 one	 for	 each	
Country	involved	in	the	project.	These	committees	included	members	of	
“Disabled	people’s	organisations”	(DPOs)	and	representatives	of	general	
directorates	(limited	to	the	“European	Committee”),	administrative	and	
political	 institutions	 at	 national	 and	 local	 level.	 Committees	 contribut-
ed	in	different	ways:	providing	information	about	social	and	regulatory	
peculiarities	 within	 countries	 and	 commonalities	 between	 countries,	
refining	the	documentary	and	empirical	survey	tools	of	the	project,	hel-
ping	 in	sample	selection	 for	 the	 interviews,	and	proposing	 themselves	
as	intermediaries	between	the	researchers	and	the	disabled	people	in-
terviewed,	in	order	to	help	the	latter	to	overcome	any	embarrassment.

Periodical	forum	at	international	and	national	level	were	organised	to	
facilitate	mutual	exchanges	between	researchers	and	stakeholders,	dis-
cussing	research	development	and	incentivising	dissemination	of	policy	
briefs	based	on	research	results.	All	in	all,	these	forums	produced	more	
results	than	expected,	favouring	a	harmonisation	of	language	between	
different	groups	of	stakeholders	(representatives	of	associations	and	in-
stitutions)	and	facilitating	the	creation	of	networks	for	the	exchange	of	
information	and	best	practices	at	international	level	between	DPOs.	

FINDINGS

The	 case	 studies	 highlighted	 that	 both	 projects	 show	 significant	
evidences	related	to	the	three	dimensions	of	stakeholders’	involvement	
investigated	in	the	paper;	however,	differences	emerged	from	the	ana-
lysis,	which	are	related	to	the	organisational	and	structural	features	of	
the	projects.

INCLUD-ED

Stakeholder	involvement	was	a	key	objective	from	the	beginning	of	
the	project,	affecting	the	methodologic	approach,	shaping	the	research	
questions	and	the	architecture	of	the	whole	research	activities.	The	col-
laboration	between	researchers	and	stakeholders	concerned	both	 the	
knowledge-exchange	 dimension	 and	 the	 concrete	 implementation	 in	
specific	 social	 contexts	 through	 specific	 sub-task.	 However,	 the	 most	
significant	evidence	was	the	long-term	impact	of	the	model	implemen-
ted,	through	a	constant	dissemination	of	main	results	deeply	involving	
also	 a	 large	 network	 of	 stakeholders	 (IMPACT-EV,	 2017;	 Reale	 et	 al.,	
2017b).	

MODALITIES AND COMMUNICATIONS

Diverse	voices-associations	of	vulnerable	groups,	families,	teachers,	
local	decision	makers	enforced	the	validity	and	rigorousness	of	the	sci-
entific	process	thus	contributing	to	the	co-production	research	results.	

“I remember that it was very egalitarian collaboration because they 
were first of all introducing each of us, at each meeting we were the first 
who were talking in the centered explaining each community we were re-
presenting and I remember being very diverse, so people, researchers, but 
also women, immigrants or people with disabilities, so the meeting was 
very diverse and there were the researchers were presenting the results or 
part of the results corresponding to the part we were supposed to discuss, 
and they were asking maybe questions or maybe very open debate on 
what do we think or what do we believe that concrete strategies they 
were presenting may affect our community or not.” 

(End	User)
“From my point of view is exactly the same methodological structure 

of the entire project that eases the portability, because it is based on the 
communicative theory of Habermas, this means that every time we sim-
ply did the interviews, as you are doing with me, stakeholders, etc., we 
are focused on the one hand to receive the information and on the other 
hand to give ourselves a contribution, support for change precisely”2 

(Researcher)

2	 English	translation	from	the	Italian	original:“[…]	dal	mio	punto	di	vista	è	proprio	l’impianto	metodologico	stesso	dell’intero	progetto	che	facilita	la	trasferi-
bilità,	perché	siccome	si	basa	sulla	teoria	comunicativa	di	Habermas,	questo	significa	che	ogni	volta	che	anche	semplicemente	facevamo	le	interviste,	come	
lei	sta	facendo	con	me,	agli	stakeholders	eccetera,	noi	ci	impegnavamo	da	una	parte	a	ricevere	delle	informazioni	ma	allo	stesso	tempo	a	fornire	noi	stessi	
un	apporto,	un	supporto	in	vista	del	cambiamento.”
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TIMING

Main	events	occurred	over	the	project	life	and	beyond,	documented	
on	the	official	website3:

•	 10	technical	meetings	with	“Advisory	Committee”	(each	meet-
ing	consisted	of	a	presentation	of	 the	results	of	different	pro-
jects/subtasks	and	a	discussion	and	reflection	between	repre-
sentatives	 of	 different	 vulnerable	 groups),	 meetings	 with	 the	
panel	of	experts	and	members	of	research	team;

•	 15	dissemination	events	around	Europe	like	Conferences,	Con-
gresses,	public	meetings	and	launch	of	project	website;

•	 7	institutional	events	mainly	attended	by	representatives	from	
the	European	Commission	–	Directorate	General	for	Research,	
representatives	 of	 Member	 State	 governments,	 social	 actors,	
researchers	and	scholars;

•	 13	training	seminars	attended	by	members	of	the	research	com-
munity,	 government	 representatives	 and	 Non-Governmental	
Organisations	(NGOs).

These	events	have	been	scheduled	during	each	year	because	 they	
had	different	purposes	and	involved	diverse	types	of	stakeholders	in	or-
der	to	discuss	steadily	short	and	medium-term	achievements	of	the	pro-
ject,	to	share	different	points	of	view	on	the	methodological	approach,	
and	 to	 implement	 the	model	 through	specific	 training	seminars.	 Thus,	
the	work	was	basically	devoted	to	follow	a	path	to	gain	impact	on	inte-
rested	communities.

“We were meetings twice a year, at the meetings we were discussing 
the results of the project, they were making right, so I remember that re-
searchers from INCLUD-ED project were presented us the results or the 
development of the project and then we were discussing about that.” (End 
User)

“I remember that we had, a year if I’m not long we meet with the ex-
pert group and the advisory committee every year and we were presenting 
[…] all day presenting the results, they had them in a bag but of course 
some people might not read report, so we synthesised the main points, 
and we were discussing with them, the AC, the Advisory Committee, and 
expert group. The contributions from the expert group were not that diffe-
rent from the one’s that we could come up as research consortium, even 
they were a lot of policy makers at high level impact.” (Researcher)

Language
INCLUD-ED	put	into	action	the	critical	communicative	research	me-

thodology	 (Flecha	 and	 Soler,	 2014)	 which	 was	 crucial	 for	 the	 project	
success,	 because	 it	 allows	 integrating	 and	 including	 knowledge	 from	
different	disciplines	and	orientations,	using	both	quantitative	and	qua-
litative	methods	and	techniques	to	analyse	data;	furthermore,	the	com-
municative	 methodology	 allowed	 researchers	 to	 apply	 mixed-methods	

approach	to	pursue	impact.	“While the voices of vulnerable groups have 
traditionally been excluded from research, the communicative methodolo-
gy depends on the direct and active participation of the individuals obser-
ved throughout the research process.”	(INCLUD-ED	website6).

“I remember that main researcher of INCLUD-ED it was talking and he 
was very interested on our opinion, we felt that, we felt that we are not 
attending the meeting because this is part of the project but because they 
wanted to know what we think what we believe and what we disagree 
with them. I remember they were asking all the time to criticize them, to 
disagree with them because this is good for improving and in the way that 
we felt that they were taking our opinion into account.4	(End	User)

“[...] I have often also found critical points of view that are not even 
critical in dialectical sense; in other cases I have found resistance also to 
the type of interview because being a dialogic interview when the other 
dialogues must give you his time not only to answer but also to listen to 
you, and it is not said that everyone wants of this thing because you al-
ready put yourself in a very strong relationship, it is more challenging, not 
just intellectually as time, it is really challenging from a relational point of 
view..5 (Researcher)

Outcomes
The	members	of	the	Advisory	Committee	had	access	to	the	INCLUD-

ED	 results	and	met	periodically	with	 the	coordination	 team	 to	discuss	
the	research.	More	important,	they	suggested	recommendations	on	how	
the	findings	could	be	used	to	have	a	greater	social	and	political	impact;	
those	recommendations	were	problematised	with	the	researchers.

“They were very motivated because they really give importance to our 
words, and then in further meetings we could see during the years of 
the project, during the different meetings we have we could see also the 
improvement they were achieving they were explaining that. […] I remem-
ber a concrete neighbourhood in Spain they were telling us about and that 
people who never have a job before they are now getting jobs or starting 
to organise themselves and I remember that for me was important.” (End	
User)

Stakeholders	played	a	further	important	role	with	respect	to	the	poli-
tical	dimension	of	impact,	since	policy	makers	were	well	attentive	to	the	
instance	of	changing	coming	from	society	testifying	the	goodness	of	the	
transformations	suggested	through	evidences	of	SEAs:

“If we make lobbing with policy makers, we don’t get results. If we get 
social impact and social actors who are beneficiaries of social impact go 
to policy makers with us, this has political impact. Even with friends, even 
with policy makers that are friends of mine…” you are very nice and…” 
but nothing. We will remain friends. … Do not ask to policy makers what 
are thinking, because they think “Well, they are researchers, they are co-
ming here for resources, for applying”. (Researcher) 

3	 http://creaub.info/included/	Last	access:	20/06/2018
4	 http://creaub.info/included/
5	 English	translation	from	the	Italian	original:	“[...]spesso	ho	trovato	anche	punti	di	vista	critici,	anche	critici	in	senso	dialettico;	in	altri	casi	ho	trovato	in	effetti	

delle	resistenze	anche	alla	tipologia	di	intervista	perché	essendo	un’intervista	dialogica	nel	momento	in	cui	dialoghi	devi	dare	all’altro	il	suo	tempo	non	solo	
per	risponderti	ma	anche	per	ascoltarti,	e	non	è	detto	che	tutti	abbiano	voglia	di	questa	cosa	perché	già	ti	poni	in	una	relazione	molto	forte,	è	più	impegna-
tiva,	non	solo	intellettualmente	come	tempo,	è	proprio	impegnativa	dal	punto	di	vista	relazionale”.

6	 English	translation	from	the	Italian	original:	“Mentre	il	progetto	era	ancora	in	itinere,	abbiamo	organizzato	delle	presentazioni	a	livello	locale,	presso	presidi	
sanitari	e	amministrazioni	locali.	Non	so	dire	se	abbiamo	avuto	un	impatto	politico	o	se	abbiamo	avuto	un	effetto	sulle	loro	pratiche	con	questi	incontri	ma	
posso	dire	che	abbiamo	avuto	la	possibilità	di	presentare	il	nostro	approccio	ad	unità	di	base	del	servizio	sanitario	e	della	pubblica	amministrazione,	avendo	
con	loro	un	proficuo	scambio	di	opinioni	sulla	metodologia	e	sul	linguaggio	da	utilizzare.	Abbiamo	avuto	la	possibilità	di	esportare	un	po'	del	progetto	nei	
posti	dove	vorremmo	che	fosse	applicato	tutti	i	giorni”.
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The	 effects	 in	 terms	 of	 political	 impact	 were	 in	 fact	 remarkable.	
INCLUD-ED	findings	have	been	applied	on	European	 resolutions,	com-
munications	and	recommendations;	the	SEAs	were	transferred	through	
across	Europe,	producing	in	most	of	the	cases	positive	effects.	However,	
in	some	cases	 institutional	barriers	emerged	that	constrained	the	pos-
sibility	of	 research	 to	produce	an	 impact	 in	 specific	national	 contexts.	
The	effects	produced	at	the	European	political	level	were	very	important:	
three	resolutions	by	European	institutions	on	early	school	leaving	were	
approved,	mentioning	results	obtained	through	INCLUD-ED.	Furthermo-
re,	two	resolutions	by	European	Union	on	the	themes	of	social	and	edu-
cational	inclusion	of	children	of	migrants	and	Roma	people	were	also	im-
plemented,	using	evidences	from	INCLUD-ED.	Other	evidences	related	to	
national	context	concern:	recommendations	of	the	“Education	Ministry	
on	Education	and	Formation	Strategy	2020”	in	which	the	development	of	
SEAs	in	the	Basque	Country	‘appears	as	a	practice	to	follow’;	evidences	
from	state	and	regional	legislation,	and	finally	8	agreements	with	public	
administrations	for	implementing	of	SEAs	in	different	countries	(IMPACT-
EV,	2017b).	

DISCIT

DISCIT	is	characterised	by	collaborative	efforts	involving	researchers	
and	stakeholders	associations,	representative	groups	of	disabled,	deci-
sion	makers	that	helped	to	define	the	problems	related	to	disability	as	a	
common	area	of	intervention,	with	several	articulations.	This	change	of	
perspective	allowed	to	calibrate	as	best	as	possible	the	instruments	of	
direct	investigation	and	to	define	the	structure	of	results	in	order	to	make	
it	easier	to	propose	their	integration	in	institutional	settings.	At	the	same	
time,	 the	 project	 created	 a	 stable	 forum	 for	 the	 interactions	 between	
researchers,	institutions	and	organisations	of	people	with	disabilities,	to	
discuss	the	problems	of	the	disabled	people,	to	encourage	the	exchange	
and	dissemination	of	good	practices	and	to	create	common	understan-
dings	between	institutions	and	associations	(IMPACT-EV,	2017a).

MODALITIES AND COMMUNICATIONS

Stakeholders’	 involvement	 was	 directly	 related	 to	 the	 theoretical	
framework	 used	 for	 analysing	 “Active	 Citizenship”	 (EC-EESC,	 2012),	
which	was	articulated	in	three	steps:	a)	to	review	the	initial	conditions	
of	 the	 disability	 policy	 system	 and	 their	 configuration	 with	 respect	 to	
individuals	with	disability,	their	families	and	their	inclusion	in	local	com-
munities,	in	job	market,	and	social	and	civil	activities;	b)	to	analyse	the	
effective	 implementation	of	 the	measures	 in	daily	 life	of	persons	with	
disabilities;	 c)	 to	 figure	out	how	the	 results	of	 the	mentioned	analysis	
interacts	with	respect	to	the	three	pillars	of	the	Active	Citizenship	action,	
namely	Security,	Autonomy	and	Influence	(EC-EESC,	2012).	

As	to	the	first	point,	stakeholders	gave	relevant	feedbacks	on	the	ef-
fective	application	of	 laws,	highlighting	the	levels	of	protection	for	the	

various	groups	of	disabled	people.	This	helped	the	researchers	to	have	a	
more	complete	vision	of	the	state	of	the	art.	The	effects	of	this	approach	
are	 reported	 in	 the	 interview	 to	 the	 representative	 of	 one	 of	 the	 two	
DPOs	included	in	the	consortium: 

“I think that one specific thing that my organisation bring to the con-
sortium was this specific knowledge of the positions of rights of persons 
with mental disease that we discussed with other partners of the consor-
tium. I have also a background as researcher at the university and I was 
a legal advisory of the organisation during the project but it was obvious 
that the project itself, all the other partners, at the very beginning needed 
this input from this specific area, it is not easily deducible from the official 
documents, because the attribution of rights for some categories of people 
is different from the prescriptions of the law.” (Stakeholder)

The	second	part	of	the	DISCIT	research	concerned	the	investigation	
of	 the	 conditions	 of	 people	 with	 disabilities	 through	 a	 data	 collection	
based	on	 interviews	with	a	 large	audience	of	disabled	people.	 In	 this	
phase,	the	stakeholders	involved	in	the	project	provided	their	contributi-
on	to	the	questionnaire	on	which	the	interviews	were	based:

“I had the opportunity to talk with the stakeholders about the questi-
onnaire. Feedback used to correct the methodological part were greater 
in the qualitative part, but in general it was a useful debate because it 
allowed me to focus on the types of indicators used subjects other than re-
searchers, giving me a more balanced view of the problem.”	(Researcher).

Also,	stakeholders	actively	participated	in	the	interviews,	proposing	
themselves	as	intermediates	between	researchers	and	interviewees	and	
helping	the	latter	to	overcome	the	embarrassment	of	talking	to	strangers	
about	their	condition	of	a	disabled	person.

Members	of	 the	DISCIT	consortium	paid	particular	attention	to	 the	
organisation	of	meetings	with	social,	political	and	research	institutions	
to	discuss	the	new	point	of	view	from	which	the	project	aimed	to	address	
the	 issue	 of	 disability.	 The	 effects	 of	 these	 meetings	 were	 double:	 on	
the	one	hand,	the	principles	underlying	the	approach	were	disseminated	
independently	of	the	results,	laying	the	foundations	for	a	discussion	on	
disability	in	discontinuity	with	respect	to	the	past;	on	the	other	hand,	the	
members	of	the	consortium	could	gather	tips	to	correct	some	elements	of	
their	methodology	of	analysis.	According	to	the	members	of	the	project,	
DISCIT	organised	or	has	been	involved	in	the	organisation	of	more	than	
60	international	initiatives	over	the	three	years	of	the	project.	In	addition,	
the	 national	 groups	 have	 taken	 charge	 of	 organising	 meetings	 of	 the	
same	type	with	local	institutions	to	allow	widespread	communication:

“While the project was still in progress, we organised local presenta-
tions in hospitals and local administrative offices. I cannot say whether we 
have had a political impact or if we have had an effect on their practices 
with these meetings but I can say that we have had the opportunity to 
present our approach to basic units of health service and public administ-
ration, having with them a fruitful exchange of opinions on the framework 
and the language to be used. We had the opportunity to export some of 
the project to places where we would like it to be applied every day.”7 
(Researcher)

7	 English	translation	from	the	Italian	original:	“Mentre	il	progetto	era	ancora	in	itinere,	abbiamo	organizzato	delle	presentazioni	a	livello	locale,	presso	presidi	
sanitari	e	amministrazioni	locali.	Non	so	dire	se	abbiamo	avuto	un	impatto	politico	o	se	abbiamo	avuto	un	effetto	sulle	loro	pratiche	con	questi	incontri	ma	
posso	dire	che	abbiamo	avuto	la	possibilità	di	presentare	il	nostro	approccio	ad	unità	di	base	del	servizio	sanitario	e	della	pubblica	amministrazione,	avendo	
con	loro	un	proficuo	scambio	di	opinioni	sulla	metodologia	e	sul	linguaggio	da	utilizzare.	Abbiamo	avuto	la	possibilità	di	esportare	un	po’	del	progetto	nei	
posti	dove	vorremmo	che	fosse	applicato	tutti	i	giorni”.
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TIMING

Collaborations	 between	 researchers	 and	 stakeholders	 were	 imple-
mented	 through	several	meetings	organised	over	 the	project	duration,	
open	 to	 the	network	of	actors	 involved.	 The	project	 calendar	 included	
three	plenary	meetings.	All	the	representatives	of	the	stakeholder	com-
mittees	were	invited	to	participate	in	order	to	discuss	the	progress	of	the	
project	with	the	researchers	and	to	propose	initiatives	to	disseminate	the	
results.	 Plenary	meetings	were	 interspersed	with	national	group	mee-
tings.	In	addition,	along	the	project	meetings	were	organised	between	
members	 of	 the	 consortium	 and	 representative	 of	 institutions	 and	 as-
sociations	external	 to	 the	project	both	at	European	and	national	 level.	
In	addition	 to	 the	official	meetings,	 the	 stakeholders	have	been	cons-
tantly	involved	with	requests	for	active	collaboration,	especially	for	data	
collection	and	discussion	of	the	results.	The	constant	demand	for	active	
participation	was	particularly	appreciated	by	stakeholders:	

“The request for participation was perfect, neither too much nor too 
little. We were asked to give our opinion on several points, but these re-
quests were not concentrated in specific moments of the project develop-
ment, as happened in previous experiences.”8 (Stakeholder)

LANGUAGE

Language	harmonisation	was	one	of	the	most	significant	and	difficult	
result	 to	 achieve,	 the	one	 that	produced	 the	most	 recognisable	 social	
impact.

First	the	exchange	of	information	between	researchers	and	stakehol-
ders	over	the	project	duration	was	crucial.	As	reported	by	several	inter-
views,	these	two	groups	started	from	different	definition	of	“disability”	
and	the	difference	in	definition	involved	a	series	of	divisions	that	could	
generate	misunderstandings;	 the	consequence	of	which	would	be	 the	
failure	of	research	in	terms	of	social	and	political	effects.	DISCIT	actions	
helped	to	disentangle	these	differences,	prompting	researchers	to	assi-
milate	 the	 language	of	associations	 in	order	 to	 increase	 the	 likelihood	
of	 results	 to	be	 implemented	 in	other	areas	 than	research.	Within	 the	
project,	 the	 interactions	 between	 stakeholders	 and	 researchers	 were	
also	useful	to	overcome	the	differences	in	language	between	different	
countries.	

A	second	important	 interaction	was	with	organisations	and	institu-
tions	 external	 to	 the	 project.	 In	 these	 occasions,	 a	 common	 language	
was	 agreed	 in	 order	 to	 avoid	 misunderstanding	 between	 researchers,	
associations	and	institutions	when	disability	was	represented,	and	this	
result	 improved	 substantially	 translation	 of	 research	 findings	 into	 ap-
propriable	goods.	In	fact,	the	most	interesting	element	was	overcoming	
cultural	gaps	between	different	stakeholders	as	to	the	definition	of	disa-
bility,	a	change	that	produced	effects	beyond	the	aims	of	DISCIT:	

“A problem is what really disability means. There are two understan-
dings of disability. One is the sense of disability as marker of marginalised 
group of population. But there is another sense of disability which is a 

8	 English	translation	from	the	Italian	original:	“La	richiesta	di	partecipazione	è	stata	perfetta,	né	troppo	né	troppo	poco.	Ci	è	stato	chiesto	di	esprimere	il	
nostro	parere	su	diversi	punti,	ma	queste	richieste	non	erano	concentrato	in	momenti	specifici	dello	sviluppo	del	progetto,	come	accaduto	in	precedenti	
esperienze”.

9	 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM:2015:0615:FIN
10	 http://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1137&langId=en

phenomenon that people indeed experience during their life, namely some 
sort of limitation in functional ability. This second sense of disability is 
more a universal sense of disability but does not involve marginalisation of 
groups. People tend to define themselves in one of the two groups on the 
basis of a sort of self-definition, with respect to the impact that the limi-
tation they experience has on their everyday life. [...] The lack of skills in a 
particular context does not nullify the person as a whole, so it is necessary 
to rethink the concept of disability, bringing it closer to the most universal 
sense to prevent policies to support people with disabilities become a way 
to marginalise a part of the population and deprive them, in fact if not 
legally, of some rights as human beings.” (Researcher)

OUTCOMES

DISCIT	set	out	to	promote	the	implementation	of	the	Convention	on	
the	Rights	of	Persons	with	Disabilities	in	European	and	national	legisla-
tion	(UNCRPD).	Despite	translation	of	research	findings	into	the	political	
processes	took	longer	than	the	duration	of	a	project,	some	elements	of	
impact	on	European	and	local	measures	have	been	observed	directly	du-
ring	the	activity	of	DISCIT.	

At	the	European	level,	the	components	of	the	DISCIT	research	team	
“Active	Citizenship	through	the	use	of	New	Technology”	were	involved	
during	 the	 drafting	 of	 the	 European	 Directive	 “European	 Accessibility	
Act”9,	prepared	by	the	Directorate	General	for	Employment,	Social	Affairs	
and	Inclusion.	Furthermore,	DISCIT	researchers	were	invited	to	be	part	of	
the	High-Level	Group	on	Disability10,	composed	by	European	and	national	
experts	chosen	from	policymakers	and	stakeholders,	in	charge	of	define	
the	strategies	for	implementation	of	the	UNCRPD.	Other	political	effects	
were	observed	at	national	level,	for	instance	with	the	involvement	of	the	
Italian	research	group	in	the	preparatory	work	of	the	law	of	the	Tuscany	
Region	 for	support	 to	 families	of	disabled	persons	and	 the	audition	at	
the	National	Observatory	 for	Disabilities	of	 the	Ministry	of	Labour	and	
Social	Policies.	 The	 Irish	 research	 team	participated	 in	a	national	 task	
force	that	launched	a	trial	of	supportive	policies	for	the	disabled	on	more	
inclusive	bases	with	respect	to	current	legislation.	Finally,	the	Swedish	
research	group	elaborated	some	guidelines,	adopted	by	institutions	like	
the	 Swedish	 Agency	 for	 Participation.	 Interviews	 demonstrated	 that	 a	
new	point	of	observation	was	developed	precisely	through	the	dialogue	
between	researchers	and	stakeholders	on	which	the	project	was	based:	

“I think that this project has broaden the research community know-
ledge because it has forced the academics to discuss their approach with 
organisations and to consider this information.”	(Stakeholder)

“During the international meetings I had the opportunity to meet res-
ponsible of associations that work in community living sector from other 
countries, in particular I was positively impressed by the practices used in 
Sweden […] I proposed to use some of these ideas, in experimental way, 
in order to test if they fit with our social context, and some preliminary 
results seem to be positive.” (Stakeholder)

DISCUSSION 
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Both	the	illustrative	case	studies	on	projects	carried	out	under	the	Eu-
ropean	Framework	Programmes	show	that	stakeholders	generate	a	diffe-
rent	approach	to	the	social	problem	addressed;	the	main	features	of	the	
stakeholders’	 interactions	with	researchers	are	summarised	 in	Table	1.	

 
Modalities and 
communications

Timing Language Outcomes
Model of interactions
(Muhonen et al. 2018)

DISCIT

Circular	exchange	
of	information

Diffusion	and	discussion	
of	the	methods	of	analysis	
with	external	stakeholders

Intense	involvement	in	the	
review	and	investigation	
phases,	partial	discussion	
of	policy	proposals

Harmonisation	
between	countries	
and	areas	of	interest

Formal	involvement	in	
policy	making	process
Exchange	of	best	practices

Cultural	impact:	new	
idea	of	disability

Collaboration	model

Research	engagement

Knowledge	“creeps”	
into	society	model

INCLUD-ED

Dedicated	events	for	targeted	
stakeholders	(training	for	
teachers,	dissemination	for	
scholars,	political	meetings	for	
institutional	representatives)

Continuous	involvement	of	
all	stakeholders	along	the	
five	years	of	the	project

Communicative	
methodology

Formal	stakeholders’	
involvement	in	
knowledge	creation

Replicability	of	the	outputs	
in	different	national	and	
institutional	contexts

Collaboration	model

Public	engagement	model

Mobility	model

Using	 the	 Muhonen	 and	 colleagues	 (2018)	 typology,	 INCLUD-ED	
developed	interactions	with	stakeholders	that	mainly	belong	to	the	co-

creation	typology,	and	the	activities	adopted	elements	that	relate	to	col-
laboration,	public	engagement	and	mobility	models.	DISCIT	had	a	more	
hybrid	 structure,	 which	 belong	 to	 the	 co-creation	 typology	 –	 through	
collaboration,	 and	 driving	 social	 change	 typology	 –	 through	 activities	
that	featured	the	research	engagement	and	the	knowledge	“creeps	into	
society”	 models11.	 In	 this	 respect,	 typologies	 aimed	 at	 understanding	
changes	produced	through	the	involvement	of	stakeholders	in	research	
actions	is	a	helpful	tool	for	comparing	different	configurations	of	the	re-
lationships	within	the	network	of	actors	involved,	which	can	also	support	
a	more	precisely	tracing	of	the	translational	effects	generated.

The	 co-development	 of	 a	 new	 language	 and	 harmonised	 wording	
produced	a	cultural	 impact	which	was	extremely	important	and	took	a	
long	time.	However,	it	is	a	type	of	impact	difficult	to	single	out	through	
empirical	 observations	 related	 to	 measurable	 items;	 furthermore,	 also	
the	impact	at	policy	level	took	a	long	time	to	emerge	(beyond	the	project	
time	limit)	and	it	was	in	both	cases	a	direct	consequence	of	the	cultural	
transformation.	 In	 this	 respect,	 stakeholders	are	 key	carriers	 for	 social	
impact	in	SS	research.	

The	transformative	effects	on	society	were	linked	to	the	co-produc-
tion	of	 knowledge	 that	 is	used	by	 societal	 actors	but,	 in	 turn,	 the	 co-
production	 of	 knowledge	 needed	 the	 development	 of	 an	 appropriate	
communication	to	deconstruct	the	content,	organisational	features	and	
knowledge	carriers.	The	formal	and	informal	confrontation	between	re-

Table 1.	Comparison	of	projects	on	typologies	of	stakeholders	involvement.

searchers	and	stakeholders	–	when	it	is	a	recurrent	mechanism	of	net-
working	rather	than	an	endogenous	event	for	them	showed	enormous	
potential	for	producing	translational	effects.	However,	the	sustainability	
of	the	transformations	produced	through	the	projects	is	an	element	that	
went	beyond	the	effort	of	the	research	teams.	The	duration	of	the	project	
and	the	resources	have	not	been	entirely	sufficient	to	have	the	chance	
that	effects	could	remain	over	time,	especially	when	institutional	barriers	
appeared.	

How	 these	 results	 are	 relevant	 for	 the	 evaluation	 of	 research	 pro-
jects?	 Some	 general	 advantages	 of	 stakeholders’	 participation	 can	 be	
outlined.	On	the	one	hand,	 it	helps	to	figure	out	at	certain	extent	pro-
blems	of	attribution	of	 impacts	produced	by	the	project,	and	this	 is	an	
important	support	to	figure	out	the	presence	of	causal	linkages	between	
project	outcomes	and	effects	on	society.	On	the	other	hand,	stakeholders	
helped	to	follow	effects	derived	from	the	project	for	a	longer	period	after	
the	project	completion.	 It	 is	more	difficult	 to	understand	how	the	cha-
racteristics	of	 the	project	organisations	and	 the	modes	of	 interactions	
between	researchers	and	stakeholders	can	be	assessed	through	specific	
criteria	respectively	at	ex-ante	and	ex-post	level.	Here	it	is	important	to	
highlight	two	main	elements	in	common	of	the	illustrative	case	studies	
analysed.	

First,	in	both	cases	the	scientific	quality	of	the	outputs	was	very	good.	
Bibliometric	indicators	and	web-based	indicators	show	that	the	scientific	

11	 According	to	Muhonen	et	al.	2018	(pp.	14-16)	the	“Collaboration	model”	is	characterised	by	researchers	collaborate	regularly	with	stakeholders.	Impact	is	
gained	through	open	access	ideology	and	through	interdisciplinary	or	transdisciplinary	approach.	In	the	“Public	engagement	model”	“results	of	research	
are	taken	into	action	by	using	society	as	a	laboratory.	Publicity	is	a	necessity	for	impact.”.	In	the	“Mobility	model”	“knowledge	and	skills	of	a	researcher	
are	taken	into	use	in	a	new	context”.	Research	engagement	“increases	awareness	of	the	topic	at	hand.	Targets	of	the	study	get	recognition	and	sense	of	
empowerment	through	the	research	process”.	In	the	model,	knowledge	‘creeps’	into	society’s	daily	life’s	and	political	arena	changes	are	produced	“later	on	
in	relation	to	public	opinion	or	legislation”.
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value	of	the	projects	research	outputs	(papers	 in	 international	 indexed	
journals,	books,	book	chapters,	 etc.)	were	well	 recognised	 in	 the	 field	
community.	This	element	produced	a	positive	feeling	about	the	capability	
of	the	project	to	realise	sound	research	results,	despite	some	criticisms	
emerged	in	the	interviews	about	the	possibility	that	taking	on-board	con-
siderations	 coming	 from	 the	 interactions	 with	 stakeholders	 is	 likely	 to	
decrease	the	originality	of	the	research	effort,	impeding	very	innovative	
results.	

Second,	both	cases	are	examples	of	projects	pursuing	impact	using	
a	 theory-based	 approach:	 INCLUD-ED	 used	 the	 Habermas’	 theory	 of	
agents	 of	 social	 change	 and	 the	 critical	 communication	 methodology;	
DISCIT	 used	 the	 Active	 Citizenship	 approach.	 The	 effect	 was	 that	 im-
pact	was	 fully	 integrated	 in	 the	 theoretical	 framework	of	 the	 research	
projects,	driving	the	subsequent	phases	of	the	design	and	implementa-
tions	of	 stakeholders’	participation.	Also,	 the	 interactions	between	 re-
searchers	and	stakeholders	were	implemented	according	to	conceptual	
frameworks	that	included	the	stakeholders	-either	they	were	partners	of	
the	consortium	or	external	to	the	project	–	as	main	actors	to	achieve	the	
intended	objectives.	This	element	reduced	some	very	well-known	short-
comings	generally	linked	to	stakeholders’	interactions	due	to	low	com-
mitment	and	contribution	to	research	activities	over	the	project	duration.	
Finally,	building	common	harmonised	languages	in	different	contexts	of	
application	emerged	as	the	most	important	element	to	generate	impact	
under	a	co-creation	model;	however,	this	result	can	be	achieved	through	
dedicated	 efforts,	 and	 it	 cannot	 be	 considered	 as	 a	 taken	 for	 granted	
element.	

In	sum,	theory-based	approaches	of	stakeholders’	involvement,	buil-
ding	 a	 common	 language,	 in	 combination	 with	 organisational	 features	
and	careful	 timing	of	 the	 interactions	are	all	 important	elements	 to	be	
considered	in	ex-ante	evaluation.	The	presence	of	them	in	the	design	of	
the	project	should	improve	the	likelihood	that	an	impact	might	occur.	In	
the	same	vein,	the	mentioned	items	should	be	assessed	over	the	project	
implementation	 in	 order	 to	 understand	 whether	 the	 research	 activities	
were	properly	developed	to	achieve	the	objective	of	producing	an	impact.	
Also,	in	an	ex-post	assessment	the	linkage	between	scientific	outputs	and	
impact	is	an	issue	that	deserve	attention	in	order	to	avoid	a	trade-off	bet-
ween	pursuing	an	impact	and	the	quality	of	the	research	outputs.	

CONCLUSIONS
Stakeholders’	 participation	 to	 research	 efforts	 is	 definitely	 an	 im-

portant	element	 to	 reach	social	 impact.	For	 research	 in	social	science,	
stakeholders	are	key	carriers	for	translating	research	results	into	cultural	
changes,	which	are	likely	to	enable	transformative	effects	of	society.	Fur-
thermore,	stakeholders	represent	the	interests	of	society	and	this	might	
empower	 them	 to	mediate	 research	outcomes	 to	policy	makers	better	
than	researchers	themselves.

In	 this	paper	we	deepened	 two	cases	 related	 to	a	specific	context	
of	application,	 that	 is	 the	development	of	 research	projects	under	 the	
funding	of	European	Framework	Programmes;	 the	analysis	shows	 that	
organisation	and	communication,	timing	and	language	are	key	items	to	
realise	fruitful	interactions	that	can	produce	–	or	contribute	to	produce	
–	an	impact,	translating	scientific	knowledge	into	appropriable	goods.	

We	 also	 pointed	 out	 some	 items	 that	 should	 be	 considered	 in	 the	
evaluation	of	research	projects,	both	at	ex-ante	and	ex-post	level,	chan-

ging	 to	some	extent	criteria	and	methods	of	 impact	assessment	 in	SS	
research.	However,	how	this	could	be	realised	in	concrete	terms	is	defi-
nitely	an	open	question	that	needs	more	research	effort.
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The	HubIT	project,	funded	under	the	topic	“Boosting	inclusiveness	of	
ICT-enabled	 research	 and	 innovation”	 (REV-INEQUL-09-2017)	 is	 part	 of	
the	overall	SSH-RRI	approach.	It	aims	to	bring	together	ICT	developers,	
SSH	researchers	and	other	stakeholders	(NGOs,	citizens	and	users)	ac-
ross	H2020	ICT-related	projects	and	beyond,	in	order	to	attune	ICT	deve-
lopment	with	societal	needs	and	foster	the	SSH-RRI	approach.	

THE CONCEPT OF 
“RESPONSIBLE RESEARCH 
AND INNOVATION” (RRI)

One	of	the	more	widely	accepted	definitions	of	RRI	that	emphasises	
the	role	of	SSH	researchers,	was	developed	by	Von	Schomberg	(2013).	
According	to	this	definition	“Responsible	Research	and	Innovation	is	a	
transparent,	interactive	process	by	which	societal	actors	and	innovators	
become	mutually	responsive	to	each	other	with	a	view	to	the	(ethical)	
acceptability,	 sustainability	 and	 societal	 desirability	 of	 the	 innovation	
process	and	its	marketable	products.”	(Von	Schomberg,	2013,	p.19).	

Further	elaboration	of	these	ideas	by	the	appointed	European	Com-
mission	 (EC)	 expert	 group	 described	 six	 major	 dimensions	 of	 RRI	 that	
signify	the	importance	of	keeping	to	the	norms	of	responsible	research	
and	innovation	that	considers	different	societal	needs.	Among	them	are:	
public	 engagement,	 gender	 equality,	 science	 education,	 open	 access,	
ethics,	governance.	Two	additional	dimensions,	sustainability	and	social	
justice,	overlap	with	the	previously	named	ones	(Strand	et	al.,	2015).	All	
these	dimensions	require	the	involvement	of	SSH	experts	in	the	process	
of	ICT	development.	

Embedding	 SSH	 researchers	 into	 ICT	 research	 and	 innovation	 is	 a	
challenge.	The	integration	of	the	SSH-RRI	perspective	into	ICT	research	
and	 development	 is	 accompanied	 by	 specific	 problems.	 Jirotka	 (2017)	
identified	 the	 following:	 First,	 the	 difficulty	 to	 predict	 potential	 uses	
of	 ICT	 research	 outcomes	 since	 uncertainties	 in	 this	 field	 are	 socially	
shaped	and	fixed	rather	than	scientific	and	not	fixed.	A	second	difficulty	
stems	from	the	difference	 in	 the	quicker	“rhythm”	of	 ICT	development	
compared	to	other	fields,	as	software	may	be	developed	and	potentially	
go	viral	in	the	same	day.	Third,	there	is	a	problem	stemming	from	diffe-
rent	disciplinary	languages	involve	in	ICT	research,	that	makes	interdisci-
plinary	work	more	difficult.	

ABSTRACT

The	 development	 of	 information	 and	 communication	 technolo-
gies	 (ICT)	 introduces	 radical	 changes	 in	our	 lives.	 These	 tech-
nologies	provide	answers	to	a	multitude	of	people	needs,	but	at	

the	same	time	they	increase	the	concerns	about	their	actual	threats	and	
societal	impacts.	This	calls	for	adopting	a	responsible	research	and	inno-
vation	perspective	in	the	process	of	developing	ICT	solutions.	This	paper	
presents	 preliminary	 results	 of	 the	 “Social	 Impact	 Assessment”	 (SIA)	
plan	 and	 tools	 that	 were	 developed	 within	 the	 EU-funded	 HubIT	 pro-
ject.	The	study	employed	both	quantitative	and	qualitative	ethnographic	
tools	 (e.g.	 survey	questionnaire	and	observations),	 in	order	 to	address	
the	challenge	of	conducting	a	“Responsible	Research	and	 Innovation”	
(RRI)	assessment	of	a	European	project,	focusing	on	promoting	RRI.	The	
project	aims	at	creating	an	ecosystem	that	encourages	interactions	bet-
ween	 ICT	 developers	 and	 “Social	 Sciences	 and	 Humanities”	 (SSH)	 re-
searchers	to	ensure	responsibility	 in	ICT	research.	First	results	 indicate	
an	increase	in	understanding	and	awareness	of	the	SSH-RRI	approach	
among	SSH	and	ICT	researchers	and	an	increase	of	future	plans	for	col-
laborations	between	these	two	groups.	Conclusions	are	made	as	to	how	
these	results	can	be	fed	back	into	the	HubIT	project,	as	well	as	serve	as	
a	basis	for	the	policy	recommendations	to	European	and	national	bodies.

INTRODUCTION
The	development	of	ICT	introduces	radical	changes	in	our	lives.	These	

technologies	provide	answers	to	a	multitude	of	people	needs,	while	at	
the	same	time	 increasing	concern	about	 their	 threats	and	societal	 im-
pacts.	This	calls	for	adopting	a	“Responsible	Research	and	Innovation”	
(RRI)	 perspective	 in	 the	 process	 of	 developing	 ICT	 solutions.	 The	 core	
of	this	approach	 is	creating	a	mutual	dialog	between	SSH	researchers	
and	 ICT	 researchers	and	developers.	 Indeed,	 in	 the	 year	2012	 the	Eu-
ropean	 Commission	 adopted	 the	 SSH-RRI	 approach	 and	 defined	 it	 as	
a	continuous	engagement	of	societal	actors	during	the	whole	research	
and	innovation	process	in	order	to	better	align	both	the	process	and	the	
outcomes	of	their	research	with	the	values,	needs	and	expectations	of	
“European	Society”	(European	Commission,	2012).	Further	on,	RRI	was	
introduced	 as	 a	 cross-cutting	 political	 aim	 in	 the	 “7th	 Framework	 Pro-
gramme	of	the	European	Union”	and	it	continues	to	be	a	key	concept	in	
the	current	“Horizon	2020	Programme”.
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These	difficulties	created	the	need	to	consider	social	aspects	in	the	
process	of	ICT	development	and	led,	among	other	things,	to	initiate	the	
HubIT	project.	The	HubIT	project	(runtime:	2017-2020)	aims	at	activating	
a	constructive	interaction	between	SSH	researchers	and	ICT	developers,	
in	order	 to	 implement	a	socially	 responsible	approach	to	 research	and	
innovation	in	ICT	projects.	This	approach	–	termed	the	SSH-RRI	approach	
–	is	at	the	centre	of	the	assessment	activities	of	the	HubIT	project.

ASSESSING THE SSH-
RRI APPROACH

For	assessing	the	SSH-RRI	approach	in	the	HubIT	project,	the	“Social	
Impact	Assessment”	(SIA)	methodology	was	adopted.	This	methodology	
is	defined	as	“the process of identifying the future consequences of cur-
rent or proposed actions, which are related to individuals, organizations 
and social macro-systems”.	(Becker,	2001,	p.	312).	Becker	describes	this	
methodology	 as	 having	 two	 phases:	 a)	 An	 initial	 phase,	 including	 an	
analysis	 of	 the	 problem.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 the	 HubIT	 project,	 identifying	
some	negative	consequences	of	ICT	development,	system	analysis	and	
project	design;	and	b)	A	main	phase,	including	scenario	planning,	stra-
tegic	design	and	an	assessment	of	impacts.	Vanclay	et	al.	(2015)	follo-
wed	this	scheme	and	prepared	a	guide	to	social	impact	assessment.	The	
guide	included	26	tasks	that	are	divided	into	four	phases:	1.	Understand	
the	issue;	2.	Predicting	the	likely	impact;	3.	Developing	and	implemen-
ting	 strategies	 to	 mitigate	 negative	 societal	 consequences;	 4.	 Design	
and	 implementing	 monitoring	 programmes.	 Since	 many	 of	 the	 tasks	
specified	by	Vanclay	et	al.	(2015)	can	be	found	within	the	HubIT	project	
activities,	the	assessment	plan	focused	on	these	tasks.	These	activities	
have	specific	 formats	 (e.g.	workshops,	 conferences,	hackathons	etc.),	
target	different	audiences	and	lead	to	different	outputs	(e.g.	an	online	
platform,	visual	materials,	reports	or	policy	briefs).	The	variability	of	the	
activities	dictates	different	tools	and	evaluation	criteria	needed	for	the	
assessment.	

THE DESIGN OF THE ASSESSMENT PLAN INCLUDES 
THREE STAGES:

The first stage	was	to	map	out	the	characteristics	of	each	activity	i.e.	
specifying	the	main	objectives,	expected	outcomes	and	relevance	of	the	
RRI	dimensions	which	are	part	of	each	activity.	

The second stage	focused	on	the	identification	of	the	relevant	types	
of	 indicators,	 measures	 and	 questions	 that	 tackle	 each	 of	 the	 six	 RRI	
dimensions.	This	stage	started	with	a	comprehensive	review	of	the	RRI-
related	evaluation	efforts	conducted	by	other	projects,	such	as	“Doing	It	
Together-Science”	(DITOs),	“Monitoring	the	evolution	and	benefits	of	Re-
sponsible	Research	and	Innovation	in	Europe”	(MoRRI),	RRI	Tools,	etc.,	
as	well	as	with	the	review	of	the	more	theoretical	studies	(Blonder,	Rap,	
Zemler	and	Rosenfeld,	2017;	Von	Schomberg,	2011)	and	several	reports	
from	the	European	Commission	(2012,	2013,	2015)	on	RRI.	Consequently,	
a	bank	of	assessment	measures	and	questions	was	created.	

The third stage	involved	a	round	table	discussion	(called	the	“HubIT	
game”)	where	the	partners,	responsible	for	certain	tasks,	were	asked	to	
discuss	and	select	from	the	bank	of	assessment	measures	and	questions	
with	respect	to	those	that	cover	the	relevant	RRI	dimensions	that	appear	

in	those	specific	tasks.	Based	on	the	results	from	the	discussions	held	in	
the	groups,	specific	tools	were	designed	for	assessing	the	implementa-
tion	of	the	HubIT	events.	

In	 addition,	 the	 SIA	 methodology	 included	 a	 qualitative	 evaluation	
part	that	focused	on	the	narratives	that	accompany	the	interaction	bet-
ween	SSH-ICT	researches	during	the	activities.	The	need	for	a	more	qua-
litative	approach	arose	already	at	the	literature	review	stage.	It	became	
evident	that	a	certain	dissonance	between	the	current	state	of	the	art	
in	the	field	of	RRI	impact	assessment	and	the	actual	evaluation	practi-
ces	exist.	Evaluation	practices,	promoted	by	the	funding	bodies,	national	
and	supranational	authorities,	provide	encouragement	to	be	accounta-
ble (tick	 the	boxes),	but	are	not	always	 responsible (reflexive,	oriented	
towards	 strategic	 societal	 goals)	 in	 the	 meaning	 of	 being	 accepted	 in	
the	RRI	research	community.	Current	forms	of	evaluations	mainly	do	not	
look	at	the	process,	and	the	evaluation	is	conceptualised	as	something	
“outside”	of	 the	project,	while	 in	reality	 it	 is	usually	deeply	embedded	
in	the	project	practice	and	is	conducted	by	project	partners.	This	can	be	
connected	to	the	recent	findings	of	Felt	(2016),	who	warned	about	the	
danger	of	the	emphasis	on	RRI	and	other	SSH-related	practices	in	sci-
ence	and	innovation	turning	into	a	simple	“annex ritual to be perform at 
the beginning and at the end of the project” (Felt	2016:15),	encouraging	
accountability,	but	not	reflectivity.

In	this	way,	by	employing	process	oriented	ethnographic	methods,	
the	evaluation	efforts	became	also	partially	shaped	by	the	community,	
surrounding	 the	 project,	 and	 partially	 driven	 by	 a	 desire	 to	 compre-
hend	and	improve	transdisciplinary	and	responsibility	of	the	project.	In	
this	sense,	a	community	was	formed	around	the	evaluation	activities,	
actively	engaging	partners	and	stakeholders	in	the	process	of	assess-
ment.

	

THE ASSESSMENT ACTIVITY
Assessment	 activities	 that	 were	 enacted	 in	 the	 first	 two	 project-

specific	events	are	 in	 the	 focus	of	 the	 following	section.	These	events	
were	meant	to	bring	together	members	of	the	ICT	and	SSH	communities,	
public	sector	representatives,	policy	makers	and	other	stakeholders.	The	
events	intended	to	present	the	concept	of	RRI,	the	HubIT	project	and	the	
“European	Framework	Model”	(a	platform	that	was	developed	and	pre-
sents	the	various	resources	and	activities	of	the	project).	The	events	also	
aimed	at	identifying	societal	needs	that	are	associated	with	technologi-
cal	developments	and	supported	matchmaking	between	ICT	developers	
and	SSH	researchers.	

The	 assessment	 activities	 were	 conducted	 during	 a	 national	 work-
shop	 in	 Slovakia	 in	 May	 2018	 and	 a	 triple	 event	 (annual	 conference,	
workshop	for	social	scientists	and	speed-dating)	in	Tartu	in	September	
2018.	The	aims	of	 the	national	workshop,	as	well	as	 the	Tartu	events,	
were	to	raise	awareness	and	understanding	of	the	role	of	the	SSH-RRI	
approach	and	to	boost	collaboration	between	SSH	and	ICT	research	com-
munities.	The	workshop	event	 in	Slovakia	 included	27	participants.	20	
out	of	 them	 responded	 to	an	online	questionnaire	 that	dealt	with	 the	
above	explained	aims.	In	total,	64	persons	participated	in	the	events	or-
ganised	in	Tartu	(Annual	Conference,	SSH	workshop,	networking	sessi-
on).	Again,	20	participants	responded	to	the	questionnaire.	

The	evaluation	activities	meant	to	answer	the	following	questions:	
1.	 To	what	extent	did	the	event	succeed	in	targeting	members	of	

the	ICT	and	SSH	communities?
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2.	 To	what	extent	did	the	event	contribute	to	mutual	understand-
ing	of	the	ICT	and	SSH	communities	in	the	benefits	of	bridging	
between	them?

3.	 To	what	extent	did	the	event	contribute	to	identifying	societal	
problems	that	stem	from	ICT	development?

4.	 To	what	extent	did	the	event	contribute	to	collaborative	team-
work	of	ICT	and	SSH	researchers?

5.	 To	what	extent	did	the	event	contribute	to	the	acceptance	of	the	
RRI	approach	along	its	six	dimensions?

The	assessment	tools	that	were	generated	at	this	stage	of	the	project	
represented	two	modes	of	assessment:	a	quantitative	tool,	which	inclu-
des	an	online	questionnaire	with	20	items,	and	a	qualitative	tool,	which	
includes	an	observation	guide	for	outside	observers.	The	observation	ac-
tivities	focused	not	only	on	the	overall	organisation	and	implementation	
of	the	event,	but	also	on	the	dynamics	of	interaction	between	SSH	and	
ICT	communities,	as	well	as	on	the	narratives,	surrounding	RRI.	Obser-
vations	also	included	ethnographic	notes	taken	by	the	project	partners	
during	 the	 events,	 based	 on	 participants’	 discussions	 (as	 each	 event	
devoted	a	 significant	amount	of	 time	 to	world	 café	 style	discussions).	
The	main	aim	of	the	qualitative	evaluation	activities	was	to	collect	and	
analyse	the	narratives, surrounding	the	concepts	of	RRI,	research	inclu-
siveness	and,	especially	SSH-ICT	 interaction.	 These	narratives	allowed	
identifying	possible	weak	points	of	the	project	structure	and	unforeseen	
challenges	that	the	project	needs	to	address,	as	well	as	recent	develop-
ments	in	the	discourse	of	RRI.

RESULTS
SURVEY RESULTS

Figure	1	presents	the	distribution	of	the	respondents	who	participated	
in	the	two	events	according	to	their	discipline	or	field	of	activity	(N=39).

Most	of	the	participants	represented	social	sciences	(41%)	and	hu-
manities	(13%),	mainly	because	these	two	events	specifically	focused	on	
this	target	group.	However,	the	amount	of	involved	ICT	researchers	and	
specialists	is	still	high	(28%).	The	number	of	public	officials	and	decision	
makers	is	relatively	small,	and	will	increase	in	future	events.	

THE BENEFIT OF BRIDGING BETWEEN THE TWO COM-
MUNITIES IN SUPPORT OF AN RRI APPROACH IN ICT 
DEVELOPMENT.

Figure	2	presents	respondents’	perceptions	regarding	the	interaction	
between	SSH	and	ICT	in	support	of	RRI	approach.	The	highest	level	of	
support	is	related	to	the	statement	about	the	usefulness	of	SSH	collabo-
ration	in	ICT	development	(Range:	Likert	scale	from	0	to	5;	Median (M) 
=	4.3,	Standard Deviation (SD) =	0.66),	while	the	lowest	level	of	support	
is	connected	to	the	perception	that	SSH	is	a	burden	to	ICT	research	(M	
=	1.70,	SD	=	0.983).	Despite	 the	 fact	 that	 the	national	workshop	and	
the	events	in	Estonia	had	somewhat	differing	target	audiences	and	dis-
tribution	 of	 participants	 by	 discipline	 (national	 workshop	 was	 focused	
on	a	more	diverse	audience,	while	the	Tartu	events	focused	specifically	
on	SSH	researchers),	results	do	not	show	major	discrepancies	between	
attitudes	and	perception	of	participants.

AWARENESS OF THE CONTRIBUTION OF SSH IN-
VOLVEMENT IN ICT DEVELOPMENT TO THE IDENTIFI-
CATION OF SOCIETAL PROBLEMS

Figure	3	presents	the	respondents’	awareness	of	the	contribution	of	
SSH-ICT	collaboration	 to	 the	 identification	of	societal	needs	and	prob-
lems,	as	well	as	the	production	of	solutions	to	these	problems.	The	re-
spondents	 found	that	participation	 in	 the	workshop	helped	them	on	a	
medium	to	high	level	in	terms	of	three	aspects:	learning	about	societal	
needs,	identifying	societal	problems	that	can	be	solved	by	cooperation	
between	ICT	and	SSH	communities	and	finding	partners	for	future	col-
laborations.	

PERCEIVED OPTIONS AND WILLINGNESS FOR ICT –
SSH COLLABORATION

Based	on	the	two	events,	most	of	the	participants	(80%-83%)	foresee	
future	engagement	in	cooperation	with	people	from	the	other	fields	(ICT	
or	SSH),	and	most	of	them	(77%)	found	that	the	workshop	event	was	very	
useful	 (M	=	4.03).	Additionally,	based	on	 the	speed-dating	event	eva-
luation,	77%	of	participants	foresee	engagement	with	ICT	researchers,	
33.3%	have	already	contacted	a	person	they	matched	during	networking	
and	55%	plan	to	do	so.

Figure 1. Distribution	of	participants	in	the	events	by	discipline.	
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Figure 2. The	interaction	between	SSH	and	ICT	in	support	of	the	RRI	approach	during	events	in	Slovakia	(SK)	and	Estonia	(EE),	on	a	scale	from	0	to	5.

Figure 3. Contribution	of	SSH	involvement	in	ICT	development.
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approach	and	 initiating	 future	collaboration	between	actors,	 represen-
ting	SSH	and	ICT.	

Based	on	the	qualitative	part	of	the	assessment	the	following	narra-
tives	were	identified:

QUANTIFICATION OF “RESPONSIBILITY” AND THE 
TICK-BOXING LOGIC

“I	feel	that	RRI	is	a	fancy	term	that	European	Commission	has	come	
up	with	that	is	more	often	than	not	used	as	an	empty	signifier	(i.e.	it	is	
just	 put	 into	 documents	 without	 following	 the	 principle)”	 (Participant,	
expert	workshop	in	Rome)

One	of	the	first	events	organised	by	the	HubIT	project	–	the	expert	
workshop	in	Rome	–	brought	forward	concerns	that	would	accompany	
project	discussions	from	this	point	forward.	The	issue	of	quantification	
of	responsibility	–	that	RRI	can	be	reduced	to	a	simple	list	of	quantifi-
able	key	performance	 indicators	–	was	discussed	at	 length.	Later,	 this	
narrative	was	echoed	during	the	SSH	workshop	in	Tartu:	fear	that	RRI	is	
just	something	that	needs	to	“checked”,	but	not	followed	in	spirit,	was	
brought	 forward	 from	 the	comment	 section	of	 the	event	 report	 to	 the	
questionnaire	(part	of	event	evaluation).	

However,	we	interpreted	this	narrative	as	an	opportunity	to	improve	
our	own	HubIT	practices,	which	prompted	efforts	to	add	a	qualitative/

UNDERSTANDING AND ACCEPTING THE CONCEPT OF 
RRI

Concerning	understanding	of	the	concept	of	the	SSH-RRI	approach,	
most	of	 the	 respondents	 (62%)	 indicated	 that	 they	 improved	 their	un-
derstanding	of	 this	approach	to	a	high	or	very	high	extent.	Significant	
differences	were	found	between	the	two	events:	for	the	national	work-
shop	M	=	4.17,	SD	=	0.85	and	for	the	annual	conference/SSH	event	M=	
3.00,	SD	=	1.6.	

The	 participants’	 agreement	 with	 statements	 reflecting	 attitudes	
towards	 the	 RRI	 various	 dimensions	 ranged	 from	 a	 medium	 to	 a	 high	
level	(see	figure	4	below).	Specifically,	those	related	to	open	science	and	
ethics	dimensions,	which	focused	on	the	need	for	official	ethics	commit-
tees	in	organisations	and	mandatory	training	on	research	ethics.

As	concerns	the	national	workshop	in	Slovakia,	the	respondents	in-
dicated	that	the	six	RRI	dimensions	were	addressed	exceptionally	well	
during	the	workshop,	especially	the	dimensions	of:	public	engagement	
(M	=	4.00,	SD	=	0.78),	gender	equality	(M =	4.33,	SD	=	0.9),	open	access	
(M	=	4.00,	SD =	1.1),	and	governance	(M= 4.06,	SD	=	0.97).	The	annual	
conference	event	in	Tartu	had	more	moderate	scores	(M	=	3.31,	SD	=	1.6	
to	M=	3.77,	SD	=	1.16)	for	the	different	dimensions.	

To	sum	up,	the	results	from	the	two	events	indicate	the	success	of	
this	type	of	event	in	raising	understanding	and	awareness	of	an	SSH-RRI	

Figure 4. Perception	regarding	the	six	dimensions	of	RRI.
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THREATS VERSUS OPPORTUNITIES 

The	following	quotation	highlights	the	tension	between	SSH	and	ICT	
researchers:	

“ICT representatives talked rarely to the SSH people (experience based 
on one table)…ICT people seemed to be more involved (engaged) in the 
threats discussion, while SSH more in the opportunities.” (Observation, 
national workshop in Slovakia)

While	there	is	a	general	presupposition	that	SSH	researchers	empha-
sise	responsibility,	risks	and	threats	when	discussing	innovation,	and	ICT	
researchers	look	more	into	opportunities,	this	particular	example	showed	
an	opposite	picture.	It	might	simply	reflect	the	current	state	of	the	gene-
ral	discourse	on	innovation	and	global	development:	while	the	backlash	
against	 “irresponsible”	 ICT	 innovation	has	made	more	 ICT	 researchers	
aware	of	the	risks	and	pitfalls	they	might	face,	the	strengthening	narra-
tive	of	“SSH	inclusion”	has	encouraged	social	scientists	to	approach	the	
issue	of	ICT/SSH	cooperation	more	proactively.	

CONCLUDING REMARKS
The	assessment	activities	that	were	carried	out	in	the	first	quarter	of	

the	project’s	life-time	were	mostly	focused	on	the	Vanclay	et	al.	(2015)	
first	and	second	Social	impact	Assessment	(SIA)	evaluation	phases	(e.g.	
learning	and	understanding	 the	project).	Even	 in	 these	 relatively	early	
stages	of	 the	HubIT	project	 some	specific	characteristics	of	 the	HubIT	
assessment	 activities	 emerged.	 First,	 due	 to	 a	 predefined	 responsible	
assessment	strategy	decided	by	all	partners,	 the	assessment	activities	
were	found	to	be	deeply	embedded	in	the	project.	Full	engagement	of	all	
partners	was	therefore	achieved.	Second,	the	assessment	activities	are	
an	ongoing	process	which	will	evolve	in	accordance	with	the	progress	of	
the	project.	This	allows	for	continuous	adjustment	of	the	project	activi-
ties.	Third,	 in	the	course	of	the	evaluation	activities,	the	importance	of	
interactions	with	 the	 transdisciplinary	community	of	experts	 from	SSH	
and	ICT	became	evident.	This	suits	the	project’s	goal	to	form	a	communi-
ty	around	the	evaluation	activities,	actively	engaging	partners	and	stake-
holders	from	different	fields	in	the	process	of	assessment.

General	event	dynamics	hinted	that	in	discussing	RRI	two	main	as-
sociations	 appear:	 societal	 good	 (e.g.	 challenges	 of	 privacy,	 Artificial	
Intelligence,	robotics,	etc.)	and	inclusion	(especially	gender	topics).	The	
analysed	narratives	suggest	that	some	RRI	dimensions	might	carry	more	
“pressure”	than	others,	and	that	RRI	in	itself,	should	not	be	treated	as	a	
neutral	concept.	Conversely,	it	can	be	presupposed	that	there	is	a	power	
struggle	involved	–	even	in	the	light	of	the	increasing	pressure	to	ensure	
responsibility	of	 research	and	 innovation.	Especially	 in	 the	field	of	 ICT,	
the	discourse	of	RRI	 is	 sometimes	 interpreted	as	a	discourse	of	domi-
nance,	exerted	by	the	social	sciences	over	other	disciplines.	An	impor-
tant	take-away	is	to	ensure	that	the	“responsibility”	and	ethics	are	not	
seen	as	special	dimensions,	monopolised	by	the	social	sciences.	Rather,	
the	 discourse	 of	 RRI	 should	 be	 a	 space	 for	 reflection,	 where	 multiple	
ideas	and	perspectives	are	welcome.

During	the	evaluation	process	a	need	was	identified	to	complement	
the	 survey	 type	 of	 assessment	 with	 a	 more	 ethnographic	 type	 of	 as-
sessment	through	observations.	This	was	done	through	introducing	and	
emphasising	 open-ended	 questions	 in	 surveys,	 discussion	 note-taking	
during	events	and	ethnographic	observations.	Based	on	the	narratives	
extracted	it	was	concluded	that	the	inclusion	of	SSH	perspectives	 into	

ethnographic	 component	 to	 the	 HubIT	 evaluation	 activities	 –	 to	 con-
tinuously	 engage	 with	 the	 qualitative	 data,	 to	 collect	 as	 much	 obser-
vations	as	possible	and	to	be	flexible	 in	 the	 implementation	of	project	
activities.	Additionally,	it	was	decided	that	each	activity	within	the	HubIT	
project	will	undergo	an	ethnographic	qualitative	process,	especially	the	
planned	events,	which	 constitute	 the	 core	of	 the	HubIT	project.	 Thus,	
evaluation	efforts	shifted	the	focus	to	narratives,	open-ended	questions	
in	surveys,	discussion	note-taking,	“ethnographic”	analysis	of	event	ar-
tefacts	such	as	posters	and	observations	notes.

“SSH BRINGS IDEOLOGY AND POLITICS INTO 
SCIENCE.” 

An	unexplored	topic	emerged	from	the	participants:	
“I became aware that PC [political correctness culture] would creep 

into ICT research” (Participant, expert workshop in Rome)
“I am aware of the EC research ideology…” (Participant, expert work-

shop in Rome)
We	provide	an	interpretation	of	the	examples	above	in	two	ways:	on	

the	 one	 hand,	 ethics	 sometimes	 is	 perceived	 as	 a	 complicating	 factor	
for	research	(often	its	bureaucratic	and	forceful	nature	is	cited).	On	the	
other	hand,	 it	can	be	speculated	that	no	representative	of	the	modern	
research	community	would	argue	against	the	following	ethical	guideli-
nes	and	the	spirit	of	responsibility	at	their	universities.	RRI	though,	as	a	
relatively	new	term	coming	 from	the	European	Union,	a	supranational	
structure,	does	not	 carry	 the	 same	degree	of	 legitimacy,	which	would	
explain	the	conceptual	linkage	that	respondents	made	between	RRI	and	
the	ideology	of	political	correctness	(avoidance	of	expressions	that	might	
negatively	 impact	 marginalised	 groups),	 currently	 associated	 with	 the	
political	 left.	Additionally,	the	processes	of	globalisation	of	 information	
flows	and	mediatisation	(dominant	role	of	(digital)	media	in	framing	the	
discourse)	have	definitely	contributed	to	the	polarisation	of	societies	and	
rise	of	populism	worldwide.	RRI	ideally	should	not	be	seen	as	a	right/left	
issue,	but	as	an	objective	need	to	consider	societal	considerations	in	for-
mulating	and	implementing	research	ideas.	However	this	suggests	that	
we	might	be	faced	with	a	reality	of	politicisation	(attribution	of	political	
agenda)	of	the	term.	

GENDER EQUALITY

Moreover,	 some	 additional	 insights	 came	 from	 event	 observations	
(which	complemented	open-ended	questions	of	the	surveys):

“ICT representatives were mainly men while the SSH area was repre-
sented mainly by women. This provides the feeling that SSH is something 
that women fight for. For instance, in the conference panel men (ICT) for-
mulated their messages softer, while the woman speaker (SSH) was more 
a “right-fighter”.” (Observation, Slovakia national workshop)

Observations	of	both	events	proved	that	often	some	aspects	of	event	
implementation	go	unnoticed	by	organisers.	Gender	equality	 is	 the	di-
mension	of	RRI	that,	in	the	experience	of	the	HubIT	project,	is	most	visib-
le	and	causes	the	most	debate.	External	observers`	feedback	pointed	out	
the	imbalance	in	the	presenters	(male	over	female),	while	also	empha-
sising	that	female	participants	make	up	an	active	part	of	the	audience,	
often	bringing	up	 the	value	of	 the	diverse	perspectives	 in	 ICT	product	
development	and	the	importance	of	considering	gender	aspects	in	some	
research	problems.
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ICT	 research,	 as	 well	 as	 encouraging	 ICT-SSH	 cooperation	 has	 gained	
momentum	at	the	backdrop	of	societal	calls	for	more	responsibility	and	
reflexivity	in	handling	ICT	innovation	–	challenges	of	data	security,	algo-
rithms,	and	information	flows	are	on	everyone`s	mind.	However,	the	main	
hurdles	to	transdisciplinary	cooperation	have	to	do	with	the	following:	
social	sciences	and	“responsibility	in	research”	seem	to	be	tightly	linked,	
to	the	point	where	there	 is	a	risk	that	the	value	of	engaging	SSH	per-
spective	in	ICT	is	not	seen	beyond	the	areas	of	RRI	and	ethics.	Moreover,	
there	 is	a	 risk	 that	 forcing	“responsibility”	 into	some	disciplines	might	
only	lead	to	further	quantification	of	RRI	and	an	escape	from	the	need	to	
reflect.	Further	interactions	with	the	ICT/SSH	community	in	the	context	
of	HubIT	endeavours	to	build	transdisciplinarity	are	expected	to	outline	
directions	of	future	work.	There	is	a	need	to	develop	and	communicate	
new	evaluation	practices,	and	this	presupposes	a	new	view	of	RRI	and	
the	role	of	social	sciences,	as	well	as	the	way	they	are	presented	and	
promoted	by	national	and	European	bodies.	

The	HubIT	evaluation	activities	are	still	in	progress.	Different	evalua-
tion	activities	will	take	place	and	more	insight	will	be	available	in	the	fu-
ture.	Further	interactions	with	the	SSH	and	ICT	community	are	expected	
to	contribute	towards	the	directions	of	future	work.
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ABSTRACT

An	 interest	 in	 the	 evaluation	 of	 research	 impact	 –	 or	 the	 in-
fluence	 of	 scientific	 research	 beyond	 academia	 –	 has	 been	
observable	worldwide.	Several	countries	have	introduced	na-

tional	research	assessment	systems	which	consider	this	new	element	of	
evaluation.	So	far,	research	on	this	practice	has	focused	mainly	on	the	
practicalities	of	the	different	existing	policies:	the	definition	of	the	term	
‘research	 impact’,	 different	 approaches	 to	 measuring	 it,	 their	 relative	
challenges	and	the	possible	use	of	such	evaluations.	But	the	introduc-
tion	of	a	new	element	of	evaluation	gives	rise	not	only	to	challenges	of	a	
practical	nature,	but	also	to	important	ethical	consequences	in	terms	of	
academic	identity,	reflexivity,	power	structures,	distribution	of	labour	in	
terms	of	workloads	etc.	In	order	to	address	these	questions	and	the	rele-
vant	needs	of	researchers	in	this	paper,	we	propose	a	multidimensional	
model	that	considers	different	attributes	of	research	impact:	Responsi-
veness,	Accessibility,	Reflexivity,	Ecology	and	Adaptability.	This	holistic,	
multidimensional	model	of	evaluation,	designed	particularly	for	self-as-
sessment	or	internal	assessment,	recognises	the	qualities	a	project	has	
on	these	different	scales	in	a	broader	perspective,	rather	than	offering	
a	 simple	and	single	numerical	evaluation.	This	model	addresses	many	
of	 the	ethical	dilemmas	 that	accompany	conducting	 impact-producing	
research.	To	exemplify	the	usefulness	of	the	proposed	model,	the	authors	
provide	real-life	research	project	assessment	examples	conducted	with	
the	use	of	the	Multidimensional	Approach	for	Research	Impact	Assess-
ment	(MARIA	Model).
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account	for	the	progress	of	work	and	the	emergent	challenges,	4)	recog-
nises	the	strengths	of	a	research	project	in	terms	of	impact	and	points	
to	its	weaknesses,	rather	than	offering	a	single	score,	5)	is	a	light-touch	
assessment,	which	can	be	as	 short	as	one	sheet	of	paper.	Our	model	
aims	 at	 widening	 the	 currently	 prevalent	 measurement-oriented	 and	
metrics-oriented	perspective	by	promoting	a	 critical	 and	comprehensi-
ve	assessment	of	research	impact,	both	individually	and	institutionally.	
Through	our	contribution,	we	hope	to	advance	the	cause	of	building	re-
search	impact	literacy	(Bayley	and	Phipps,	2017).

The	model	we	put	forward	has	been	designed	particularly	with	self-
assessment	or	internal	assessment	in	mind.	We	do	not	propose	a	model	
for	assessment	of	research	ethics,	but	rather	a	model	for	‘ethical	assess-
ment	 of	 research	 impact’.	 The	 criteria	 of	 assessment	 we	 propose	 are:	
Responsiveness, Accessibility, Reflexivity, Ecology	and	Adaptability,	
which	we	recognise	as	attributes	of	 impactful	research	in	all	scientific	
disciplines	 in	our	“Multidimensional Approach for Research Impact 
Assessment” (MARIA Model).

2. LITERATURE REVIEW
The	introduction	of	exercises	of	impact	evaluation	can	be	placed	in	a	

wider	perspective	of	changes	affecting	academia,	and	thus	the	topic	can	
be	related	to	several	bodies	of	literature,	drawing	from	fields	as	different	
as	philosophy	and	sociology	of	science,	economics	and	management	as	
well	as	 the	specialised	 fields	of	science	and	 technology	studies,	high-
er	education	studies,	valuation	and	evaluation	studies,	etc.	Below,	we	
briefly	present	 the	 relevant	main	strands	of	 research	 for	 the	proposed	
model,	signalling	how	our	proposal	compliments	the	existing	literature	
and	addresses	gaps.	

In	a	very	broad	context,	the	introduction	of	the	impact	assessment	as	
part	of	national	or	international	research	evaluation	systems	can	be	per-
ceived	as	part	of	a	wider	change affecting the position of universities 
and scholars in societies.	Universities	have	always	been	embedded	in	
their	local	contexts	while	at	the	same	time	guarding	their	autonomy	–	a	
situation	of	performing	 ‘balancing	acts’	between	 ‘pure’	autonomy	and	
‘impure’	social	 relevance	(Hamann	and	Gengnagel,	2014).	Against	 this	
background,	individual	researchers	and	academic	environments	have	ta-
ken	various	positions	towards	what	is	now	called	‘outreach	and	engage-
ment’.	We	can	recall	the	‘public	intellectuals’	of	the	post-war	era	(Baert,	
2015),	technocratic	experts	and	entrepreneurs	who	put	their	knowledge	
at	 the	 service	 of	 market-oriented	 and	 governmental	 activities	 (Spiel	
and	Strohmeier,	2012;	Ritter,	2015),	as	well	as	researchers	functioning	
in	a	critical	capacity	as	activists	and	social	engineers,	questioning	and	
subverting	existing	social	and	economic	relations	(Maxey,	1999;	Pereira,	
2016).

In	recent	decades,	the	relationship	between	academia	and	the	sur-
rounding	environment	has	seen	a	transformation,	partly	in	response	to	
broad	 political	 and	 economic	 initiatives	 targeting	 universities’	 involve-
ment	with	society,	such	as	 the	 rise	of	 the	so-called	 ‘knowledge-based	
economy’	 (Jessop,	 Fairclough,	 and	 Wodak,	 2008)	 which	 sees	 the	 uni-
versities	as	strategic	‘knowledge-brokers’	(Lightowler	and	Knight,	2013).	
Hence	social,	political,	or	economic	engagement,	previously	perceived	as	
an	additional	activity	to	the	‘core	business’	of	research,	became	incorpo-
rated	into	the	definition	of	what	it	means	to	‘do’	science.	In	consequence,	
there	has	been	an	observable	increase	in	the	symbolic	importance	of	ap-
plied	scientific	disciplines	and	collaborations	of	scholars	which	their	soci-

1. INTRODUCTION
THE CHALLENGES OF RESEARCH IMPACT 
EVALUATION

An	interest	in	the	evaluation	of	research	impact	–	or	the	influence	of	
scientific	research	beyond	academia	–	has	been	observable	worldwide	
(Grant,	Brutscher,	Kirk,	Butler	and	Wooding,	2009;	Wróblewska,	2017a,	
p.162).	Several	countries	have	introduced	national	research	assessment	
systems	which	consider	this	new	element,	such	as	the	UK,	the	Nether-
lands,	Norway,	Australia	(Australian	Research	Council,	2018),	Hong	Kong	
(Hong	Kong	University	 Grants	 Committee,	 2018)	 and	Japan	 (NIAD-QE,	
2018),	among	others.	The	element	of	‘impact’	is	also	present	in	the	eva-
luation	 of	 research	 projects	 in	 international	 contexts,	 such	 as	 certain	
EU	programmes,	and	several	other	countries	are	currently	debating	the	
possibility	of	introducing	an	impact	component	into	their	research	evalu-
ation	systems.	The	appearance	of	a	new	element	of	academic	evaluation	
has	inspired	much	scholarship	which	focuses	on	the	practicalities	of	the	
policy	itself.	However,	this	introduction	gives	rise	to	practical	challenges	
as	well	as	ethical	consequences.	More	qualitatively-oriented	studies	and	
reports	have	pointed	to	impact	evaluation	implications	in	terms	of	acade-
mic	identity	and	ethos,	emotion,	academic	values,	and	power	structures.	
(Bacevic,	2017;	Chubb,	2017).	Presently,	it	seems	that	many	researchers	
are	 ill-equipped	for	dealing	with	 these	new	and	complex	 issues,	often	
resulting	in	feelings	of	frustration,	confusion	or	resentment	towards	the	
assessment	 exercise	 or	 impact-related	 activities	 (Chubb,	 Watermeyer	
and	Wakeling,	2016).

Existing	systems	of	evaluation	seem	to	suffer	from	several	shortco-
mings.	 Firstly,	 they	mostly	 take	a	 top-down	approach,	which	does	not	
account	for	the	nuances	of	academic	knowledge	production.	Secondly,	
they	do	not	always	offer	a	space	to	reflect	on	the	ethical	side	of	impact	
generation,	often	leaving	those	assessed	feeling	alienated.	Thirdly,	they	
do	not	attend	to	the	processual	nature	of	impact	evaluations,	focusing	
just	on	the	final	effect	of	research	in	the	form	of	‘change	or	benefit	to	
the	society’.	Fourthly,	they	often	tend	towards	a	‘one	size	fits	all’	model	
aimed	a	final	numerical	assessment	producing	measurable,	quantifiable	
scores	which	can	later	be	operationalised	and	ranked,	often	for	funding	
considerations.	Fifthly,	they	are	often	time-consuming	and	cumbersome	
for	the	assessed	academic.

We	 believe	 this	 quantitatively-oriented,	 ‘numerocratic’	 perspecti-
ve	on	 research	assessment	can	 result	 in	disregarding	 less	measurable	
implications	 of	 research.	 To	 account	 for	 the	 reality	 of	 research	 in	 its	
breadth	and	depth,	evaluation	systems	should	recognise	these	qualita-
tive	features	and	their	relative	challenges.	The	lack	of	recognition	of	this	
complex	nature	of	 impact-lending	science	leads	to	an	overly	simplified	
vision	of	research	and	contributes	to	frustration	with	the	exercise,	which	
is	seen	as	not	adequately	representing	the	reality	of	impactful	scientific	
work.	To	address	these	questions	and	the	relevant	needs	of	researchers	
who	conduct	 impactful	work,	as	well	as	 individuals	who	are	 in	charge	
of	research	evaluation	(policy-makers,	academic	managers),	we	propose	
a	 multidimensional	 model	 of	 research	 impact.	 A	 holistic	 model	 of	 as-
sessment	enables	recognising	the	qualities	a	given	project	might	have	
in	different	areas,	rather	than	offering	a	simple	numerical	assessment.	
To	address	the	above-mentioned	issues,	we	propose	a	multidimensional	
approach,	which	1)	 is	created	with	self-assessment	 in	mind,	2)	should	
stimulate	 a	 reflection	 on	 the	 ethical	 aspects	 of	 achieving	 impact,	 3)	
would	ideally	be	conducted	at	different	stages	of	the	research	project	to	
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cusing	 on	 how	 “researchers manage to connect to themes in that en-
vironment, and on the ways in which this environment absorbs (‘uses’) 
and further develops the results of the research” (p.	 89).	Secondly,	 the	
‘productive	 interactions’	concept	 (Spaapen	and	van	Drooge,	2011)	ari-
ses	as	an	alternative	 for	overcoming	 the	difficulties	of	measuring	and	
evaluating	the	social	impact	of	research,	focusing	on	the	personal,	indi-
rect	(through	texts	or	artefacts)	and	financial	(through	money	or	‘in	kind’	
contributions)	 interactions	 between	 researchers	 and	 other	 actors	 as	 a	
transparent	proxy	of	the	process	from	research	to	impact.	Such	a	concept	
has	been	further	developed,	bringing	more	attention	to	the	governance,	
evaluation	 and	 monitoring	 of	 “Transdisciplinary	 Collaborations”	 (TDCs)	
addressing	societal	challenges,	as	a	fruitful	–	bottom-up	or	stakeholder	
oriented	–	approach	for	valorising	socially	robust	knowledge	(van	Droo-
ge	and	Spaapen,	2017).	Thirdly,	and	in	line	with	the	approaches	previ-
ously	mentioned,	 the	need	 for	a	more	holistic	view	 in	 the	observation	
and	monitoring	of	interdisciplinary	research	(Anzai	et al.,	2012)	has	been	
addressed	in	Japan	as	an	attempt	towards	research	valorisation.	Finally,	
a	fairer	treatment	of	SSH	in	research	impact	assessment	(Benneworth	et 
al.,	2016)	has	been	pointed	out	as	a	necessity	in	the	discussion	on	the	
value,	impact	and	benefit	of	publicly-funded	research.

There	are	also	 representative	cases	of	 research	movements	or	pro-
jects	 attempting	 to	 influence	 research	 policy	 in	 Europe,	 specifically	 in	
terms	of	research	impact	evaluation.	Since	2006,	all	 the	major	science	
policy	 organisations	 in	 the	 Netherlands	 joined	 the	 project	 “Evaluating	
Research	 in	 Context”	 (ERiC),	 aimed	 at	 addressing	 the	 debate	 and	 the	
methodological	development	of	research	evaluation	in	a	wider	perspec-
tive	that	includes	European	and	international	participation	(Spaapen	et 
al.,	2007).	ERiC	project	promotes	a	broader	discussion	and	approach	for	
conducting	 a	 comprehensive	 research	 evaluation	 in	 terms	 of	 societal	
quality	and	valorisation.	This	societal	orientation	of	research	has	brought	
together	 the	 major	 organisation	 in	 Dutch	 science	 policy	 around	 the	
need	 for	methodological	progress	and	 (inter)national	 attention	on	 this	
issue.	With	a	stakeholders’	approach,	the	evaluation	method	considers	
the	construction	of	a	“Research	Embedment	and	Performance	Profile”	
(REPP)	 that	 provides	 a	 wider	 societal	 reference	 group	 for	 a	 scientific	
project	(embedment)	and	the	degree	in	which	this	project	serves	the	in-
terests	of	a	wider	reference	group	(performance),	considering	a	context-
based	research	impact.	In	analysing	the	possibilities	of	impact	evaluati-
on,	it	is	important	to	reflect	on	the	role	the	proposed	evaluation	system	
will	have	in	this	wider	panorama	of	rather	tense	and	polarised	attitudes	
and	on	how	the	results	of	evaluation	may	be	used	for	managerial	aims.

With	the	proposed	approach (MARIA model)	we	do	not	seek	to	crea-
te	yet	another	tool	aimed	at	fine-tuning	academics’	performance	through	
top-down,	number-driven	assessments.	On	 the	contrary,	 in	 line	with	a	
growing	request	for	responsible	evaluation	(Hicks	et al.,	2015),	we	wish	
to	offer	an	alternative	by	arguing	for	a	researcher-centred,	multi-dimen-
sional	model	of	self-evaluation,	which	could	not	only	offer	a	‘profile’	of	
an	assessed	research	project,	but	might	also	serve	as	an	 iterative	tool	
for	fostering	ethical	reflection	in	the	new	and	often	challenging	field	of	
generating	‘research	impact’	(Chubb	and	Watermeyer,	2017).	While	the	
use	of	such	a	model	might	be	rather	limited	in	the	framework	of	 large	
performance-based	 research	 funding	 systems	 (Hicks,	 2012),	 we	 argue	
that	 it	 could	be	valuable	as	an	additional	way	of	 reflecting	on	 the	 re-
search	of	individuals,	research	teams,	departments	etc.,	in	an	iterative,	
qualitative	way,	 in	effect	advancing	 the	case	 for	 responsible,	 reflexive	
research	impact.

al	and	economic	environment	(E3M,	2012;	European	Commission,	2003),	
often	dubbed	–	particularly	 in	a	regional	context	–	as	the	universities’	
‘Third Mission’ (Brundenius	and	Göransson,	2011).	Numerous	initiatives	
aimed	at	linking	universities	with	external	partners	have	been	launched,	
focusing	 on	 two	 areas:	 firstly,	 enhancing	 individual	 academics’	 auto-
nomy	and	responsibility	in	conducting	entrepreneurial	activities	(for	an	
analysis	of	this	process	in	the	British	context	see:	McGettigan,	2013)	and	
secondly,	valorising	the	growing	role	of	universities	as	business	underta-
kings	as	well	as	instruments	in	national	policy	agendas,	crucially	in	con-
tributing	 to	 the	national	economy	 (Gornitzka	and	Maassen,	2007).	The	
emergent	tendency	of	requiring	tangible	effects	of	research	conducted	
within	universities	can	become	especially	problematic	in	Social	Sciences	
and	Humanities	(SSH),	where	measurable	monetary	effects	beyond	aca-
demia,	such	as	patents	and	licenses,	are	uncommon	research	outputs.	In	
the	context	of	a	growing	tension	between	SSH	and	Science,	Technology,	
Engineering	and	Mathematics	(STEM)	disciplines,	often	exacerbated	by	
the	demands	of	the	performative,	metrics-driven	academy,	our	proposal	
offers	a	more	nuanced,	process-oriented	evaluation	model	which	would	
still	 preserve	 ‘entrepreneurial’	 research	 impact,	 while	 recognising	 the	
specific	contribution	and	public	value	of	SSH	disciplines	 (Benneworth,	
Gulbrandsen,	and	Hazelkorn,	2016).

With	a	growing	 focus	on	 incentivising	university	engagement,	out-
reach	and	impact	came	a demand to measure such	factors,	much	in	line	
with	the	managerial	approach	to	governing	higher	education	institutions	
–	 sometimes	 dubbed	 ‘academic	 capitalism’	 –	 which	 has	 been	 on	 the	
rise	in	the	last	few	decades	(Münch,	2014;	Slaughter	and	Leslie,	1997;	
Slaughter	and	Rhoades,	2004).	Numerical	indicators	–	both	‘traditional’	
bibliometrics	 and	 metric-based	 rankings	 (Hood	 and	 Wilson,	 2001),	 as	
well	as	newer	forms	of	scientometrics	or	alt-metrics	(Priem	et al.,	2012;	
Galligan	and	Dyas-Correia,	2013)	–	have	been	eagerly	implemented	by	
the	administration	of	many	universities,	grant	distributors	and	govern-
ments,	prompting	the	metaphor	of	a	growing	 ‘metric	 tide’	 (Wilsdon	et 
al.,	2015)	and	academic	‘numerocracy’	(Angermuller,	2013).	At	the	same	
time	an	unproblematic	reliance	on	metrics	and	rankings	continues	to	be	
widely	contested	by	researchers	in	the	field	of	higher	education	and	eva-
luation	 (Szadkowski,	2015)	and	academic	communities	worldwide	 (see	
for	 instance	 the	 DORA	 declaration:	 American	 Society	 for	 Cell	 Biology,	
2012).		

When	reflecting	on	the emergence of ‘research impact’ as a new 
academic value, one	can	draw	important	lessons	from	evaluation	and	
valuation	studies.	Scholars	in	this	area	have	argued	that	new	practices	
of	valuation	(for	instance	new	sports	or	culinary	practices)	are	likely	to	
give	rise	to	‘heterarchies’	or	‘plurarchies’	of	values,	a	state	where	seve-
ral	values	can	persist	and	be	appreciated	at	the	same	time,	rather	than	
the	often	reductionist	‘hierarchies’,	characterised	by	one	scale	(Lamont,	
2012,	p.	212).	Given	that	impact	evaluation	is	a	new	area	of	valuation,	
and	that	research	impact	constitutes	a	complex	activity	which	can	be	as-
sessed	from	varied	perspectives	(the	economic,	the	developmental,	the	
ethical,	and	 the	axiological,	among	others),	we	put	 forward	our	multi-
dimensional	 model	 as	 an	 attempt	 to	 promote	 an	 open,	 multi-levelled	
approach	to	research	impact	recognition.

There	have	been	valuable	 contributions	 in	 the	 literature	 towards	a	
better	 understanding	 and	 assessment	 of	 research	 impact.	 Firstly,	 the	
context-based	 perspective	 of	 research	 assessment	 (Spaapen	 et al.,	
2007)	portrays	a	more	comprehensive	method	for	assessing	the	quality	
and	relevance	of	scientific	research,	based	on	the	relationship	(mutual	
transactions)	 between	 researchers	 and	 their	 relevant	 environment,	 fo-
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3. CONTEXT: EXISTING 
SYSTEMS OF RESEARCH 
IMPACT EVALUATION

Creating	an	approach	to	research	impact	evaluation	is	a	challenge,	
given	that	the	assessment	of	academic	work	has	long	rested	on	factors	
internal	to	academia:	above	all	the	quality	(or	quantity)	of	research	out-
puts	but	 also	 the	quality	 of	 graduate	 teaching,	 research	 environment,	
grant	 funding,	 international	 mobility	 of	 scholars	 etc.	 There	 certainly	
seems	 to	 be	 a	 tension	 between	 more	 qualitative	 and	 quantitative	 ap-
proaches	 to	 impact	evaluation	 (Donovan,	2017)	and	depending	on	 the	
strategic	goals	handed	down	to	education	by	the	government,	academic	
traditions,	prevailing	political	options,	and	often	several	contingent	fac-
tors	(Wróblewska,	2018)	impact	evaluation	strategies	vary	greatly	from	
country	to	country.	

Below	we	present	the	most	important	points	of	reference	for	research	
impact	 evaluation.	 While	 research	 agencies	 in	 several	 countries	 have	
introduced	 elements	 of	 impact	 evaluation,	 particularly	 in	 the	 areas	 of	
technology,	engineering	and	medicine	(Buxton	and	Hanney,	1996;	Cana-
dian	Academy	of	Health	Sciences,	2009),	we	focus	here	particularly	on	
the	examples	of	the	UK,	Netherlands	and	Norway	as	the	systems	which	
take	a	most	comprehensive	approach	in	assessing	impact	across	all	the	
disciplines	according	to	the	same	criteria.	Apart	from	the	approaches	im-
plemented	by	particular	states	or	organisations	there	exist	various	frame-
works	put	forward	by	scholars.	In	this	context,	the	most	influential	and	
noteworthy,	also	for	our	own	proposal,	is	that	of	‘productive	interactions’	
(Spaapen	and	van	Drooge,	2011)	which	advocates	a	process-oriented	ap-
proach	to	impact	valuation,	in	line	with	the	approaches	of	context-based	
assessment	(Spaapen	et al.,	2007)	and	TDC’s	(van	Drooge	and	Spaapen,	
2017)	introduced	in	the	previous	section.	Such	approaches	valorise	the	
pathway	from	research	to	practice	(impact),	transcending	the	focus	on	
research	 outputs	 themselves	 by	 considering	 the	 different	 sources	 and	
expressions	of	impact	during	the	whole	research	process.

3.1 UNITED KINGDOM

UK’s	“Research	Excellence	Framework”	(REF)	with	its	“Impact	Agen-
da”	 is	 perhaps	 the	 most	 well-known	 and	 influential	 system	 of	 impact	
evaluation	(Khazragui	and	Hudson,	2015),	and	surely	the	first	to	imple-
ment	impact	evaluation	on	such	a	large	scale	and	with	a	rigorous	me-
thodology.	The	REF	was	introduced	in	2014	to	replace	the	“Research	As-
sessment	Exercise”	(RAE)	which,	since	its	introduction	in	the	1980s,	had	
grown	into	a	cumbersome,	time-consuming	exercise.	The	debate	which	
proceeded	the	introduction	of	the	REF	neatly	illustrates	the	tension	bet-
ween	 qualitative	 (peer-review-based)	 and	 quantitative	 (metrics-based)	
approaches,	 which	 we	 have	 pointed	 to	 above.	 The	 REF	 was	 initially	
conceived	 as	 a	 light-touch,	 metrics-lead	 exercise	 which	 would	 reduce	
the	burden	to	assessed	departments,	while	providing	evidence	as	to	the	
return	 on	 the	 government’s	 investment	 in	 science.	 However,	 this	 con-
cept	was	abandoned	after	the	failure	of	the	pilot	of	the	metrics-based	
approach	(HEFCE,	2009)	and	the	“Impact	Agenda”	was	put	forward	as	
a	replacement	for	metrics	(Sayer,	2015).	In	its	final	shape,	the	REF,	run	
by	 the	 British	 research	 councils	 every	 5-6	 years	 (the	 first	 edition	 took	

place	in	2014	and	the	following	one	was	announced	for	2021),	includes	
‘impact’	as	one	of	the	three	assessed	elements,	alongside	outputs	and	
environment.	 Impact	 is	 defined	 as	 “an effect on, change or benefit to 
the economy, society, culture, public policy or services, health, the envi-
ronment or quality of life, beyond academia”,	assessed	on	its	‘reach’	and	
‘significance’	and	accounts	for	20%	(in	2014)	or	25%	(in	2021)	of	the	final	
result	 of	 the	 assessed	 unit	 (HEFCE,	 2011,	 p.	 26;	 HEFCE,	 2016).	 Expert	
panels	 evaluate	 impact	 in	 a	 process	 of	 peer	 review	 based	 on	 ‘impact	
case	studies’	 submitted	by	university	departments,	but	 the	 results	are	
only	published	in	an	aggregated	manner,	i.e.	for	entire	submissions,	not	
for	individual	case	studies.

The	REF	has	been	instrumental	in	increasing	awareness	of	research	
impact	in	the	UK	(Donovan,	2017)	and	beyond,	indeed	becoming	the	mo-
del	for	impact	evaluation	in	other	counties	such	as	Sweden,	Norway	or	
Poland	 (Wróblewska,	2017b).	Advantages	of	 the	system	 include	being	
based	on	and	accompanied	by	several	thorough	commissioned	reports	
(King’s	College	London	and	Digital	Science,	2015;	Manville	et al.,	2015;	
Manville	et al.,	2014),	the	use	of	a	broad	definition	of	impact,	which	is	
likely	 to	 be	 broadened	 still	 (Stern,	 2016)	 and	 the	 accessibility	 of	 both	
impact	case	studies	and	(aggregated)	results	of	the	evaluation	through	
online	 resources.	 Weaknesses	 of	 the	 REF	 approach	 to	 impact,	 in	 our	
view,	include	a	focus	on	the	‘effects’	of	impact-related	activities,	rather	
than	on	the	processual	aspect	and	intermediate	consequences	thereof	
–	as	advocated	by	the	productive	 interactions	approach	(Spaapen	and	
van	Drooge,	2011).	Furthermore,	the	impact	case	study	template	did	not	
encourage	a	reflection	on	the	ethical	aspect	of	impact	generation,	while	
the	performance-oriented	character	of	the	evaluation,	as	well	the	onus	
placed	on	the	results	lead	academics	to	present	often	unrealistic,	idea-
lised	and	exaggerated	accounts	of	 impact	(Derrick,	2018;	Wróblewska,	
2018).	These	are	all	 shortcomings	which	we	wish	 to	address	with	our	
multi-dimensional	model.

3.2 THE NETHERLANDS

The	“Standard	Evaluation	Protocol”	(SEP)	–	a	system	of	research	eva-
luation	 adopted	 by	 the	 Association	 of	 Universities	 in	 the	 Netherlands	
(VSNU),	 the	 Netherlands	 Organisation	 of	 Scientific	 Research”	 (NWO)	
and	the	Royal	Academy	of	Arts	and	Sciences	(KNAW)	in	2015	–	incor-
porates	‘relevance	to	society’	as	one	of	the	evaluation	criteria	(alongside	
research	quality	and	viability.	‘Relevance	to	society’	is	defined	as	“con-
tributions to economic, social and cultural groups and to public debate” 
(VSNU,	NWO	and	KNAW,	2016,	p.	7).	Research	conducted	in	Dutch	hig-
her	education	institutions	is	evaluated	by	external	assessment	commit-
tees	for	each	unit	or	institute	once	every	six	years	on	a	rolling	schedule.	
This	assessment	concerns	the	research	that	the	unit	has	conducted	 in	
the	evaluated	period	as	well	as	the	strategy	the	unit	will	pursue	in	the	
next	period.	Each	research	unit	conducts	a	self-assessment	and	provides	
additional	 documents	 (including	 a	 report	 of	 indicators	 and	 strengths,	
weaknesses,	opportunities	and	threats	analysis	(SWOT)	and	benchmar-
king	analyses),	which	are	 considered,	 together	with	 interviews	by	 the	
unit’s	 representatives,	 the	external	committee,	basing	 its	 judgment	on	
international	trends	and	developments	in	science	and	society.	The	exer-
cise	concludes	with	a	report	in	which	the	external	committee	offers	an	
assessment	 both	 in	 text	 (qualitative)	 and	 in	 four	 possible	 quantitative	
categories	(excellent,	very	good,	good	and	unsatisfactory),	accompanied	
by	recommendations	for	the	future.	PhD	programmes,	research	integrity	
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and	 diversity	 are	 also	 considered	 in	 the	 assessment.	 The	 assessment	
report,	together	with	a	response	position	document	by	the	university,	is	
published	in	the	end.

ERiC	project,	referred	previously,	has	targeted	some	of	the	possible	
flaws	of	the	Dutch	SEP,	which,	similar	to	the	REF,	ignores	to	some	extent	
the	processual	nature	and	intermediate	achievements	of	research	acti-
vity.	A	 ‘one	size	 fits	all’	model	groups	diverse	 research	 to	be	assessed	
within	the	same	basket	–	or	research	unit	–	and	by	the	same	committee	
can	ignore	the	variety	of	interactions	among	researchers,	their	environ-
ment	 and	 other	 stakeholders,	 which	 are	 valuable	 sources	 of	 impact.	
Additionally,	 the	 scale	 ‘unsatisfactory-good-very	 good-	 excellent’	 may	
neglect	a	number	of	moderate	–	but	still	relevant	–	impact	studies.

3.3 NORWAY

The	Research	Council	of	Norway	has	 introduced	an	element	of	as-
sessment	 very	 closely	 modelled	 on	 the	 British	 REF	 in	 its	 cyclical	 eva-
luation	of	 scientific	disciplines.	 The	 first	disciplines	 to	be	evaluated	 in	
terms	of	impact	were	the	Humanities	in	2015-2017	(Research	Council	of	
Norway,	2017,	pp.	36-37),	followed	by	the	Social	Sciences	in	2017-2018	
(Research	Council	of	Norway,	2018).	The	Norwegian	evaluation	adopted	
the	definition	of	 impact,	 the	peer-review	approach	and	 indeed	the	 im-
pact	case	study	template	from	the	REF,	hence	it	might	 inherit	some	of	
the	REF	weaknesses	portrayed	in	section	3.1.	The	Norwegian	approach	
differs	from	the	British	model	in	that	it	is	not	tied	to	distribution	of	fun-
ding	and,	at	 least	 in	 the	case	of	 the	exercises	carried	out	 to	date,	 the	
exact	scores	attributed	to	impact	cases	were	not	made	public,	even	in	
an	aggregated	manner.	Instead	descriptive	feedback	was	given	on	the	
overall	‘impact	culture’	of	a	submitting	faculty,	in	some	cases	referring	to	
individual	cases	fields	(e.g.	for	the	Humanities	see	Research	Council	of	
Norway,	2017,	p.	36-41).	While	this	choice	promotes	a	more	light-touch	
approach	 to	 impact,	 without	 generating	 excessive	 anxiety	 about	 the	
exercise,	it	may	be	less	conducive	to	improvement	in	the	area	of	impact	
creation.	Furthermore,	the	subject-specific	evaluations	carried	out	by	the	
Research	Council	of	Norway	can	either	tangle	or	neglect	the	assessment	
of	 transdisciplinary	 research,	 affecting	 the	 valorisation	 of	 ‘productive	
interactions’	and	transdisciplinary	collaborations,	relevant	aspects	of	re-
search	impact	introduced	in	section	2	(but	note	that	submissions	could	
point	out	an	additional,	secondary	panel	for	references).		

3.4 EUROPEAN UNION

Horizon	2020	(H2020),	the	EU’s	research	and	innovation	framework	
programme,	 include	ex ante and	ex	post	assessments	of	 research	and	
innovation	projects,	where	impact	on	regions	is	a	relevant	criterion.	Ap-
plications	 for	 funding	 in	 the	EU’s	 research	and	 innovation	programme	
(H2020	until	2020,	and	Horizon	Europe	in	the	next	budgetary	period)	sets	
some	expected	 impacts	at	 individual,	 institutional	and	systemic	 levels.	
Marie	Skłodowska-Curie	actions,	 for	 instance,	assess	 impact,	 together	
with	excellence	and	 implementation,	 as	 criteria	 for	 awarding	 funding.	
Impact	 assessment,	 with	 a	 weight	 of	 30%	 (2017	 call),	 considers	 the	
impact	 on	 researchers’	 future	 career	 as	 well	 as	 the	 strengthening	 of	
human	 resources	 regionally,	nationally	and	 internationally.	 It	also	con-
siders	and	promotes	transdisciplinary	collaborations	between	academic	
and	regional	partners,	as	well	as	the	communication	and	dissemination	

of	research	in	society.	Additionally,	and	beyond	H2020,	the	EU	supports	
projects	related	to	research	and	innovation	with	societal	impacts	through	
“Cohesion	Policy”	(CP)	and	its	“Research	and	Innovation	Strategies	for	
Smart	Specialisation”	(RIS3).	CP	is	the	core	of	EU’s	strategy	for	territo-
rial	development	of	regions,	especially	less	favoured	regions	(European	
Commission,	 2014).	 The	 impact	 criterion	 has	 entered	 the	 research	 as-
sessment	exercises	conducted	by	the	European	Commission	in	order	to	
fund	and	monitor	research	projects.	There	is	a	whole	range	of	types	of	
projects	and	funding	calls	tackling	different	aspects	and	themes	in	so-
ciety,	encouraging	collaborations	between	academic	and	non-academic	
regional	partners.	The	EU	 is	covering	different	expressions	of	 research	
impact	 through	 their	variety	of	 funded	programmes,	 for	which	 the	as-
sessment	protocols	vary	too.	However,	there	seems	to	be	a	wider	focus	
on	ex-ante	assessments	for	allocating	funds,	and	the	tracking	of	research	
impact	at	the	research	projects	implementation	might	not	be	receiving	
enough	attention.

Other	 countries	 in	which	 impact	has	been	 introduced	somehow	 in	
the	research	assessment	exercise	include:

• Australia:	 “Engagement	 and	 impact	 assessment”	 (EI)	 in	 the	
framework	of	“Excellence	in	Research	Australia”	(ERA)	(Austral-
ian	Research	Council,	2018).

• Canada:	“Payback	System”	(Buxton	and	Hanney,	1996;	“Cana-
dian	Academy	of	Health	Sciences,	2009).

• Hong	Kong:	“Research	Assessment	Exercise	2020”	(Hong	Kong	
University	Grants	Committee,	2018)

•	 	Sweden:	 Swedish	 Agency	 for	 Innovation	 Systems	 (VINNOVA)	
(Jacob,	2006;	Lundequist	and	Waxell,	2010).

• Japan:	National	 Institution	for	Academic	Degrees	and	Quality	
Enhancement	of	Higher	Education	(NIAD-QE,	2018)

In	 addition	 to	 the	 above,	 also	 some	 research	 institutions	 have	 int-
roduced	 their	 own	 approaches	 to	 research	 impact	 evaluation	 (for	 an	
overview	of	approaches	taken	by	three	European	research	institutes	see:	
Gulbrandsen	and	Sivertsen,	2018,	pp.	36-42).

Peer-reviewing	seems	to	be	the	most	common	methodology	for	as-
sessing	 the	 societal	 impacts	of	 research,	 especially	 in	ex ante assess-
ments	 (Holbrook	 and	 Frodeman,	 2011),	 which	 puts	 in	 evidence	 the	
importance	of	qualitative	consideration	in	exercises	of	research	impact	
assessment.	Nevertheless,	the	different	assessment	systems	described	
above	ignore	–	to	different	extents	–	the	multidimensional	nature	of	re-
search	 impact	and	do	not	pay	sufficient	attention	to	certain	attributes	
of	 impactful	 research,	 which	 this	 paper	 takes	 charge	 of	 in	 the	 model	
described	in	the	next	section.	

4. “MULTIDIMENSIONAL 
APPROACH FOR RESEARCH 
IMPACT ASSESSMENT” 
(MARIA MODEL)

Given	the	increasing	pressure	on	considering	research	impact	when	
assessing	research	activity,	it	is	important	to	put	forward	systems	which	
achieve	 this	 in	 broader	 and	 accurate	 way,	 going	 beyond	 (but	 without	
dismissing)	 the	 measurable	 effects	 of	 research.	 In	 alignment	 with	 1)	
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the	context-based	perspective	of	research	assessment	(Spaapen	et	al.,	
2007),	 2)	 the	 transdisciplinary	 collaborations	 and	 ‘productive	 interac-
tions’	concepts	in	research	evaluation	and	monitoring	(Spaapen	and	van	
Drooge,	2011;	van	Drooge	and	Spaapen,	2017),	3)	the	need	for	a	more	
holistic	 view	 in	 the	 observation	 and	 monitoring	 of	 interdisciplinary	 re-
search	(Anzai	et	al.,	2012),	and	4)	the	need	for	a	fairer	treatment	of	SSH	
in	research	impact	assessment	(Benneworth	et	al.,	2016),	this	paper	is	
an	 effort	 for	 joining	 and	 contributing	 to	 the	 ongoing	 learning	 process	
in	research	impact	agenda,	by	proposing	a	multidimensional	and	flexi-
ble	approach	towards	this	issue.	The	MARIA model	is	described	in	this	
section.

4.1 DIMENSIONS OF RESEARCH IMPACT

We	propose	a	model	which	indicates	six	main	dimensions	of	impact-
ful	research.	These	dimensions	are	attributes	of	research	which	may	be	
considered	in	the	assessment	process	of	any	research	project	at	any	sta-
ge:	ex	ante,	mid-term	and	ex	post.	The	order	in	which	these	dimensions	
are	 presented	 does	 not	 represent	 their	 relevance	 or	 weighting	 within	
the	model.	This	model	 is	specifically	designed	with	self-assessment	 in	
mind.	We	believe	carrying	out	such	exercise	would	be	useful	for	scholars	
wanting	to	reflect	on	the	‘impact’	aspect	of	their	work	in	considering	the	
advantages	and	possible	drawbacks,	as	 indeed	it	has	been	for	us	(see	
section	5).

RESPONSIVENESS

“Authentic thinking, thinking that is concerned about reality, does 
not take place in ivory tower isolation, but only in communication.”
Paolo Freire (2000)

Impactful	research	should	be	responsive	to	real	problems	and	issues	
in	society.	The	isolation	of	academia	from	society	leads	to	research	which	
is	not	rooted	in	real-world	challenges.	Hence,	research	should	target	so-
cietal	needs	and	 face	 these	problems	 in	dialogue	with	affected	stake-
holders.	 Following	 Owen’s	 et	 al.	 (2012)	 idea	 of	 policy	 responsiveness,	
impactful	research	should	aim	at:	1)	anticipation,	foreseeing	topics	and	
issues	worth	studying	for	their	importance	in	society’s	future,	2)	reflec-
tion,	 considering	 the	 real	problem	 instead	of	what	audiences	want	 to	
hear	or	read	about,	and	3)	deliberation,	planning	conscientious	actions	
to	respond	to	real	needs	through	research.	All	three	of	these	issues	can	
be	summarised	in	the	concept	of	dialogue	and	external	mediation,	which	
have	a	critical	role	to	play,	especially	in	an	academic	environment,	where	
internal	thought	processes	are	often	prioritised	over	external	responsi-
veness.	Paolo	Freire,	in	Pedagogy	of	the	Oppressed,	takes	this	one	step	
further	 in	discussing	the	importance	of	dialogic	education	as	a	way	to	
create	meaningful,	equitable,	and	transformative	educational	experien-
ces	(Freire,	2000);	we	extend	this	paradigm	to	research	practice,	by	po-
sitioning	responsiveness	as	the	main	requirement	for	dialogic	research.

Impactful	responsive	research	should	be	realistically	ambitious	too,	
by	aspiring	to	make	clear,	specific	and	valuable	contributions	to	current	
public	debates	and/or	 to	 the	resolution	of	needs	 in	society	and	 indus-
try.	 Ambitious	 research	 tackles	 issues	 at	 different	 levels	 in	 terms	 of	
geography,	disciplines	or	actors,	among	others.	The	pursuit	of	ambitious	
research	can	 take	place	 in	different	ways:	by	engaging	with	global	or	

long-term	 issues,	 involving	stakeholders	more	 integrally,	embracing	 in-
terdisciplinary,	implementing	collaboration	with	actors	outside	academia	
(e.g.	industry,	citizens),	and	in	general,	performing	actions	to	generate	a	
greater	 impact.	Research	should	be	ambitious	and	open-minded	while	
remaining	realistic	and	testable.	Responsiveness,	as	a	dimension	of	im-
pactful	 research,	 must	 contribute	 to	 achieving	 “Responsible	 Research	
and	 Innovation”	 (RRI).	 Therefore,	 responsive	 research	 should	 also	 be	
responsible	“in	the	context	of	research	and	innovation	as	collective	ac-
tivities	with	uncertain	and	unpredictable	consequences”	 (Owen	et	al.,	
2012).	Ex	ante,	mid-term	and	ex	post	assessments	of	research	respon-
siveness	can	revise	how	the	researchers	argue,	consider	or	take	care	of	
current	needs	and/or	real	problems	in	society	and	how	this	is	–	planned	
to	be	–	achieved.

Responsiveness example:	The	body	of	knowledge	on	environmen-
tal	 sustainability	 and	 clean	 energies	 responds	 to	 the	 global	 warming	
and	pollution	problem	 that	 threatens	 society	and	which	has	been	on	
the	increase	during	the	last	two	decades	(Ostrom,	2009);	this	growing	
research	stream	is	responsive	to	a	relevant	issue	in	current	society.	The	
environmental	 problem	 that	 society	 faces	 has	 been	 studied	 by	 seve-
ral	 researchers	 from	 different	 disciplines	 within	 natural	 sciences	 and	
engineering	but	also	within	 social	 sciences	and	humanities,	 trying	 to	
contribute	 to	 the	 understanding	 and	 solution	 of	 global	 warming	 and	
pollution	generation	from	different	bodies	of	knowledge	and	with	dif-
ferent	perspectives.

ACCESSIBILITY

“Making research results more accessible to all societal actors 
contributes to better and more efficient science, and to innovation 
in the public and private sectors.”

European Commission (2018)

Impactful	research	should	be	accessible	to	stakeholders	and	society	
in	general,	within	the	limits	of	feasibility.	This	 includes	its	communica-
tion	 and	 dissemination	 both	 within	 and	 outside	 the	 academy,	 ideally	
allowing	all	stakeholders	to	access	and	engage	in	the	research.	Accessi-
bility	among	the	general	public	is	also	important	but	may	be	limited,	de-
pending	on	research	scope.	The	dimension	of	accessibility	assesses	how	
the	research	is	planned	to	involve	or	be	communicated	to	academic	and	
non-academic	stakeholders	and	the	general	public	(ex-ante	assessment)	
and	how	it	ends	up	involving	or	being	effectively	communicated	to	both	
groups	(ex-post	assessment).

One	example	of	 accessibility	 includes	public	 academics.	Using	Mi-
chael	 Burawoy’s	 definition,	 public	 academics	 are	 communicative	 in	
knowledge	production,	derive	legitimacy	from	their	relevance,	are	held	
accountable	by	the	designated	publics	 they	 interact	with,	and	engage	
in	public	political	dialogue	(Burawoy,	2004).	However,	the	challenge	of	
being	a	public	academic	is	to	also	ensure	that	research	is	reliable	and	
consistent	with	all	ethical	standards.	The	recent	case	of	Brian	Wansink	at	
Cornell	University	illustrates	the	damage	that	can	be	done	when	accessi-
bility	is	valued	too	heavily.	Wansink	led	the	prestigious	“Cornell	Food	and	
Brand	Lab”,	which	was	known	for	its	revolutionary	and	highly	accessible	
studies	 on	 the	 intersection	 of	 food	 consumption	 and	 psychology.	 This	
research	lab	regularly	grabbed	newspaper	headlines	in	the	United	States	
with	easily	 reportable	headlines,	mostly	 focused	on	ways	humans	can	
be	psychologically	queued	to	eat	more	or	less	food.	These	findings	were	
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regularly	 reported	 in	magazines,	newspapers,	on	the	“Food	and	Brand	
Lab’s”	website,	and	in	Wansink’s	mass	market	paperback	books.	How-
ever	 in	 2017,	 four	 early	 career	 researchers	 poured	 through	 Wansink’s	
publications	and	created	the	Wansink	Dossier:	a	list	of	over	50	publica-
tions	with	“minor	to	very	serious	issues”	(Zee,	2017,	website	–	no	page	
number	available)	that	eventually	resulted	in	an	investigative	journalist	
report	 (Lee,	2018)	and	Wansink’s	eventual	 resignation	from	Cornell	 for	
data	manipulation	and	tampering	(Rosenberg	and	Wong,	2018).	His	case	
makes	clear	how	an	extreme	drive	for	accessibility	while	neglecting	ethi-
cal	standards	can	significantly	damage	research	aims.	For	 this	 reason,	
our	 overall	 model	 is	 holistic	 and	 includes	 other	 elements	 of	 research	
impact.	

Accessibility	may	also	link	to	the	Open Science movement,	a	“move-
ment	to	make	scientific	research	and	data	accessible	to	all”	(UNESCO,	
website	–	no	page	number	available).	This	movement	has	most	recently	
been	typified	by	The	Amsterdam	Call	for	Action	on	Open	Science	which	
calls	for	open	access	for	scientific	publications,	data	sharing	and	reuse,	
alignment	of	best	practices	and	policies,	and,	most	notably,	“new	assess-
ment,	reward,	and	evaluation	systems”	(Ministry	of	Education,	Culture,	
and	Science,	The	Netherlands,	2016,	pg.	3).	Accessibility	 refers	 to	 this	
type	of	focus,	which	does	not	just	encourage	openness	in	research	com-
munication/dissemination	but	proactively	pursues	it.	

Accessibility example:	“Why	We	Post	–	Social	Media	through	the	
Eyes	of	the	World”	is	a	collaborative	effort	from	nine	anthropologists	“re-
searching	the	role	of	social	media	in	people’s	everyday	lives”	(University	
College	London,	website	–	no	page	number	available).	The	most	extraor-
dinary	part	of	their	research	was	how	they	communicated	findings.	The	
researchers	created	multiple	free	eBooks,	made	an	entirely	free	MOOC	
(Massive	Open	Online	Course)	through	the	digital	education	platform	Fu-
tureLearn,	kept	a	blog	throughout	the	course	of	the	research,	had	social	
media	presences	on	Facebook,	Twitter,	and	YouTube,	and	created	a	tho-
roughly	 interactive	website	with	simplified	discoveries,	 stories,	 videos,	
and	interactive	maps.	This	is	in	addition	to	the	book	chapters	and	journal	
articles	published.	Furthermore,	“Why	We	Post”	also	ensured	that	these	
materials	were	accessible	in	the	languages	of	the	countries	where	they	
conducted	 research,	 ensuring	 translation	 in	 English,	 Portuguese,	 Spa-
nish,	 Italian,	 Turkish,	 Chinese,	 Tamil,	 and	 Hindi.	 “Why	 We	 Post”	 is	 an	
extreme	but	also	important	example	of	accessibility.

REFLEXIVITY

“Train PhD students to be thinkers not just specialists…
put the philosophy back into the doctorate of philosophy.”

Gundula Bosch (2018)

Most	of	the	people	who	conduct	research	in	academia	are	PhD	stu-
dents	or	graduates.	In	this	sense,	it	is	important	to	remember	that	PhD	
stands	for	Doctor	of	Philosophy,	and	beyond	being	experts	or	specialists	
in	a	given	field,	researchers	should	be,	by	definition,	thinkers	and	the-
orisers	(Bosch,	2018).	To	this	end,	reflexivity	 is	concerned	with	critical 
reflection.	In	this	dimension,	the	researcher	may	ask:	‘has	the	process	
of	 theorising	 and	 research	 design	 been	 comprehensive,	 well-planned,	
ethical,	and	critical?’,	‘have	the	research	theories	and	conclusions	been	
thoroughly	broken	down,	evaluated,	and	critiqued?’.	Impactful	research	
should	 incorporate	 conscious	 and	 deep	 reasoning	 on	 the	 conducted	
research’s	 objective,	 methodology	 and	 results,	 in	 order	 to	 understand	

how	it	contributes	to	certain	body	of	scientific	knowledge	and	to	public	
debates.	 In	 this	sense,	 the	building	of	 theory	and	analysis	of	 research	
results	is	especially	relevant	for	understanding	the	gap	between	inten-
tion	and	what	has	really	been	achieved	(implications)	in	the	conducted	
research.

While	analysis	and	reflection	are	important,	there	is	also	a	need	to	
reflect	 critically.	 Brookfield	 (2000)	 points	 out	 that	 critical	 reflection	 in-
volves	a	power	analysis	 of	 the	 situation	or	 context.	 This	 type	of	 refle-
xivity	 is	necessary	 from	an	ethical	and	even	ecological	perspective,	 to	
ensure	 that	 the	 research	 itself	 is	 not	 contributing	 to	 inequality.	 While	
critical	reflection	is	important,	it	is	also	necessary	to	then	act	upon	that	
reflection,	not	treating	it	simply	as	an	academic	exercise	but	one	which	
encourages	true	change	in	the	research	design	and	otherwise.	Critical	
reflection	 without	 social	 action	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 “self-indulgent	 form	
of	speculation	that	makes	no	real	differences”	(Cranton,	2006,	pg.	45).	
This	leads	research	impact	back	to	the	external	focus	of	responsiveness,	
the	 first	dimension	 in	 this	model.	Research	activity	can	be	critical	and	
reflexive	without	diminishing	its	scientific	value.

Reflexivity examples:	Within	the	paper	“Designs	and	(Co)Incidents:	
Cultures	of	Scholarship	and	Public	Policy	on	Foreigners/Minorities	in	the	
Netherlands”	 (Essed	 and	 Nimako,	 2006),	 the	 authors	 argue	 for	 an	 in-
creased	level	of	reflexivity	on	“Race	Critical	Perspectives”	in	the	Dutch	
academic	community.	They	contend	that	these	frameworks	on	race	and	
power	hierarchies	have	been	disregarded	 in	 favour	of	what	 they	 term	
‘minority	research’.	Due	this	focus	on	ethnic	minorities,	an	institutional	
culture	of	problematisation	of	the	‘other’	has	developed.	This	example	of	
meta-analysis	is	most	prevalent	within	“Critical	Theory”	perspectives	but	
can	be	incorporated	into	any	discipline.

ECOLOGY

“What can be studied is always a relationship or
an infinite regress of relationships. Never a ‘thing’.”	

Gregory Bateson (2000)

We	believe	impactful	research	should	be	ecological,	not	only	in	its	
environmental	 conception,	 but	 also	 socially,	 culturally	 and	 economic-
ally	 (Scoones,	 1999).	 An	 ecological	 approach	 to	 research	 is	 a	 holistic	
and	intersectional	one	that	considers	and	is	aware	of	the	relationships	
among	different	types	of	agents	in	the	research	activity,	in	the	pathway	
from	research	to	practice	and	in	the	implications	for	researchers	them-
selves.	In	terms	of	impact,	ecological	research	should	consider	not	just	
the	possible	benefits	for	the	affected	community,	but	also	the	possible	
disadvantages	which	they	may	suffer	in	a	short	and	long	run.	In	a	broa-
der	perspective,	ecological	research	would	favour	a	holistic	orientation,	
which	Deshler	and	Selener	(1991)	see	as	one	of	the	primary	indicators	
that	the	conducted	research	will	be	transformative	or	have	impact.	While	
researchers	are	often	encouraged	to	focus	on	the	micro	or	minutiae	of	
a	 topic,	 a	 larger	 understanding	 of	 the	 overall	 research	 landscape	 in	 a	
particular	field	and	of	the	interconnectivity	among	academic	disciplines	
is	essential	for	research	to	be	deemed	‘ecological’.

An	ecological	mind-set	in	research	should	also	encourage	collegiality,	
bearing	 in	 mind	 its	 effect	 on	 researchers	 and	 research	 stakeholders.	
Being	 collegial	 refers	 to	 being	 open	 to	 other	 researchers,	 supporting	
more	junior	colleagues,	treating	people	in	a	non-instrumental	way,	and	
in	general,	considering	the	well-being	of	others,	enabling	and	strengthe-
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ning	‘learning	on	the	job’	(Little,	1982)	for	academics	at	universities.	In	
this	sense,	we	think	that	impactful	research	should	support	the	position	
of	the	field	and	its	impact	on	external	communities,	and	ideally	it	should	
encourage	and/or	be	the	result	of	collaborative	work.	

Finally,	 the	 concept	 of	 ecological	 impact	 may	 refer	 to	 the	 position	
of	outreach	and	dissemination	in	the	researcher’s	own	career	plan	and	
broader	 life	 perspective.	 We	 see	 increasingly	 how	 academic	 activities	
aimed	at	complying	with	governmental	policies	or	preparation	to	evalu-
ation	exercises	takes	away	valuable	time	from	research	itself.	This	can	
lead	to	impact	activities	becoming	‘instrumental’	–	i.e.	the	impact	itself	
is	secondary	to	the	advantage	it	generates	in	terms	of	research	funding,	
assessment	scores	etc.	Therefore,	it	is	always	worth	reflecting	on	whe-
ther	the	paperwork	connected	to	documenting	impact	is	not	driving	us	
away	from	the	‘core	business’	of	academic	work,	and	if	it	is	not	affecting	
in	a	negative	way	our	relationships	with	the	stakeholders.

Ecology example:	 An	 impact	 case	 study	 submitted	 to	 the	 British	
REF	 (CS1698,	 Electropalatography	 (EPG)	 to	 Support	 Speech	 Pathology	
Assessment,	 Diagnosis	 and	 Intervention,	 Queen	 Margaret	 University)	
described	 a	 situation	 in	 which	 scholars	 working	 on	 a	 speech	 therapy	
device	had	too	many	volunteers	for	the	experimental	treatment.	In	order	
not	to	disappoint	potential	patients	who	would	have	to	be	turned	away,	
the	scholars	decided	not	to	publicise	the	experimental	treatment	at	the	
current	stage,	despite	the	fact	that	this	could	limit	their	‘claim	to	impact’,	
possibly	resulting	in	a	 lower	score	 in	the	REF	evaluation	(Wróblewska,	
2018).	This	 illustrates	how	dimensions	which	are	not	accounted	 for	 in	
existing	models	of	evaluation	can	be	reflected	 in	the	multidimensional	
model	we	propose.

ADAPTABILITY

“Being open to the possibility that our understanding or definition
of a research problem may be inappropriate or partial.”	

Maureen G. Reed and Evelyn J. Peters (2014)

We	argue	that	impactful	research	is	adaptable to	different	contexts	
and	stakeholders.	This	dimension	of	research	impact	refers	to	the	usa-
bility	of	the	different	research	components,	such	as	methods	and	data,	
in	further	studies	or	across	different	samples	(Hill	et	al.,	1997),	looking	
for	possibilities	for	research	impact.	In	view	of	the	permanent	develop-
ment	of	 research	 infrastructures	 (Ribes	and	Polk,	2014),	 together	with	
the	evolution	of	 research	objects	and	 researchers	 themselves,	 there	 is	
a	need	for	research	activity	to	be	more	adaptive and	resilient.	Adaptive	
and	 resilient	 research	methods	“embrace the uncertainty and partiality 
of knowledge creation as well as the dynamism of the research process”	
(Reed	and	Peters,	2014,	pg.	19).	Accordingly,	research	resilience	should	
be	 understood	 as	 its	 ability	 to	 absorb	 perturbations	 (anticipation)	 and	
adapt	to	change	(plan	for	change),	in	line	with	the responsiveness	di-
mension.	Adaptable	research	must	take	care	of	recording	and	reporting	
methods	 and	 data	 appropriately	 (Mesirov,	 2010).	 Potential	 for	 adapta-
tions	of	research	can	be	assessed	1)	ex	ante,	by	ascertaining	how	the	
thesis,	hypothesis,	methods	and	analysis	meant	to	be	used	have	the	po-
tential	to	be	applied	in	different	contexts	and	how	data	and	methods	are	
planned	to	be	tracked	and	recorded,	and	2)	ex	post,	by	revising	executed	
or	planned	adaptations	of	 the	research,	and	watching	the	accuracy	 in	
the	track	and	record	of	extant	data	and	methods.

The	adaptability	of	 research	can	be	purposeful	and	serviceable,	as	
it	 allows	 keeping	 research	 relevant	 and	 strengthening	 research-policy	

dialogue	in	the	face	of	the	changing	needs	of	decision-makers	in	diffe-
rent	scenarios.	Impactful	research	can	be	reused	or	adapted	in	numerous	
occasions,	achieving	various	impacts,	or	it	can	bring	questions	that	must	
be	answered	several	times	in	different	contexts,	with	different	stakehol-
ders,	serving	different	audiences.	Consequently,	we	think	that	impactful	
research	should	be	clear	about	its	limitations,	potential	future	research	
opportunities	(including	adaptations/reproductions)	and	unanswered	or	
emerging	questions	that	can	lead	to	further	research	impact	elsewhere.	
Impactful	research	can	be	stimulating	both	in	the	questions	it	answers	
and	in	the	new	questions	it	rises.

Adaptability example:	The	“Blue Ocean Strategy”,	formulated	by	Kim	
and	Mauborgne	(2004),	 is	a	marketing	theory	that	transcended	acade-
my	and	has	been	followed	by	many	firms	and	entrepreneurs	around	the	
world.	 Such	 strategy	 proposes,	 in	 general	 terms,	 that	 firms	 aiming	 at	
developing	 strong	competitive	advantages	 should	 look	 for	unexploited	
market	 spaces,	 avoiding	 competition	 and	 focusing	 on	 new	 innovative	
applications	that	generate	new	customers.	This	work	has	also	inspired	
many	 research	 pieces	 including	 empirical	 applications	 or	 studies	 and	
further	theoretical	developments	on	organisational	strategy.

4.2 THE MODEL IN PRACTICE

The	MARIA	model	which	we	put	forward	here	is	primarily	designed	
for	qualitative	self-assessment	by	researchers.	While	this	paper	discus-
ses	other	 types	of	national	assessment	models,	 it	 is	 important	 to	note	
that	this	proposal	is	not	meant	to	be	used	by	third	parties,	specifically	in	
relation	to	funding	decisions.	While	qualitative	assessment	is	important,	
for	a	 simpler	 visualisation	 to	assist	 researchers,	 these	dimensions	can	
be	operationalised,	and	the	assessment	quantified	if	necessary.	Again,	
the	meaning	of	these	numerical	values	can	and	should	be	assigned	in	
a	way	that	is	most	meaningful	to	the	individual	researcher.	Hence,	we	
have	not	provided	any	recommendations	for	scale	meaning,	beyond	the	
basic	 focus	 on	 a	 numerical	 (1-5)	 scale.	 Having	 looked	 at	 the	 different	
research	impact	dimensions	separately,	any	research	can	be	represented	
through	a	pentagonal	 figure	–	 the	 “MARIA	pentagon”	–	 showing	 the	
grades	given	to	the	research	in	the	different	dimensions,	as	exemplified	
in	Figure 1.	Note	that	a	similar	radar	representation	has	been	used	in	
the	impact	assessment	of	the	French	National	Institute	for	Agricultural	
Research	(INRA,	2018),	although	there	it	represented	different	areas	of	
impact	(e.g.	health,	economy	etc.).
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Figure 1	–	MARIA	Pentagon

				
The	MARIA	pentagon	of	the	left	represents	a	hypothetical	situation	

in	which	the	self-assessed	research	is	totally	successful	in	all	its	dimen-
sions,	while	the	pentagon	of	the	right	represents	a	research	assessment	
that	goes	in	an	ascending	clockwise	order	from	responsiveness.	The	next	
section	provides	real	examples	of	self-assessments	using	the	model.

5. SELF-ASSESSMENT 
EXAMPLES

We	 as	 authors	 of	 the	 MARIA	 model	 have	 put	 under	 consideration	
our	 own	 PhD	 projects	 using	 the	 self-assessment	 sheets	 found	 in	 this	
paper’s	Annex.	Ex	ante	(dissertation	in	formulation),	mid-term	(disserta-
tion	in	progress)	and	ex	post	(dissertation	finalised)	research	impact	self-
assessments	were	conducted	by	Bradley	Good	(2018),	Sergio	Manrique	
(2018)	and	Marta	N.	Wróblewska	(2018)	respectively.

6. DISCUSSION
Each	author	of	a	self-assessment	has	offered	an	outline	on	the	expe-

rience	using	the	MARIA	model	to	assess	research	impact:
• Bradley Good:	“Last	year	I	underwent	a	major	funding	applica-

tion	with	the	Irish	Research	Council	which	contained	elements	
of	research	impact	and	encouraged	me	to	reflect	on	this	issue.	
However,	the	treatment	of	this	aspect	seemed	cursory	and	pri-
marily	focused	on	narrative	utilisation	rather	than	a	systematic	

treatment	of	this	issue.	I	found	that	utilising	this	more	concrete	
approach	 gave	 my	 research	 planning	 additional	 focus	 and	
provided	easily	understandable	ways	 that	 I	 could	 improve	my	
project.	Specifically,	accessibility	was	lower	than	I	would	have	
anticipated	which	now	provides	me	with	extra	incentive	to	do	
more	outreach	and	promote	my	research	publicly.	This	exercise	
was	incredibly	helpful,	and	I	plan	to	incorporate	my	self-assess-
ment	as	an	official	part	of	my	PhD	eight-month	proposal”.

• Sergio Manrique:	“I	had	been	exposed	to	assessment	exercises	
at	project/institutional	 levels,	but	 those	really	didn’t	allow	me	
to	 reflect	on	my	 individual	 research	 impact.	 This	exercise	has	
brought	 issues	 I	was	not	 really	aware	of	and	might	 route	my	
future	 actions	 towards	 developing	 the	 dimensions	 that	 can	
boost	 the	 impact	of	my	 research	on	my	stakeholders	but	also	
on	 the	 general	 public.	 This	 self-assessment	 has	 also	 allowed	
me	to	realise	that	research	impact	isn’t	achieved	only	through	
the	research	outputs	themselves	(publications,	reports,	patents,	
etc.),	as	impact	can	be	generated	by	taking	actions	during	the	
research	process	itself,	actions	that	slip	pass	in	the	day-to-day	
of	a	researcher”.

• Marta Wróblewska:	“In	theory,	every	researcher	wants	to	pro-
duce	research	which	is	reflexive,	accessible,	adaptable	etc.,	but	
we	rarely	take	the	time	to	actually	evaluate	what	we	have	done	
so	 far.	 This	 is	 also	 due	 to	 the	 continuous	 nature	 of	 scientific	
work:	there	is	always	that	one	more	article	to	write,	one	more	
seminar	 to	get	 to,	 one	more	dissemination	activity	before	we	
can	 ‘wrap	up’	and	evaluate	our	current	project.	 In	 this	sense,	
approaching	 the	 self-assessment	 was	 an	 incentive	 to	 take	 a	
step	 back	 and	 reflect	 on	 what	 has	 been	 achieved	 and	 what	
still	requires	work.	The	most	interesting	discovery	for	me	would	
have	to	do	with	the	‘serendipity’	of	impact	–	the	areas	where	
my	research	has	been	influential	are	not	necessarily	the	ones	
where	I	planned	to	have	impact”.	

Overall,	we	found	that	the	utilisation	of	our	model	to	be	simple	and	
effective,	with	enough	data	visualised	for	researchers	to	know	where	to	
improve	while	keeping	the	process	unencumbered	by	lengthy	narrative	
or	complex	metrics.	With	this	initial	‘field	test’	a	success,	our	next	step	
is	 to	acquire	 feedback	and	continue	to	 improve	our	operationalisation,	
eventually	distributing	and	 testing	 it	within	a	broader	demographic	of	
SSH	researchers.

Future	research	opportunities	within	this	paradigm	are	abundant	but	
of	primary	 importance	are	the	consideration	of	additional	research	 im-
pact	dimensions,	exploring	links	and	correlations	between	these	dimen-
sions,	studying	the	operationalisation	of	this	model	in	different	contexts,	
and	identifying	potential	discipline-specific	weighting	configurations.	In	
addition,	other	possibilities	include	refining	specific	dimensional	indica-
tors,	 providing	 further	 comparison	 to	 national	 systems	 of	 evaluations,	
and	 examining	 any	 differences	 in	 use	 and	 user	 experience	 between	
STEM	and	SSH	researchers.	The	usability	and	usefulness	of	the	model	
would	ideally	be	tested	empirically,	for	instance	within	one	department	
or	research	project	over	a	period	of	time	–	the	authors	intend	to	pursue	
opportunities	of	carrying	out	such	a	case	study.	Regardless,	one	must	
bear	in	mind	that	this	model	is	in	the	theoretical	stages	of	development,	
primarily	utilised	for	self-assessment	rather	than	an	institutional	focus.	It	
might	however	be	implemented	as	part	of	internal	assessments	(one	of	
the	authors	of	this	study	intends	to	implement	it	in	this	way	–	see	above)	
and	 included	 as	 a	 supplementary	 document,	 even	 in	 more	 qualitative	
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exercises	(to	account	for	the	ethical	dimension	of	impact.	As	mentioned	
before,	 this	model	proposal	 is	a	suggestion	 for	broadening	the	debate	
on	the	existent	research	assessment	systems	and	how	these	should	be	
enhanced,	 tasks	 in	which	more	 insights	and	 theoretical	 and	empirical	
contributions	are	needed.

7. CONCLUSION
The	inclusion	of	research	impact	criterion	within	the	research	assess-

ment	exercise	in	several	national	systems	represents	a	relevant	develop-
ment	in	the	valuation	of	research	activity.	However,	the	assessment	and	
measurement	of	research	impact	is	an	ongoing	process.	A	heavy	focus	on	
quantitative	assessment,	specifically	for	funding	and	allocation	of	other	
opportunities,	can	lead	to	a	neglect	of	important	qualitative	factors.	To	
provide	an	accurate	depiction	of	 research	 impact,	 recognition	and	un-
derstanding	of	 these	attributes	must	be	encouraged.	 To	 this	 end,	 this	
research	 paper	 proposes	 and	 explains	 a	 Multidimensional Approach 
for Research Impact Assessment (MARIA Model),	 highlighting	 five	
impactful	attributes	of	research:	Responsiveness, Accessibility, Refle-
xivity, Ecology,	and	Adaptability.	 These	dimensions	are	presented	as	
attributes	of	impactful	research	conducted	in	any	area	or	discipline.	How-
ever,	this	multidimensional	model	explicitly	looks	for	a	fairer	treatment	of	
SSH	in	the	assessment	of	research	impact.	The	operationalisation	of	this	
multidimensional	model	has	also	been	explained.	To	 this	end,	a	set	of	
scales	is	proposed	for	self-assessing	each	of	the	dimensions,	and	a	tool	
suggested	to	represent	 the	general	 impact	of	a	research:	The MARIA 
Pentagon,	which	could	be	useful	in	collective	exercises	of	research	as-
sessment	where	rankings	and	thresholds	are	required.	Rather	than	sug-
gesting	a	fixed	model	for	research	impact	assessment,	this	paper	aims	at	
evidencing	the	existence	of	further	impactful	attributes	that	the	research	
impact	agenda	might	have	been	neglecting.	The	assessment	of	research	
impact	 can’t	avoid	 the	qualitative	 implications	of	 science,	as	 reducing	
research	value	to	its	measurable	effects	would	not	be	coherent	with	the	
nature	of	research	practice,	and	therefore	it	would	be	recommendable	to	
consider	a	broader	perspective	in	the	assessment	exercise,	like	the	one	
proposed	in	this	work.

While	there	are	several	developed	systems	for	external	assessment	
of	impact,	we	believe	that	what	is	lacking	in	the	panorama	of	research	
evaluation	 is	1)	a	 framework	to	systematically	 reflect	on	the	 impact	of	
one’s	 own	 work	 (self-assessment)	 2)	 a	 multi-levelled	 model	 which	 re-
cognises	the	complexity	of	any	impactful	work,	3)	a	model	which	expli-
citly	recognises	the	ethical	aspect	of	conducting	impactful	research	and	
offers	a	clear	 framework	 for	 reflection	on	 these	 issues.	 The	model	we	
propose	aims	to	address	the	above-mentioned	gaps.	Finally,	our	model	
considers	the	serendipitous	nature	of	research	impact	generation	(Der-
rick	and	Samuel,	2016).	It	could	be	argued	that	a	research	project	could	
fare	very	highly	in	the	MARIA	model	scale,	without	actually	realising	a	
‘change	or	benefit’	to	society	(as	the	REF	definition	of	impact	has	it),	for	
instance	due	to	lack	of	uptake	of	a	potentially	impactful	innovation,	lack	
of	financing	for	implementation	or	many	other	factors	which	are	beyond	
the	academics’	control.	While	this	is	a	real	possibility,	we	would	stress	
that	the	MARIA	model	looks	at	the	process	of	generating	impact,	rather	

than	the	final	effects	thereof.	We	would	argue	that	a	project	which	con-
siders	the	five	dimensions	is	very	likely	to	produce	research	impact,	doing	
so	in	a	sustainable	and	ethically-aware	way.	

Our	proposal	contributes	to	the	ongoing	learning	process	of	research	
impact,	in	alignment	with	the	context-based	perspective	of	research	as-
sessment	 (Spaapen	 et	 al.,	 2007)	 and	 in	 recognition	 of	 the	 need	 for	 a	
more	holistic	view	in	the	observation	and	monitoring	of	interdisciplinary	
research	(Anzai	et	al.,	2012).	Rather	than	suggesting	a	fixed	model	for	
research	impact	assessment,	this	paper	aims	at	evidencing	the	existence	
of	additional	aspects	of	conducting	impactful	research	that	existing	re-
search	assessment	systems	do	not	fully	recognise	or	represent.
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EX-ANTE RESEARCH IMPACT SELF-
ASSESSMENT EXAMPLE (GOOD, 2018)
ACCESSIBILITY

Are my research outputs accessible to different stakeholders and society 
in general? Do I communicate and disseminate them broadly and effec-
tively?

My	research	outputs	will	primarily	exist	in	the	form	of	journal	articles	and	po-
tential	policy	documents	with	direct	access	available	to	all	participating	sta-
keholders.
Grade:	2.0/5.0

RESEARCH DESCRIPTION

Title:	Teaching	critical	perspectives	–	The	transformative	learning	
potential	of	diversity	courses	within	Dutch	higher	education.

Type:	PhD	thesis.

Dates:	September	2018	–	Present.

Objective:	Studying	to	what	degree	diversity	education	courses	in	
The	Netherlands	successfully	meet	course	objectives,	incorporate	
critical	perspectives,	and	reduce	racist	behaviours	while	encoura-
ging	further	exploration	of	these	issues	beyond	the	classroom.	

Author:	Bradley	Good.

Institution:	Vrije	Universiteit	Amsterdam	(NL).

Status: Formulation.

REFLEXIVITY

Do I reflect on how comprehensive, well-planned, ethical and critical my 
research is? Have I evaluated and critiqued my theories and analyses?

I	 regularly	revise	and	update	my	research	plan	 in	accordance	with	new	lite-
rature	 and	 theories.	 My	 analysis	 itself	 is	 based	 on	 a	 theoretical	 frame	 that	
encourages	deconstruction	and	critical	analysis.
Grade: 4.0/5.0

SELF-ASSESSMENT CONCLUSIONS

Research Impact Pentagon

ASSESSMENT CONCLUSIONS
Overall	my	research	seems	to	be	successfully	planned	for	modera-
te	research	 impact.	However,	accessibility	could	greatly	 improve,	
with	 a	 secondary	 emphasis	 on	 ecology.	 While	 adaptability	 does	
not	have	a	high	score,	this	is	primarily	due	to	the	limited	scope	of	
research,	which	is	unavoidable.

ECOLOGY

Does my research consider the relationships and connections among sta-
keholders and subjects? Was I collegial while conducting this research?

My	research	subjects	are	also	some	of	my	most	important	stakeholders	as	im-
proving	their	educational	opportunities	benefits	them,	as	well	as	their	instruc-
tors	and	institutions.
Grade:	3.0/5.0

ADAPTABILITY

Is my research impact usable in different contexts and among different 
stakeholders? Am I aware of the limitations, and unanswered or emerging 
questions from my research?

While	my	research	focuses	on	a	Dutch	context,	it	could	be	adaptable	to	other	
higher	education	cultures	in	the	future	but	only	after	multiple	studies.	This	is	
due	to	the	limited	sample	size	and	time	constraints.
Grade:	3.0/5.0
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MID-TERM RESEARCH IMPACT SELF-ASSESSMENT 
EXAMPLE (MANRIQUE, 2018)
RESPONSIVENESS

Does my research respond to real problems and needs in society? Am I 
contributing to current public debates?

University-firm	 collaboration	 can	 be	 a	 powerful	 tool	 for	 the	 performance	 of	
firms	and	for	the	development	of	regions,	which	can	indirectly	end	up	bene-
fitting	 citizens.	 However,	 my	 research	 is	 primarily	 focused	 on	 the	 economic	
impact	on	industry.
Grade:	4.0/5.0

RESEARCH DESCRIPTION

Title: Assessing	the	impact	of	university-firm	collaboration	on	firm	
performance	and	regional	development	(part	of	a	horizon	2020	trai-
ning	network).

Type: PhD	thesis.

Dates:	February	2017	–	Present.

Objective:	Assessing	the	impact	of	university-firm	collaboration	on	
firms’	innovation	capacity	and	economic	performance,	and	explo-
ring	how	such	impact	translates	into	economic	growth	and	social	
development	in	the	regions	where	the	interaction	takes	place.

Author: Sergio	Manrique.

Institution: Universitat	Autònoma	de	Barcelona	(ES)

Status:	In	execution.

More info at:	https://runinproject.eu/sergio-andres-manrique-garzon/

ACCESSIBILITY

Are my research outputs accessible to different stakeholders and society 
in general? Do I communicate and disseminate them broadly and effec-
tively?

Research	in	my	project	is	meant	to	be	published	in	Open	Access	outlets.	I	am	
active	in	attending	conferences	and	workshops	to	communicate	and	dissemi-
nate	my	findings.	Work	 in	progress	and	other	 research	outputs	 (blog	posts,	
reports)	are	publicly	available	at	the	project	website.
Grade:	4.5/5.0

REFLEXIVITY

Do I reflect on how comprehensive, well-planned, ethical and critical my 
research is? Have I evaluated and critiqued my theories and analyses?

PhD	topics	within	this	Horizon	2020	project	were	mostly	fixed.	I	have,	however,	
spent	a	significant	amount	of	 time	planning	the	methods	and	data	 I	should	
use.	In	the	end,	I	incorporated	a	qualitative	approach	to	a	project	which	was	
planned	to	be	quantitative,	and	now	I	am	conducting	mixed	methods	research.
Grade:	1.5/5.0

SELF-ASSESSMENT CONCLUSIONS

Research Impact Pentagon

ASSESSMENT CONCLUSIONS

My	PhD	project’s	impact	is	boosted	by	being	part	of	a	Horizon	2020	
training	network,	through	which	accessibility	of	research	outputs	
is	facilitated.	Additionally,	I	make	part	of	an	established	network	of	
academics	and	regional	stakeholders,	which	contribute	to	shaping	
my	research	in	a	responsive	manner.	However,	by	being	a	project	
planned	 in	 advance	 (before	 recruiting	 researchers),	 the	 range	 of	
action	on	the	research	design	is	limited,	and	there	hasn’t	been	too	
much	focus	on	critical	thinking.

ECOLOGY

Does my research consider the relationships and connections among sta-
keholders and subjects? Was I collegial while conducting this research?

I	make	part	of	a	team	of	junior	and	senior	researchers	as	well	as	regional	and	
non-academic	partners.	My	project	is	one	piece	in	the	larger	RUNIN	proposal.
Grade:	3.0/5.0

ADAPTABILITY

Is my research impact usable in different contexts and among different 
stakeholders? Am I aware of the limitations, and unanswered or emerging 
questions from my research?

What	I	am	doing	using	Spanish	data	can	be	readapted	using	data	from	other	
countries	and	regions,	and	for	phenomena	beyond	university-firm	collaborati-
on.	I	always	state	research	limitations	in	my	publications.
Grade:	3.0/5.0
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EX-POST RESEARCH IMPACT SELF-ASSESSMENT 
EXAMPLE (WRÓBLEWSKA, 2018)
RESPONSIVENESS

Does my research respond to real problems and needs in society? Am I 
contributing to current public debates?

My	study	of	the	Impact	Agenda	responds	to	a	need	of	academics	and	policy-
makers	 to	 tackle	 the	question	of	 impact	evaluation,	 focusing	on	 the	under-
studied	 aspect	 of	 language	 change	 and	 self-representation.	 Since	 I	 started	
my	PhD,	systems	of	impact	evaluation	have	been	adopted	in	several	countries,	
generating	considerable	interest	in	my	work’s	practical	implications,	particu-
larly	in	the	linguistic	aspect	of	editing	impact	case	studies.
Grade: 4.0/5.0

RESEARCH DESCRIPTION

Title: The	making	of	the	Impact	Agenda	–	A	study	in	discourse	and	
governmentality.

Type:	PhD	thesis.

Dates: October	2014	–	September	2018.

Objective: Examining	the	change	in	academic	discourse	engende-
red	by	the	introduction	of	the	Impact	Agenda	and	its	link	to	practi-
ces	of	subjectivation	(work	upon	one’s	‘self’).	

Author: Marta	Natalia	Wróblewska.

Institution(s):	University	of	Warwick	(UK)

Status:	Concluded	(now	in	dissemination	phase)

More info at: https://warwick.ac.uk/mnwroblewska

ACCESSIBILITY

Are my research outputs accessible to different stakeholders and society in 
general? Do I communicate and disseminate them broadly and effectively?

I	have	drafted	an	‘executive	summary’	of	the	findings	from	my	PhD	work	and	
shared	it	with	the	study’s	respondents	and	stakeholders.	The	reach	of	my	fin-
dings	remains	limited,	but	I	am	seeking	funding	for	a	practice-oriented	publi-
cation,	ideally	in	open	access.
Grade:	2.0/5.0

REFLEXIVITY

Do I reflect on how comprehensive, well-planned, ethical and critical my 
research is? Have I evaluated and critiqued my theories/ analyses?

Reflexivity	and	ethics	were	at	 the	core	of	my	study.	Still	 I	question	 to	what	
degree	my	critical	standpoint	is	influenced	by	my	academic	background	–	one	
needs	to	be	critical	of	‘critical	theory’	too!
Grade:	4.0/5.0

SELF-ASSESSMENT CONCLUSIONS

Research Impact Pentagon

 

ASSESSMENT CONCLUSIONS

Given	 that	my	 work	 focused	 on	 the	 rise	 of	 ‘impact	 evaluation’,	 I	
was	constantly	questioned	by	audiences	about	the	 impact	of	my	
own	work.	This	incentive,	combined	with	resources	offered	by	my	
institution	for	fostering	responsible	outreach,	account	for	the	fact	
that	I	have	reflected	on	and	pursued	impact	in	my	PhD	project.	The	
weakness	of	my	project	seems	to	be	accessibility	of	findings	and	
so	I	resolved	to	focus	on	creating	open-access	publications	on	the	
practical	elements	of	my	research	findings,	which	would	improve	
my	score	in	this	area.

ECOLOGY

Does my research consider the relationships and connections among sta-
keholders and subjects? Was I collegial while conducting this research?

To	a	large	degree	my	work	was	solitary	and	individualistic.	I	might	not	have	
fully	used	the	potential	present	in	my	research	team.	I	also	worry	about	the	
control	I	have	over	the	application	of	my	findings	by	stakeholders.
Grade:	3.0/5.0

ADAPTABILITY

Is my research impact usable in different contexts and among different 
stakeholders? Am I aware of the limitations, and unanswered or emerging 
questions from my research?

I’ve	engaged	with	stakeholders	in	other	countries	(Poland,	Norway)	pointing	
to	opportunities	and	challenges	related	to	adapting	impact	evaluation.	In	this	
sense	my	research	is	adaptable,	but	the	question	remains	to	what	degree	can	
a	scholar	influence	policy?
Grade:	4.0/5.0
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The	evaluative	inquiry	was	proposed	by	Fochler	and	De	Rijcke	(2017)	
as	a	way	to	contribute	to	ongoing	discussions	about	quality	and	relevan-
ce	of	research.	Our	team	at	CWTS	(Leiden	University,	The	Netherlands)	
has	since	then	put	the	evaluative	inquiry	into	practice	in	several	projects,	
and	this	work	informs	this	paper.		Our	ambition	with	these	experiments	in	
research	evaluation	is,	in	essence,	to	enable	better	conversations	about	
academic	value	and	its	beneficiaries	and	rewards,	rather	than	to	further	
encourage	“accounting	for	 impact”	 (Rushforth	and	De	Rijcke,	2015)	by	
way	of	standardised	formats	and	rankings.

1) THE DUTCH CONTEXT
To	situate	our	approach,	a	few	words	are	in	order	on	the	main	charac-

teristics	of	the	Dutch	higher	education	and	science	governance	system.	
Like	 many	 other	 European	 countries,	 the	 Dutch	 higher	 education	 sys-
tem	distinguishes	between	 two	 types	of	higher	education	 institutions:	
universities	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 and	 institutions	 for	 higher	 vocational	
education	 –	 so-called	 hogescholen	 –	 on	 the	 other.	 As	 a	 general	 rule,	
science	governance	 instruments	since	the	early	1980s	have	been	built	
around	a	principle	of	“steering	at	a	distance”.	The	Netherlands	 in	fact	
operate	with	what	Richard	Whitley	(2007)	has	called	a	“weak”	system	
of	research	evaluation,	meaning	that	assessment	results	have	no	direct	
consequences	for	the	distribution	of	funding	to	universities	(in	contrast	
to,	for	example,	the	UK).	Rather,	the	principal	strategy	is	to	use	formal	
evaluation	 as	 opportunities	 for	 self-reflection	 and	 organisational	 lear-
ning	 (see	 also	 Youtie	 and	 Corley,	 2011;	 Hansson	 and	 Monsted,	 2012).	
Conceptually,	institutional	research	evaluation	systems	can	serve	three	
main	 purposes:	 a	 distributive,	 an	 improvement,	 and	 a	 controlling	 use	
(Molas-Gallart,	2012).	In	the	Dutch	context,	the	purpose	of	evaluation	is	
clearly	focused	on	improvement,	and	an	evaluation	can	also	spark	orga-
nisational	change.	As	Molas-Gallart	puts	it,	“[a]n	improvement	use	will	
focus	on	deriving	lessons	from	the	past	experience	to	adapt	the	activities	
conducted	 to	what	evaluation	 studies	will	 conclude	 is	better	practice.	
The	improvement	purpose	is	therefore	relying	on	the	existence	of	feed-
back	mechanisms	and	the	operational	 flexibility	needed	to	function	as	
a	learning	organization.”	(ibid,	589)	We	would	suggest	that	an	improve-
ment-oriented	evaluation	system	like	the	Dutch	one	provides	particular	
opportunities	for	experimenting	with	evaluative	inquiries.

ABSTRACT

Traditional	 frameworks	 for	 academic	 evaluation	 are	 focused	 on	
registering	 the	 achievements	 of	 research	 units’	 academic	 and	
societal	 achievements.	 These	 frameworks	 and	 the	 ways	 they	

are	usually	carried	out	are	built	on	a	few	dichotomies:	academic	versus	
societal	spheres,	quantitative	versus	qualitative	approaches,	and	repre-
sentative	versus	intervening	analyses.	We	argue	that	these	dichotomies	
contribute	to	a	notion	of	academic	achievement	that	 is	unrealistic,	 in	a	
normative	and	descriptive	sense.	The	concept	of	the	“evaluative	inquiry,”	
as	proposed	here,	amends	the	linear	and	individualised	notion	of	acade-
mic	work	and	its	evaluation	and	discusses	the	implications	of	these	moves	
for	the	work	of	the	analyst.	We	suggest	instead	to	understand	academic	
achievement	as	distributed	over	a	host	of	academic	and	non-academic	
participants	to	be	studied	by	means	of	a	portfolio	approach.	This	approach	
to	research	evaluation	requires	a	more	engaged	analyst	who	takes	evalu-
ation	seriously	as	both	an	analytical	and	a	strategic	project.

INTRODUCTION
This	paper	introduces	the	evaluative	inquiry,	an	approach	that	aims	

to	challenge	several	dimensions	of	the	current	science	system	and	the	
organisation	of	research	evaluation,	most	notably	its	understandings	of	
academic	achievement,	 impact,	and	the	ways	these	should	be	measu-
red.	It	contributes	to	a	“re-loading”	of	the	term	impact,	drawing	on	the	
methodological	and	conceptual	approaches	of	 the	social	sciences	and	
humanities	 in	 particular,	 and	 all	 the	 sciences	 in	 general	 (König	 et	 al.,	
2018).	 We	 propose	 a	 distributive	 understanding	 of	 academic	 achieve-
ment,	thereby	recognising	the	contributions	of	both	academics	and	non-
academics.	In	addition,	we	put	forth	a	portfolio	approach	to	evaluation	
in	 order	 to	 detect	 the	 multiple	 realities	 that	 go	 into	 academic	 quality	
and	in	order	to	inspire	conversations	about	these.	Lastly,	we	move	bey-
ond	approaches	that	claim	to	neutrally	represent	quality	and	relevance,	
by	offering	a	style	of	strategic	and	collaborative	intervention.	We	hope	
these	three	moves	will	help	 identify	paths	to	 reform	and	revitalise	 the	
science	system	and	the	normative,	unilateral,	and	dichotomous	ideals	of	
excellence	and	impact.

SARAH	DE	RIJCKE,	TJITSKE	HOLTROP,	WOLFGANG	KALTENBRUNNER,	JOCHEM	ZUIJDERWIJK,	ANNE	BEAULIEU,	
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RESEARCH	EVALUATION	ANALYTICALLY	
AND	STRATEGICALLY
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The	Netherlands	 introduced	a	formal	evaluation	system	as	early	as	
1982.	All	 research	units	at	Dutch	universities	 (as	well	as	the	 institutes	
of	the	Royal	Netherlands	Academy	of	Arts	and	Sciences	and	the	Nether-
lands	Organisation	 for	Scientific	Research)	are	 required	 to	undergo	an	
assessment	in	six-yearly	intervals	(see	figure	1).	The	assessment	consists	
of	a	peer	review	procedure	by	an	external	committee,	involving	personal	
site	visits,	 interviews,	and	a	 review	of	 research	output	and	other	acti-
vities.	 Halfway	 between	 the	 6-yearly	 national	 research	 assessments,	
research	units	are	moreover	required	to	conduct	a	mid-term	evaluation.	
The	results	of	a	self-evaluation	serve	as	 input	for	the	assessment,	and	
are	also	meant	to	encourage	continuous	self-monitoring	of	individual	in-
stitutions.	Another	important	change	introduced	in	2015	was	that	orga-
nisational	responsibility	for	evaluation	was	decentralised	and	delegated	
to	individual	institutions,	thus	providing	them	with	a	greater	degree	of	
administrative	discretion.

	 The	 exact	 modalities	 of	 assessment	 are	 outlined	 in	 the	 so-called	
“Standard	Evaluation	Protocol”	(SEP).	According	to	the	SEP,	institutions	

are	required	to	provide	a	range	of	materials	as	input	for	the	assessment,	
including	inter	alia	a	formal	documentation	of	output	and	“performance	
indicators”	(e.g.,	a	complete	list	of	publications,	number	of	successful-
ly	defended	PhD	theses	etc.),	a	description	of	the	financing	of	a	given	
research	unit,	 and	a	qualitative	narrative	 summarising	 the	 results	and	
societal	relevance	of	the	research	(see	table	1	below).	Whereas	evaluati-
on	has	traditionally	placed	an	important	emphasis	on	quantity	of	output	
and	the	perceived	prestige	of	publications	and	research	grants,	the	2015	
iteration	 of	 the	 SEP	 introduces	 a	 stronger	 emphasis	 on	 “societal	 rele-
vance”	of	research,	i.e.	the	engagement	with	non-academic	audiences	
and	partners.	Academic	excellence	and	societal	relevance	are	however	
kept	 largely	 separate	 in	 the	 evaluative	 framework.	 Research	 units	 are	
ultimately	graded	according	to	a	four-tiered	scale	(from	“world-leading”	
to	“unsatisfactory”).

Figure 1.	Steps	in	the	Dutch	evaluation	process.

Description	of	unit’s	
organisational	structure.

Most	important	(and	relevant)	
performance	indicators.

Description	of	unit’s	financing. Results	research	and	societal	relevance	
past	6	years	(latter	in	a	narrative).

Strategy	past	6	years. Link	results	to	SEP	criteria	(quality,	
relevance,	viability).

Targets	past	6	years	(research,	
societal	relevance).

Strategy	and	targets	next	5-10	years.

Relevant	environmental	factors	
and	developments	past	six	years.

PhD	Programme(s)

SWOT	(Strengths,	Weaknesses	
Opportunities,	Threats)	analysis	
and	benchmarking.

Research	integrity

Table 1:	 Formal	 requirements	 for	 self-assessment	 report	 (SEP	 2015-
2021).
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2) EVALUATION AS A 
KNOWLEDGE MAKING PROJECT

The	evaluative	inquiry	was	first	introduced	as	a	prompt	to	more	ena-
bling	 rather	 than	 reductive	accounts	of	assessment	by	Fochler	and	de	
Rijcke	 (2017).	 The	 evaluative	 inquiry	 understands	 academic	 work	 as	 a	
process	in	which	a	variety	of	actors	(including	non-academic	ones)	are	
part	of	the	sociotechnical	networks	through	which	knowledge	is	gene-
rated.	In	emphasising	process	and	engagement	rather	than	rating	and	
ranking,	it	wants	to	bring	to	light	the	way	quality	is	created	and	nego-
tiated	among	multiple	participants	and	amidst	multiple	epistemic	com-
mitments,	rather	than	attributing	it	to	individuals’	actions	and	intentions	
who	 are	 subsequently	 compared.	 As	 such	 it	 is	 aligned	 with	 scholarly	
work	 that	 is	 interested	 in	academic	work	and	quality	as	 it	 comes	 into	
being	in	interactions	between	values	and	networks	of	people,	outputs,	
and	resources	(e.g.,	Bozeman	and	Sarewitz,	2011;	de	Jong	et	al.,	2014;	
Matt	et	al.,	2016;	Prins	and	Spaapen,	2017).		

Our	team	at	CWTS	is	putting	the	evaluative	inquiry	 into	practice	in	
several	projects.	On	the	basis	of	this	work,	we	further	specify	the	inquiry	
in	 relation	 to	 three	 contentious	 issues	 within	 the	 current	 science	 sys-
tem	and	its	evaluation:	the	much-debated	dichotomy	between	academic	
and	societal	realms,	the	distinction	between	quantitative	and	qualitative	
approaches,	and	the	allegedly	invisible	and	neutral	evaluating	analyst.

The	first	issue	we	identify	is	the	underlying	divide	in	many	evaluati-
on	frameworks	between	the	academic	and	the	societal.	The	inclusion	of	
broader	 impacts	 into	frameworks	that	originally	put	most	emphasis	on	
academic	 work	 has	 done	 justice	 to	 the	 interconnections	 between	 sci-
ence	and	society	that	are	especially	strong	for	the	social	sciences	and	
humanities.	 However,	 the	 way	 this	 relation	 is	 often	 imagined	 is	 prob-
lematic	 (cf.	Calvert,	2006;	de	Jong	et	al.,	2014;	Felt	and	Wynne,	2007;	
Nowotny	et	al.,	2001).	It	is	often	envisioned	as	a	linear	model	of	scientific	
knowledge	production	that	starts	with	fundamental	research	and	disco-
very,	and	ends	with	 innovations	that	are	beneficial	 for	society	through	
translational	and	applied	research.	Within	this	model,	 the	 influence	of	
knowledge	 in	 society	 could	 be	 traced	 back	 to	 original	 inventions,	 the	
ultimate	value	of	which	can	 then	be	established.	A	problem	with	 this	
model	 is	 that	 the	 individual	 (scholar	or	 research	 institute)	 remains	 the	
locus	of	both	value	and	responsibility	now	not	only	for	academic	publi-
cations,	but	also	for	producing	societal	relevance	(Holtrop,	forthcoming).	
Rather	than	realising	that	academic	work	frequently	entails	engagement	
with	societal	actors	–	and	therefore	one	could	argue	that	both	relevance	
and	quality	originate	in	that	interaction	–	one	now	has	to	write	excellent	
papers	and	perform	 in	societally	 relevant	ways	as	well.	The	evaluative	
inquiry	problematises	 the	notion	of	a	passive	public	audience	 that	 re-
aps	the	benefits	of	academic	expertise,	and	instead	highlights	the	“pro-
ductive	interactions”	(Spaapen	and	van	Drooge,	2011)	between	diverse	
stakeholders,	and	the	distributed	nature	of	academic	achievement	more	
generally.	Regarding	the	assessment	of	impact,	this	would	at	least	entail	
that	audiences	are	seen	not	only	as	(co)producers	of	knowledge	and	its	
impact,	but	also	as	(co)producers	of	the	criteria	by	which	such	impact	is	
to	be	evaluated.

The	unhelpful	divide	between	spheres	and	stakeholders	is	perpetua-
ted	by	another	unhelpful	divide:	the	one	between	quantitative	and	qua-
litative	evaluation	methods.	We	 recognise	 the	work	done	 in	academic	
and	professional	environments	to	problematise	reliance	on	metrics	and	

citation	scores	alone,	and	that	argues	that	quantitative	and	qualitative	
methods	are	implicated	in	one	another	(cf	Callon	and	Law,	2005).	Mo-
reover,	initiatives	such	as	the	“Leiden	Manifesto”	(Hicks	et	al.,	2015),	the	
“Metric	Tide”	(Wilsdon	et	al.,	2015)	and	“DORA”,	have	presented	careful	
responses	and	suggestions	for	next	steps.	We	feel	akin	to	these	initia-
tives,	and	wish	to	stay	away	from	the	unproductive	dichotomy	of	quan-
titative	 and	 qualitative	 methods.	 In	 our	 contribution,	 we	 move	 from	 a	
fixation	on	“getting	it	right”	in	evaluations,	to	an	approach	that	presents	
research	numerically,	verbally,	and/or	visually	in	ways	that	make	visible	
the	complexity	of	actual	practice	and	its	engagements	(Fochler	and	De	
Rijcke,	2017).	This	means	that	evaluative	inquiry	treats	knowledge	pro-
duction	as	heterarchical	(Stark,	2011):	it	sees	phenomena	as	amenable	
to	multiple	orders	of	worth,	rather	than	as	connected	to	one	rank	order	
with	clear	winners	and	losers.

Our	understanding	of	the	enterprise	of	academic	evaluation	changes	
while	we	move	from	a	linear	model	of	academic	achievement	evidenced	
by	 individual	 actions	 and	 intentions	 to	 an	 understanding	 of	 academic	
value	as	situated	within	multiple	epistemic	commitments	and	relations	
between	 many	 actors.	 Evaluations	 are	 now	 no	 projects	 that	 look	 into	
academic	worlds	from	the	outside	while	taking	stock	of	the	valuables.	
Instead	 they	 are	 themselves	 knowledge	 producing	 endeavors,	 trans-
forming	evaluators	and	analysts	 into	collaborators	alongside	evaluees.	
This	is	the	third	dichotomy	that	the	evaluative	inquiry	wants	to	unsettle:	
the	one	between	a	detached	analyst	doing	representations	objectively	
on	the	outside	and	an	engaged	analyst	 located	within.	We	build	on	a	
previous	work	 that	problematises	 the	claim	to	detachment,	objectivity,	
and	neutrality	that	has	characterised	dominant	modes	of	research	evalu-
ation	(Candea	et	al.,	2015;	Daston	and	Galison,	2007).	Instead,	we	take	
seriously	that	the	act	of	representing	quality	is	also	an	intervention	(De	
Rijcke	and	Rushforth,	2015).

3) THE INQUIRY
Central	 to	 the	 evaluative	 inquiry	 is	 an	 understanding	 of	 academic	

achievement	as	distributed	over	a	host	of	academic	and	non-academic	
participants.	These	achievements	are	 to	be	studied	by	means	of	a	co-
produced	 portfolio	 approach,	 tailored	 to	 specific	 research	 units	 and	
evaluation	 purposes.	 Each	 method	 has	 its	 own	 strong	 points	 when	 it	
comes	to	detecting	and	amplifying	reality	(Law,	2004).	Rather	than	ad-
vocating	a	combination	of	methods	with	the	purpose	of	coming	to	more	
accurate	representations	of	academic	work,	we	argue	that	co-production	
and	multiplication	of	methods	allows	for	more	interesting	conversations	
about	academic	quality,	and	offers	points	of	departure	for	strategically	
addressing	all	too	real	 issues	of	power,	money	and	reputation	that	are	
part	of	academic	evaluation.	Though	the	inquiry	remains	concerned	with	
reaching	an	adequate	understanding	of	academic	achievement	(or	qua-
lity)	 in	 the	 analysis,	 the	 approach	 actively	 seeks	 to	 avoid	 reproducing	
the	familiar	role	of	the	analyst	as	a	detached	accountant.	Recognising	
evaluation	itself	as	both	an	analytical	and	a	strategic	project,	the	analyst	
thus	moves	from	objective	observer	into	the	role	of	an	engaged	evalua-
tion	expert,	not	only	engaging	in	the	analysis	of	quality	but	also	in	the	
analysis	 of	 the	 broader	 political	 projects	 of	 accountability	 with	 which	
it	 is	 intertwined.	More	than	working	towards	a	definitive	report	where	
research	units	are	assessed	on	the	basis	of	a	predefined	set	of	characte-
ristics,	the	inquiry	is	set	up	to	study,	map	and	trace	the	research	themes,	
pathways	and	productive	interactions	around	the	research	unit	through	
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a	 portfolio	 of	methods.	 Practically,	 the	 inquiry	 takes	 the	 form	of	 three	
consecutive	phases	(see	table	2).

Phases Approach

1.	Exploration What	is	at	stake	in	the	assessment?	
Questions	addressed	in	document	analyses	
and	interviews	with	management.

Design	of	research	approach,	choice	
of	combination	of	methods.

2.	Data	collection	and	Analysis #	(e.g.)	“Contextual	Response	Analysis”	(Prins,	n.d.);	
contextual	scientometrics	(Waltman	and	van	Eck,	
2016);	bibliographic	coupling;	co-citation	analyses;	
“Area	Based	Connectedness”	(Noyons,	2018)
#	Interviews	with	researchers	and	stakeholders	
regarding	organisational	and	academic	themes,	
operationalisation,	outputs	and	impacts.

Workshops	–	to	test	hypotheses,	present	themes	
and	pathways,	collect	more	input	for	SWOT-analysis.

3.	Reporting Analysis	in	terms	of	organisational	issues	
and	academic	ambitions	and	themes.	SWOT.	
Suggestions	as	to	how	to	write	the	self-evaluation.

Table 2: Phases	in	an	evaluative	inquiry.

An	evaluative	inquiry	is	geared	towards	detecting	lively	interactions	
and	 outcomes,	 which	 can	 be	 enveloped	 in	 themes	 and	 ‘pathways’	
(loosely	based	on	Matt	et	al.,	2016),	thereby	connecting	academic	and	
societal	domains.	In	past	projects,	we	have	built	these	themes	and	pa-
thways	by	using	a	combination	of	quantitative	methods,	interviews	and	
workshops	to	collect	information	about	the	themes	people	work	on,	the	
resources	and	people	that	are	mobilised	in	their	research	projects,	the	
highly	varied	outputs	that	are	generated	as	a	result,	and	the	way	these	
outcomes	travel	elsewhere	into	other	academic,	professional	or	societal	
realms	(see	table	2).	Though	the	inquiry	allows	for	different	combinations	
of	methods,	one	form	this	combination	can	take	is	that	of	a	generative	
dialogue.	 Interviews	and	quantitative	analyses	are	first	used	to	gather	
information,	 for	example	with	 regards	 to	 themes	 that	 researchers	and	
stakeholders	 consider	 central	 to	 the	 work	 and	 the	 variable	 audiences	
that	it	reaches	(or	fails	to	reach).	The	outcomes	of	this	first	round	of	inqui-
ry	are	used	to	identify	a	first	set	of	possible	themes	and	pathways,	which	
are	then	presented	back	to	the	research	unit,	for	example	in	a	collective	
workshop.	The	presentation	is	meant	to	elicit	further	response,	and	al-
lows	 those	 involved	 to	 think	with	and	elaborate	on	 the	 first	 results	 in	
a	collective	setting	with	colleagues,	stakeholders	and	the	analysts.	The	
final	report	is	subsequently	written	in	terms	of	the	organisational	issues	
and	the	academic	ambitions	and	themes	that	have	emerged.	This	could	
for	example	include	an	interactive	analysis	and	visualisation	of	prevalent	
themes	and	ambitions,	their	operationalisation,	the	people	and	resour-
ces	 that	 are	 mobilised,	 the	outputs	 this	generates	 and	 the	way	 these	
are	cited,	used,	and	travel	further	into	the	world.	The	outcomes	of	this	
type	of	detailed	interaction	with	individual	researchers,	research	leaders	
and	their	work	can	be	added	to	the	information	that	is	gathered	in	the	
analysis	of	organisational	issues	represented	in	a	SWOT.	Organisational	
documents	and	data	can	be	combined	with	insights	gained	in	individual	
interviews	or	workshops,	adding	additional	depth	and	possibly	room	for	
creative	 synergy	 between	 people	 and	 data.	 Crucially,	 these	 processes	
and	roles	are	scripted	together,	so	as	to	enable	both	a	highly	rigorous	
and	a	highly	grounded	analysis.

The	 subsequent	 self-assessment	 document	 is	 authored	 by	 the	 re-
search	unit	 itself.	Our	 report	 is	written	 in	such	a	way	 that	 it	 can	be	a	
conversation	piece	and	offers	openings	for	discussion	–	internally,	and	
with	other	academic	institutes,	science	policy	environments	and	stake-
holders	interested	in	academic	quality.	The	inquiry	can,	but	not	necessa-
rily	does,	fix	the	state	of	the	object	of	evaluation	in	a	definitive	account.	
Moreover,	 the	outcomes	of	 the	 inquiry	are	 in	 this	sense	not	 limited	 to	
the	 report.	 Individual	elements	of	 the	evaluative	 inquiry	 itself,	 like	 the	
workshop,	are	excellent	tools	to	bring	the	organisation	and/or	stakehol-
ders	together	and	collaboratively	identify	problems,	make	tough	decisi-
ons,	work	on	solutions,	or	plan	for	the	future.	They	trigger	meaningful	
conversations	about	how	to	deal	with	pressing	challenges	such	as	the	
increasing	roles	and	demands	of	peer	communities,	professional	and	so-
cietal	partners,	government	or	industry	while	building	on	individual	and	
institutional	strengths.	The	plurality	of	actors	involved	can	take	on	a	vari-
ety	of	roles	throughout	the	inquiry.	Staff	members	and	stakeholders	can	
be	consciously	drawn	into	the	production	process,	being	in	some	ways	
the	experts	and	authoritative	analysts	on	the	values	and	 interrelations	
of	the	work.	The	analysts,	in	turn,	are	more	than	outsiders	who	merely	
“run”	 pre-set	 quantitative	 or	 qualitative	 analyses:	 they	 become	 active	
co-producers	of	the	inquiry.

	

DISCUSSION: EVALUATION AS 
KNOWLEDGE PRODUCTION

The	notion	of	“impact”	suggests	an	interaction	of	which	the	source,	
target	 and	 content	 are	 clearly	 identifiable.	 Traditional	 frameworks	 for	
evaluation	tend	to	focus	on	whether	and	to	what	extent	such	impact	is	
achieved.	The	concept	of	evaluative	inquiry,	as	developed	in	this	paper,	
revises	this	linear	notion	of	impact	as	the	central	precept	of	research	eva-
luation.	The	framework	builds	on	work	by	e.g.	Matt	et	al.	(2016),	Spaapen	
and	Van	Drooge	(2011),	and	Prins	and	Spaapen	(2017),	by	conceptuali-
sing	scholarly	work	not	in	terms	of	a	linear	diffusion	of	knowledge,	but	
rather	as	an	emergent	effect	of	an	unfolding,	multidirectional	research	
process.	Evaluative	inquiry	reveals	the	epistemic	commitments	and	com-
munity	 values	 of	 local	 practices.	 It	 thus	 essentially	 approaches	 evalu-
ation	as	a	knowledge	production	process.	From	this	starting	point,	our	
approach	to	evaluation	sees	the	relevance	of	scientific	work	as	an	unfol-
ding	process,	in	which	a	variety	of	academic	and	non-academic	actors	
are	involved.	This	approach	emphasises	process	and	engagement	rather	
than	accounting	and	ranking.	Crucially,	evaluative	inquiry	identifies	va-
lues,	networks	of	people,	and	resources	as	collectives.	It	helps	articulate	
how	“worlds”	are	created	and	negotiated	in	relation	to	these	values.

With	evaluative	inquiry,	we	thus	move	away	from	evaluations	as	de-
tached,	clear	delineations	of	academic	value.	Researchers	obviously	do	
not	just	produce	excellent	research	or	articles	in	journals,	or	even	know-
ledge	that	is	of	use	for	society	at	large.	More	than	that,	they	are	promi-
nent	world-makers,	and	their	knowledge	has	consequences	for	the	world	
they	and	others	inhabit	as	well	as	their	experiences	in	it.	This	suggests	
that	diverse	(relational,	communicative,	organisational)	values,	activities	
and	outcomes	have	to	be	taken	into	account	in	evaluations.	Conventio-
nal	approaches	to	research	assessment	treat	these	values	hierarchically.	
This	works	well	within	accountability	systems	that	embed	actors	and	ac-
tions	in	fixed	and	calculable	value	regimes.	Both	bibliometrically	framed	
assessments	and	assessments	of	societal	impact	operate	through	a	quite	
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similar	logic	of	“return-on-investment”.	An	evaluative	inquiry,	in	contrast,	
is	not	meant	to	result	in	one	definitive	document	that	“makes	up	the	ac-
count”.	In	the	mode	of	evaluative	inquiry,	standardisation	is	less	relevant	
than	staying	close	 to	 the	epistemic	missions,	 frictions	and	 resonances	
of	 academic	 work.	 The	 approach	 understands	 academic	 performance	
or	 impact	as	an	effect	of	translations	within	and	between	networks	of	
actors	that	make	up	academic	research	and	its	environments	(cf.	Matt	et	
al.,	2016).	The	aim	is	to	find	out	what	are	the	central	issues	or	ambitions,	
how	 they	 are	 operationalised,	 what	 kind	 of	 outcomes	 this	 yields	 and	
where	 the	outcomes	 travel	 to.	Evaluative	 inquiries	broaden	our	under-
standing	of	what	counts	as	academic	achievement.	They	afford	a	greater	
inclusivity	of	research	settings,	which	ideally	means	a	more	meaningful	
treatment	of	the	social	sciences	and	humanities.	As	such,	our	contributi-
on	is	meant	to	give	space	to,	and	reinforce	the	greater	role	to	be	played	
by,	the	social	sciences	and	humanities,	including	the	fields	of	research	
evaluation	and	scientometrics.	The	social	sciences	and	humanities	have	
the	 conceptual	 tools	 to	 enrich	 the	 methodological	 portfolio	 for	 gathe-
ring	information	about	the	worlds	that	academics	inhabit	and	contribute	
to.	A	pluralisation	of	perspectives	and	methods	enriches	the	inquiry	by	
opening	up	what	can	be	talked	about	in	evaluations.	This	pluralisation	
should	not	happen	in	secluded	spaces	such	as	scientometric	 labs,	but	
with	the	participation	of	stakeholders,	so	as	to	take	in	consideration	their	
contexts	 (cf.	 Rafols,	 2018).	 Furthermore,	 evaluative	 inquiry	 is	 sensitive	
to	how	value	systems	might	differ	across	teams	an	organisations,	and	
evolve	over	time.	This	approach	makes	it	possible	to	articulate	positions,	
roles	and	values	that	are	subordinate	to	dominant	currents	in	academic	
practice	and	that	are	often	silenced	in	traditional	evaluations.

In	conclusion,	with	the	evaluative	 inquiry	we	fully	subscribe	to	the	
call	 for	“re-loading”	 the	notion	of	 impact	 (König	et	al.,	2018),	a	notion	
with	problematic	ballistic	connotations.	We	hope	our	contribution	feeds	
ongoing	discussions	among	academics,	policy-makers,	and	other	stake-
holders	about	the	fault	lines	between	forms	of	value,	the	uncertainties	in	
evaluating,	and	the	politics	of	formats,	protocols	and	endings.	Our	con-
tribution	is	a	strong	plea	to	create	more	room	for	experiments	in	research	
evaluation	(and	it	is	clear	that	we	are	not	done	experimenting	ourselves).	
We	think	this	simultaneously	entails:	1)	advocating	and	conducting	rigo-
rous	analytical	work;	2)	a	willingness	of	those	under	assessment	to	be	
open	to	more	engaged	modes	of	assessment;	3)	using	the	full	potential	
of	the	form(s)	evaluation	can	take;	and	4)	using	quantitative	methods	in	
much	more	 interesting	ways.	Rather	 than	 taking	an	a-priori,	 reductive	
approach	to	what	counts	 in	 research	evaluation	–	think	of	 the	prolife-
ration	 of	 publication	 lists	 and	 performance	 metrics	 –	 it	 is	 much	 more	
useful	 to	produce	and	present	the	multiple	meanings	and	purposes	of	
research.	Evaluative	inquiry	takes	evaluation	itself	as	a	deliberative,	ge-
nerative	process	of	knowledge	production	in	its	own	right.	In	doing	so,	
it	opens	up	more	than	one	way	for	empirical	data,	evaluators,	and	other	
actors	to	be	implicated	in	the	evaluation.	The	generative	capacity	of	the	
inquiry	is	partially	built	on	keeping	more	open	the	roles	of	the	various	co-
producers,	and	the	evaluative	criteria	that	may	be	generated	from	their	
variable	positions.	This	also	means	that	the	legitimacy	of	the	evaluation	
is	not	solely	based	on	 the	analyst’s	correct	 implementation	of	criteria,	
but	much	more	so	on	the	degree	to	which	co-producers	think	that	the	
process	and	results	do	justice	to	their	joint	work.
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VALUATION	OF	SSH	RESEARCH	FOR	A	
TRANSFORMATIVE	EUROPEAN	RESEARCH	
AGENDA	–	A	FEW	CLOSING	WORDS

1. INTRODUCTION

As	called	upon	by	the	promoters	of	the	Austrian	Presidency	of	
the	EU	Council	Conference	on	‘Impact	of	Social	Sciences	and	
Humanities	 for	 a	 European	 Research	 Agenda	 –	 Valuation	 of	

SSH	in	mission-oriented	research’	it	is	time	to	re-load	the	notion	of	im-
pact	 of	 Social	 Sciences	 and	 Humanities	 (SSH)	 and	 to	 shift	 away	 from	
the	traditional	pre-dominant	defensive	stance	which	SSH	research	often	
articulates	in	the	discussion	about	the	impact	of	research.	Doubtlessly,	
most	arguments	raised	by	critical	SSH	researchers	are	relevant	such	as	
the	too	narrow	focus	on	economically	relevant	technologies	and	innova-
tion,	but	a	defensive	stance	not	accompanied	by	positive	propositions	
would	inevitably	lead	to	a	marginalised	position	which	is	sometimes	al-
ready	now	met	with	suspicion	from	policy-makers,	but	also	from	fellow	
colleagues	 of	 the	 so	 called	 ‘hard	 sciences’.	 Thus,	 instead	 to	 dwell	 on	
the	 embodiment	 of	 ‘integrating’	 SSH	 into	 dominantly	 technologically-
minded	projects	too	long,	SSH	researchers	should	shift	the	notion	and	
the	promotion	to	equally	valuated	contributions	of	SSH	to	transformative	
inter-disciplinary	research	with	SSH	at	eye-level.	

This	also	means	to	push	forward	SSH	into	a	driver-seat	in	addressing	
grand	challenges	and	in	implementing	mission-oriented	research	in	Hori-
zon	Europe.	The	challenges	are	grand	because	they	concern	our	societies	
and	 cultures.	 Challenges	 can	 and	 should	 not	 only	 be	 met	 by	 providing	
technological	fixes,	but	by	investigating	their	socio-economic	and	cultural	
embedding	and	structural	fundaments	and	by	aiming	to	identify	solutions	
which	address,	reflect,	reframe	and	eventually	also	challenge	and	change	
these	underlying	structures.	By	doing	so,	SSH	research	can	provide	disrup-
tive	contributions	to	break-up	with	traditional	ways	of	doing	things.	The	po-
litical	economy	in	any	grand	challenge	can	become	scrutinised,	but	it	also	
needs	 to	 be	 addressed	 in	 calls	 launched	 under	 transformative	 research	
agendas.	This	is	e.g.	true	for	the	political	economy	of	climate	change,	or	
the	 political	 economy	 of	 transportation	 or	 of	 health	 research.	 The	 often	
raised	differentiation	between	an	instrumental	understanding	of	SSH	and	
a	reflexive	understanding	of	SSH	is	not	helpful	in	this	respect	and	has	to	
be	overcome	in	transformative	research	because	both	aspects	(‘instrumen-
tal’	and	‘reflexive’)	are	important.	Finally	it	also	needs	to	be	repeated,	that	
innovation	and	value	creation	is	not	just	the	scope	of	R&D,	sales	and	mar-
keting	(or	of	Pillar	3	in	Horizon	Europe),	but	a	social	process	with	various	
social	implications	that	can	be	addressed	by	fields	such	as	anthropology,	
cultural	studies,	education,	sociology	or	human	and	economic	geography.

2. A LOOK BACK ON SSH 
IN HORIZON 2020

Around	the	peak	of	the	financial	and	economic	crisis	around	10	ye-
ars	ago,	national	research	budgets	were	cut	due	to	financial	constraints	
in	several	countries	(Schögler	and	König,	2017;	EUA,	2011;).	These	cuts	
were	often	also	addressing	 the	Social	Sciences	and	Humanities	 (SSH)	
(Marimon	 et	 al,	 2011,	 Papanagnou,	 2011).	 Moreover,	 in	 the	 dawn	 of	
Horizon	2020,	 the	EU’s	8th	Framework	Programme	for	RTD,	the	role	of	
Social	Sciences	and	Humanities	 (SSH)	within	 the	world’s	 largest	com-
petitive	research	programme	was	downgraded	too	 (see	König,	2019	 in	
these	proceedings).	It	was	politically	intended	to	mainstream	SSH	across	
the	entire	Horizon	2020	 (European	Parliament	and	Council,	2013)	with	
the	consequence	of	abolishing	the	specific	sub-programme	dedicated	to	
SSH	topics.	These	attempts,	however,	met	resistance	from	parts	of	the	
SSH	communities	because	‘mainstreaming’	often	results	in	‘ceding’.	An	
Open	Letter	was	signed	by	almost	26,000	people	(Rammel	et	al.,	2017),	
and	 some	of	 the	 research	 ministers	 from	 the	EU	member	 states	 were	
successfully	mobilised	to	express	their	concerns	against	this	‘mainstre-
aming’,	which	was	frequently	perceived	as	‘downsizing’	of	SSH	(see	Kö-
nig,	2019	in	these	proceedings).

The	protest	was	relatively	successful.	SSH	research	is	within	Horizon	
2020	now	covered	by	six	panels	in	the	European	Research	Council,	has	a	
dedicated	slot	within	the	Societal	Challenges	Pillar	of	Horizon	2020	(how-
ever	with	a	pitying	marginal	budget)	and	is	more	or	less	(with	emphasis	
on	‘less’)	sufficiently	mainstreamed	across	the	Societal	Challenges	Pillar.

Also	the	overall	mind-set	seems	to	have	changed	because	the	inclu-
sion	of	SSH	with	a	dedicated	topical	niche	within	the	next	edition	of	the	
European	Framework	Programme	for	Research	and	Innovation	(in	addi-
tion	to	its	place	in	the	ERC	and	the	still	valid	mainstreaming	approach)	
was	 politically	 almost	 not	 contested	 anymore.	 This	 mind-set	 change,	
however,	does	not	materialise	in	a	considerable	larger	SSH	budget	for	its	
topical	niche,	but	might	rather	be	an	indication	of	a	more	sober	expecta-
tion	management	by	R&I	policy	makers	in	that	sense,	that	technological	
fixes	without	proper	consideration	of	human	conditions	are	not	sufficient	
for	tackling	grand	challenges	and	inducing	transformational	changes.

The	idea	behind	this	observable	mind-change	seems	to	refer	primarily	
to	attributing	an	enhanced	support	or	leverage	function	of	SSH	to	a	more	
‘society-ready’	technological	development,	in	order	to	avoid	waste	of	re-



ISSUE 48 |  JULY 2019186

cultures	but	also	how	we	change	them	and	our	behaviour.	Before	asking	
how	SSH	can	mitigate	the	effort	of	technological	adaptations	to	social	
conditions,	 needs	 and	 wants,	 thus	 contributing	 to	 an	 innovation	 race	
which	continuously	seems	to	pick	up	pace,	SSH	should	also	be	emplo-
yed	 to	 frame	and	analyse	 the	wicked	problems	before	a	 technological	
solutionism	approach	 (Morozov,	2013)	 is	 taken.	Unfortunately,	calls	 for	
proposals	seldom	ask	for	this.	Especially	in	Horizon	2020	the	scope	and	
the	expected	impacts	of	the	topics	called	for,	are	usually	very	specifically	
described	in	detail	and	often	more	oriented	towards	an	end	(i.e.	a	speci-
fic	output,	solution	or	impact)	than	a	proper	problem	analysis.	Although	
it	could	be	argued,	for	instance,	that	any	topic	addressed	under	Horizon	
2020	 (from	 “A”	 like	 agriculture,	 “B”	 like	 bio-economy,	 “C”	 like	 climate	
change	to	“Z”	like	zero-waste)	would	at	least	deserve	a	proper	analysis	
of	the	political	economy	underlying	these	topics.

Instead,	technological	solutionism	promises	quick	results	and	profits	
and	 is	 positively	 connoted	 with	 an	 attractive	 entrepreneurial	 ‘hooray 
– let’s go for it’ image,	which	has	undermined	and	captured	 research	
policy-making	since	more	than	30	years	and	which	led	to	the	“holy du-
ality” of	research	and	innovation.	The	concept	of	‘societal	readiness	le-
vels’	is	fitting	this	auxiliary	understanding	of	SSH	to	leverage	the	social	
acceptance	of	technologies.	It	should	absolutely	not	be	denied	that	SSH	
can	be	very	useful	in	this	respect.	On	the	contrary,	usage	of	novelty	and	
accompanying	market	pervasion	(which	is	the	economic	essence	of	in-
novation)	is	a	social	process	with	various	social	implications.	Innovation	
research	thus	can	be	a	subject	of	business	economics,	but	also	of	an-
thropology,	cultural	studies,	political	sciences,	sociology,	economic	and	
human	geography	and	so	forth.	

Innovation	is	basically	anything	new	that	creates	some	form	of	value;	
and	there	is	no	value	creation	without	some	sort	of	uptake.	Value	can	be	
an	economic	one	but	it	should	not	be	limited	to	it.	Thinking	about	inno-
vation	should	not	be	reduced	to	its	technical	substance,	which	is	often	
associated	with	the	notion	of	innovation	per	se,	often	in	combination	with	
economic	 value	 creation,	 which	 belittles	 the	 contribution	 of	 SSH	 (Bell,	
2019	 in	 these	proceedings).	 In	 fact,	 these	days	we	are	more	and	more	
used	to	think	about	different	types	of	innovation	such	as	business-model	
innovations,	 organisational	 innovations,	 public	 sector	 innovations,	 and	
social	innovations.	And	we	know	since	the	fundamental	works	of	Schum-
peter,	that	(some)	innovations	have	the	potential	to	transform	the	way	we	
live	and	the	things	we	do,	socially	and	culturally	as	well	as	economically.

After	 some	 naive	 R&I	 policy	 ’gold	 rush	 years’,	 characterised	 by	 a	
simplistic	 understanding	 of	 the	 relationship	 between	 research	 and	 in-
novation	as	linear	process	in	which	research	is	expected	to	lead	to	ever	
higher	Technology	Readiness	Levels	(Bell,	2019),	there	is	also	increasing	
awareness	that	the	idea	of	public	support	for	‘research	and	innovation’	
should	be	to	support	the	right	 innovations	and	not	 innovations	per	se.	
What	“right”	means	depends	on	a	plethora	of	views,	principles	and	be-
liefs	and	should	never	be	decided	in	isolation.	The	important	thing	here	
is	 to	understand,	 that	 innovation	 is	not	only	 the	business	of	business,	
but	also	the	business	of	society.	And	as	a	business	of	society	it	also	be-
comes	a	business	of	SSH	research.	Bell	(2019)	calls	in	this	respect	for	a	
genuine	and	broad	added-value	of	SSH	for	transformative	research,	star-
ting	with	the	“what	if”	question,	constructing	alternative	scenarios	and	
by	considering	also	 the	non-material	 features	of	human	existence.	He	
furthermore	claims	that	SSH	can	provide	strong	contributions	to	make	
transformations	happen.	

The	orientation	on	grand	challenges,	energised	by	the	‘missions	con-
cept’	in	Horizon	Europe	(Mazzucato,	2018)	can	be	regarded	as	an	indica-

sources	and	idle	capacities.	In	this	line	of	argument,	the	focus	remains	
on	 the	cooperation	of	SSH	with	 technology-oriented	disciplines	 rather	
than	on	strengthening	genuine	SSH	topics	in	Horizon	Europe,	the	EU’s	
next	European	Framework	Programme	for	RTD	(2021-2027).	The	narrative	
about	the	potential	leveraging	function	of	SSH	was	already	promoted	in	
Horizon	2020	in	line	with	the	‘integration/mainstreaming’	approach.	In	
fact,	and	this	should	be	appreciated,	Horizon	2020	was	a	pioneer	in	this	
respect,	while	most	national	technology-oriented	programmes	still	 lack	
a	clear	commitment	to	include	SSH	research	strategically,	although	one	
can	frequently	identify	SSH	related	methods,	RRI	aspects,	and	claims	of	
social	challenges	as	well	as	impacts	subcutaneously	in	industry-oriented	
applied	R&D	programmes	too	as	evidenced	by	a	study	about	SSH	aspects	
in	projects	 funded	by	 the	Austrian	Research	Promotion	Agency	 (Sturn	
and	Schuch,	2018).	

The	popular	narrative	of	the	auxiliary	function	or	contribution	of	SSH	
to	technology-based	innovation	processes	is	often	framed	in	the	context	
of	inter-	and	trans-disciplinary	challenges	(see	Graf,	2019	in	these	pro-
ceedings).	Especially	trans-disciplinarity,	which	features	outreach	to	and	
inclusion	 of	 non-academic	 stakeholders	 and	 of	 non-formalized	 know-
ledge,	is	a	competence	which	is	sometimes	credulously	assigned	to	SSH	
researchers	because	of	their	perceived	proximity	to	social	spheres.	This	
cross-academic	approach	is	strongly	featured	in	the	pillar	“Global	Chal-
lenges	and	Industrial	Competitiveness”	of	Horizon	Europe,	which	should	
‘encourage cross-disciplinary, cross-sectoral, cross-policy and cross-border 
collaboration in pursuit of the UN SDGs and the competitiveness of the 
Union's industries therein.’	(European	Commission,	2018;	p.	17).

This	understanding	of	the	leverage	function	of	SSH	requires	that	SSH	
researchers	are	capable	and	professional	in	meeting	and	applying	state	
of	the	art	involvement	tools.	The	contribution	of	SSH	to	more	technolo-
gical	 oriented	 projects	 and	 its	 peculiar	 value	 is	 basically	 perceived	 as	
a	project	steering	and	outreach	competence,	especially	if	issues	of	the	
normal	 course	 of	 life	 and/or	 the	 inclusion	 of	 non-academic	 audiences	
(e.g.	stakeholders,	users)	are	concerned.	This	understanding	became	a	
partially	shared	reality	in	many	Horizon	2020	projects.	In	certain	research	
fields	(such	as	“Public	Health	and	Sustainable	Development”)	the	use	of	
transdisciplinary	tools	is	daily	business.	Often	social	scientists	are	char-
ged	with	engagement	processes	by	applying	a	variety	of	process	tools	
such	as	design-thinking,	participatory	technology	development	or	multi-
stakeholder	workshops.	

3. FROM INSTRUMENTAL 
TO COMPREHENSIVE SSH 
CONTRIBUTIONS IN MISSION-
ORIENTED RESEARCH

Clearly,	many	SSH	researchers	regard	this	overall	approach	to	treat	
SSH	 research	 as	 an	 auxiliary	 (or	 ‘instrumental’)	 resource	 for	 technolo-
gical	projects	which	address	 the	grand	challenges,	often	as	an	 impro-
per	 reduction	of	SSH.	 This	 view	 is	not	 far-fetched,	because	 the	grand	
challenges	are	grand	since	they	concern	human	societies	and	cultures,	
the	ways	how	we	humans	 interact	with	each	other	but	 also	with	our	
environment,	how	we	produce	and	consume,	how	we	construct	meaning	
and	judgement	to	our	actions,	and	how	we	reproduce	our	societies	and	
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entific	 impact	dimension	are	missing.	For	 instance,	SSH	research	does	
hardly	result	in	patent	applications.	So	far,	existing	assessments	of	the	
social	impact	of	RTI	political	interventions	are	often	only	contextual	and	
specific	as	well	as	qualitative	and	anecdotal	in	nature	(Van	den	Besselaar	
et	al,	2018;	Raua,	Gogginsb	and	Fahyb,	2018;	Barré,	2010).

Also	the	judgments	on	the	value-for-society	vary	(Reale	et	al.,	2017).	
Despite	the	fact	that	SSH	scholarship	is	often	committed	to	do	research	
for	the	good	of	society,	the	interest	of	researchers	is	often	not	oriented	
towards	producing	usable	results,	but	rather	to	raise	awareness	and	in-
fluence	society	 to	create	capabilities	of	self-understanding	 in	different	
contexts	(Reale	et	al.,	2017;	Benneworth,	2015;	Nussbaum,	2010).	

Social	impact	measurement,	which	–	and	this	is	important	to	note	–	
concerns	all	scientific	disciplines	and	sciences	-	remains	an	unresolved	
issue	in	technical	terms	too.	The	complexity	goes	far	beyond	monetarised	
approaches	such	as	SROI	(Social	Return	on	Investments)	or	SMEV	(‘So-
cially	Modified	Economic	Valuation'	approach).	Tracing,	assessment	and	
measuring	(centred	on	the	core	question	 ‘What is the evidence for ob-
served effects?’)	is	not	only	complex	but	also	exacerbated	by	metric	pro-
blems	(which	apparently	materialise	at	the	level	of	indicators	and	data	
basis).	Social	 impact	assessments	 thus	focus	often	more	on	processes	
than	on	results	(e.g.	engagement	with	business,	government,	the	third	
sector,	and	the	public	via	the	media	as	a	proxy	for	social	impact)	(Bastow,	
Dunleavy,	Tinkler;	2014).	Moreover,	there	is	often	a	falsified	equation	of	
social	 impact	with	dissemination	or	 transfer,	 to	which	most	of	 the	so-
called	 alternative	 metrics	 (altmetrics)	 focus.	 In	 Horizon	 Europe,	 mostly	
process	and	output	indicators	will	be	applied	to	trace	the	societal	impact	
and	policy	impact	(Van	den	Besselaar	et	al.,	2018).	

Particular	challenges	 for	 the	development	of	appropriate	 indicators	
to	measure	societal	impact	include	firstly,	that	the	time	taken	to	achieve	
the	actual	impact	on	society	is	longer	than	the	achievement	of	concrete	
results;	secondly,	that	the	assignment	of	social	changes	is	more	difficult	
than	the	assignment	of	scientific	references	or	economic	attributes.	And,	
thirdly,	that	the	availability	and	comparability	of	data	to	track	social	and	
political	impacts	is	severely	limited.	So	far,	however,	the	tracing,	assess-
ment	and	metric	question	of	social	and	political	impact	seems	to	be	more	
discussed	 and	 forwarded	 by	 the	 domains	 of	 research	 policy	 and	 eva-
luation	research	while	most	SSH	researchers	from	academia	have	only	
partially	adopted	it	as	their	own.

5. CLOSING WORDS
The	five	missions	announced	by	the	European	Commission	 in	sum-

mer	 2019	 do	 not	 indicate	 a	 big	 change.	 They	 all	 relate	 to	 important	
challenges,	for	which	SSH	can	make	contributions,	but	not	in	the	driver	
seat.	On	the	other	hand,	however,	SSH	research	will	also	have	to	keep	
its	promise	in	thousands	of	ways	to	find	a	new	level	of	interaction	with	
society.	This	 refers	 to	 the	claim	made	by	König,	Nowotny	and	Schuch,	
2019	in	these	proceedings)	as	starting	point	for	organising	the	Austrian	
Council	of	the	EU	Presidency	conference	on	‘Impact	of	Social	Sciences	
and	Humanities	for	a	European	Research	Agenda	–	Valuation	of	SSH	in	
mission-oriented	research’,	that	‘transformative	science	must	be	trans-
formative	 in	a	double	sense:	wanting	 to	exert	 influence	 in	society	but	
also	open	to	be	influenced	by	society	and	its	needs.’	

Such	an	exercise	is	not	easy	and	will	demand	a	lot	of	efforts	and	crea-
tivity.	There	are	for	instance	still	several	areas,	where	the	relation	of	SSH	
to	society	is	less	expressed	than	one	would	assume.	Such	shortcomings	

tion	of	the	updated	emphasis	on	the	directionality	of	R&I	policies	to	tackle	
the	‘right’	issues	(e.g.	connected	with	sustainability	and/or	inclusiveness	
concerns)	with	the	intention	of	selecting	the	adequately	‘right’	R&I	pro-
jects	 in	 service	 of	 society.	 The	 Lamy-Report	 (2017)	 stipulated	 the	 need	
to	develop	 adequate	 impact	 oriented	RTI	policy	designs	and	 made	 the	
claim	that	SSH	should	also	act	as	driver	 for	some	missions	of	 the	next	
Framework	Programme	for	R&I	(and	as	contributor	to	others).	In	line	with	
this,	the	European	Parliament	(2017)	argued	for	a	broader	and	clearer	de-
finition	of	impact	by	raising	awareness	on	societal,	cultural	and	long-term	
impacts,	while	the	Estonian	EU	Council	Presidency	(2017)	urged	in	gene-
ral	for	a	more	sophisticated	and	dynamic	approach	to	impact	assessment.	
These	political	claims	(and	others)	were	taken-up	and	addressed	during	
the	Austrian	Council	of	the	EU	Presidency	Conference	on	the	‘Impact	of	
SSH	for	a	European	Research	Agenda	–	Valuation	of	SSH	in	mission-ori-
ented	research’,	which	was	organised	by	the	author	of	this	article	in	Vi-
enna	end	of	November	2018	(König,	Nowotny	and	Schuch,	2019	in	these	
proceedings;	Reiter-Pazmandy,	2019	in	these	proceedings).

During	the	conference	it	became	clear	that	there	is	widespread	ac-
cord	among	 the	SSH	communities	 that	 the	 impact	of	SSH	 research	 is	
more	 direct	 on	 society	 than	 from	 other	 research	 disciplines,	 although	
not	necessarily	more	evident	or	tangible.	This	seems	to	be	a	basic	cont-
radiction,	which	should	be	solved	to	overcome	disaccord	and	resistance.	
The	 impact	of	SSH	 research	 is	more	direct	because	 the	social	 subsys-
tems	 ‘Culture’, ‘State’,	and	 ‘Market’	are	very	often	 in	the	focus	of	SSH	
research.	SSH	researchers	thus	sometimes	claim	that	they,	by	purpose,	
are	closer	to	issues	such	as	societal	impacts,	structuring	impacts	on	po-
licy-making	and	policies	(i.e.	political	impact)	as	well	as	impacts	on	inno-
vation	and	economy	(see	among	others	Flecha,	Soler-Gallart,	and	Sordé,	
2015;	Brewer,	2013).	For	the	sake	of	orientation,	Reale,	E.	et	al.	 (2017)	
provide	a	definition	of	scientific,	social	and	political	impact,	stating	that 
“SSH research generates scientific impact when it influences the produc-
tion of further research outputs following new approaches for analysis or 
based on new results. Changes related to social impact affect the cultural, 
economic, and social life of individuals, organizations, and institutions. Po-
litical impact incorporates the contents of research into political decisions, 
and motivations and rationales for political action and priority setting.”

4. TRACING AND MEASURING 
IMPACT OF SSH RESEARCH

Impact	tracing,	however,	is	a	complex	exercise,	because	it	is	context-
specific	and	 there	are	different	understandings	of	valuation	narratives	
and	theories	of	change	of	SSH	research,	which	by	themselves	request	
thorough	 understanding	 of	 processes	 and	 methods	 in	 the	 phases	 of	
knowledge	production	(e.g.	co-design	and	co-creation;	inter-	and	trans-
disciplinary	approaches;	citizen	science;),	knowledge	dissemination	(e.g.	
tailor-made	transfer	mechanisms	and	formats;	media	engagement)	and	
knowledge	usage	 (e.g.	social	 innovation;	policy	advice;	evaluation	and	
accompanying	 scientific	 research;	 research	 integrated	 road	 mapping;	
[public]	 service	 engineering	 etc.)	 with	 all	 their	 particular	 challenging	
aspects.	Beck	and	Bonß	 (1989)	even	claimed	that	 interpretation	offers	
provided	 by	 social	 sciences	 are	 practically	 most	 successful,	 when	 the	
seemingly	vanish	without	trace	in	the	consciousness	of	everyday	life	and	
policy.	 What	 makes	 impact	 measurement	 of	 SSH	 research	 even	 more	
complex	is	the	fact	that	standardised	indicators	of	usage	beyond	the	sci-
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