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Foreword

The volume that lays in front of you covers an important topic, namely the search
for academic quality in research in the domain of the humanities and, particularly,
how to come to terms on how to operationalize that in research assessment contexts.
Over the last 20 years, we have witnessed, particularly in Europe, a growing
influence of quantitative techniques on the measurement of research performance,
mainly in the natural, life, biomedical and engineering sciences. And although it
was clearly acknowledged that these quantitative, bibliometric techniques have
lesser relevance in the social sciences, humanities and law (SSH), the pressure on
these domains to adapt to the research assessment practices of a quantitative nature,
as applied in the natural, life, biomedical and engineering sciences, grew steadily.
And while some of these techniques did work in those few specialties of the social
sciences, in which journal publishing has become the field’s standard, it clearly was
not applicable in most other specialties of the social sciences, nearly all of the
humanities and in law.

This increasing pressure on SSH scholars to show quantitatively how they
perform in research assessment procedures led to much protesting reactions from
the social sciences and humanities communities. So we witnessed a fierce debate on
the applicability of bibliometric techniques around a research assessment procedure
in the field of psychology in the Netherlands, centred around the role of books in
the assessment of psychology research. In Belgium, the application of the journal
impact factor as part of the funding allocation model applied in Flanders, has led to
the creation of an academic bibliographic system that could better serve the interests
of scholars in the social sciences and humanities in that same funding model. And
finally, in 2012/2013, German SSH scholars made clear statements, when first
economists, followed by sociologists, historians and educationalists protested
against academic rankings. And as these protests have created a higher degree of
awareness on the importance of having a better insight in the publication output
types and scholarly communication practices of scholars in the SSH domains, and
initiated a variety of research on that topic, a more important development has been
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that an academic interest grew with respect to the variety of research and com-
munication practices all across the humanities and social sciences landscape.

And that is exactly what this new volume is demonstrating: a focus on the
different aspects of scholarly practice in the humanities, and the ways these are
reflected in research assessment procedures. Important in that respect is that this
development is taking place by and through scholars in the humanities themselves.
By consulting and listening to the scholars that are subject to research assessment,
one can learn how the assessment of that type of research should be organized, by
streamlining assessment practices towards local research and communication
practices. An important question addressed in the volume is on how academic
quality is perceived by scholars in the humanities, and not only through qualitative
procedures, but also by quantitative means. Where peer review has been the
backbone of research assessment in the humanities in the past, and will remain to be
in the future, the initiative on the development of various quantitative approaches
has to be welcomed as additional methodologies, informing peer-review processes.
And while I realize that these quantitative methodologies do stir up a lot of dis-
cussion, this discussion is productive in the sense that it is the scholarly community
within the social sciences and humanities itself that is involved now, thereby taking
things in their own hands, rather than being confronted with top-down installed
bibliometric techniques that do not fit into the variety of the academic work in the
social sciences and humanities.

The editors of this volume have done a great job by joining together a wide
variety of internationally highly reputed scholars from various academic ranks and
backgrounds in the social sciences and humanities, all very well qualified to
describe the most recent developments in the research assessment practices they are
involved in, either locally or internationally. Furthermore, the volume is a display
of the variety of research practices in various domains of the humanities, reflecting
the heterogeneity of the scholarly research and communication practices within the
humanities.

To conclude this preface, I sincerely hope that this volume contributes to a
further extension of the academic efforts from within the humanities to think and
develop procedures and methodologies that suit research assessment practices in the
humanities.

Leiden Thed van Leeuwen
December 2015
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Research Assessment in the Humanities:
Introduction

Michael Ochsner, Sven E. Hug and Hans-Dieter Daniel

Abstract Research assessments in the humanities are highly controversial. While
citation-based research performance indicators are widely used in the natural and
life sciences, quantitative measures for research performance meet strong opposition
in the humanities. Since there are many problems connected to the use of bibliomet-
rics in the humanities, new approaches have to be considered for the assessment of
humanities research. Recently, concepts and methods for measuring research qual-
ity in the humanities have been developed in several countries. The edited volume
‘Research Assessment in the Humanities: Towards Criteria and Procedures’ analy-
ses and discusses these recent developments in depth. It combines the presentation
of state-of-the-art projects on research assessments in the humanities by humanities
scholars themselves with a description of the evaluation of humanities research in
practice presented by research funders. Bibliometric issues concerning humanities
research complete the exhaustive analysis of humanities research assessment.

1 Introduction

Over the last decades, public institutions have experienced considerable changes
towards greater efficiency and more direct accountability in many Western coun-
tries. To this end, new governmental practices, that is, new public management, have
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been established. These practices did not stop at the gates of the universities (see e.g.
Alexander 2000, p. 411; Mora 2001; Readings 1996; Rolfe 2013). In the past, sci-
entific freedom guided practices at universities, and quality assurance was achieved
endogeneously through peer review and rigorous appointment procedures for pro-
fessorships. This sufficed as accountability to the public. Over the last decades, the
university was increasingly understood as an institution that renders services to the
economy, students and the public in general (see e.g. Mora 2001, p. 95; Rolfe 2013,
p. 11). Such services were seen as value for money services, opening the door for
new governance practices derived from theories based on market-orientation and
efficiency (e.g. new public management).

While at first the natural and life sciences were in the focus of such new governance
practices—the costly character of research projects in many natural and life science
disciplines made such practices inevitable—, the humanities, which ignored such
practices at first (and have been ignored by e.g. bibliometricians until lately), also
came into focus (Guillory 2005, p. 28). However, the bibliometric approaches to
research assessment used in the natural and life sciences yielded unsatisfying results
when applied to the humanities due to different reasons, such as, amongst others,
different publication practices and diverse publication channels (Hicks 2004; Mutz
et al. 2013) or different research habits and practices and regional or local orientation
(for an overview, see e.g. Nederhof 2006).

In light of these changes, the Swiss University Conference started a project orga-
nized by the Rectors’ Conference of the Swiss Universities (since 1 January 2015
called swissuniversities) entitled ‘B-05 mesurer la performance de la recherche’,
with the goal to find ways to make more visible humanities’ and social sciences’
research performance and compare it on the international level (see the contribution
by Loprieno et al. in this volume). The project consisted of three initiatives (research
projects) and four actions (workshops and add-ons to the initiatives). The editors
of this volume were involved in such an initiative entitled ‘Developing and Test-
ing Research Quality Criteria in the Humanities, with an Emphasis on Literature
Studies and Art History’ (see the contribution by Ochsner, Hug and Daniel in this
volume!), which included one action that consisted of a series of colloquia about
research quality and research assessment in the humanities. This series included a
two-day international conference, a workshop on bibliometrics in the humanities
and nine individual presentations between March 2009 and December 2012. This
volume summarizes this series of presentations. The start of the series fell at a time
when humanities scholars were repeatedly criticizing the evaluation and assessment
practices by, for example, speaking up against two prominent initiatives to assess
humanities research: the boycott of the research rating of the German Council of
Science and Humanities (Wissenschaftsrat) by the Association of German Histori-
ans (Verband der Historiker und Historikerinnen Deutschlands) (see e.g. Plumpe
2009) and the rejection of the European Reference Index for the Humanities (ERIH)
(see e.g. Andersen et al. 2009). Hence, the idea behind the series and this volume is

ISee also the project’s website http://www.performances-recherche.ch/projects/developing-and-
testing-quality-criteria-for-research-in-the-humanities.
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letting humanities scholars themselves raise their voice about tools and procedures to
evaluate humanities research. However, this volume also includes the view from the
outside. To round out the picture, some scholars from the social sciences whose work
focuses on research evaluation in the humanities are also present (see the chapters
by Michele Lamont and Joshua Guetzkow, by Ochsner, Hug and Daniel, by Thomas
Koenig and by Bjorn Hammarfelt). Besides the fact that all authors come from the
humanities and social sciences, the authors also represent a wide range of functional
background: The selection of authors is well-balanced between humanities scholars,
research funders and researchers on higher education.

The writing of this book started right after the two day international conference in
Zurich entitled ‘Research Quality in the Humanities: Towards Criteria and Procedures
for Evaluating Research’ in October 2010. The first contributions were submitted in
early 2011. Because the series of colloquia continued, we soon realized that we
wanted to expand the content of the book to other talks given in this series. Hence,
the publication process was significantly extended. Many projects that are presented
in the contributions have continued, and some of them have been concluded in the
meantime. Thus, most chapters from 2011 had to be updated in 2014. We thank the
authors for their patience with us, their understanding for the delay of the publication
and their willingness to update their texts as well as their rapid revisions during the
two rounds of peer review. We also want to thank the anonymous reviewers involved
in the two review cycles at the early stage (book of extended abstracts) and final stage
(full manuscript).

2 Structure of the Book

The book is structured in five parts. The first part presents the outset of the topic.
On one hand, it describes the circumstances in which this book has been written,
that is, the environment in which this project has been funded, and a description of
the situation in which the humanities are concerning their competition with other
subjects for funding at universities and funding institutions. On the other hand, it
also comprises empirical studies on how peer review functions in the humanities
as well as on the humanities scholars’ notions of quality. The second part presents
the current state of quality-based publication rankings and publication databases. It
focuses on projects that have their roots in the humanities and are led by a humanities
scholar or focus specifically on the peculiarities of humanities research. The third part
raises a delicate issue: bibliometrics in the humanities. It focuses on the problems
in the application of bibliometric methods on humanities research as well as on
the potential bibliometric analyses might bring if applied the right way. The fourth
part focuses on the ex-ante evaluation of humanities research in practice, presenting
humanities-specific evaluation procedures. The fifth part focuses on one influential
ex-post practice of research evaluation that has been completely redesigned to match
the needs of humanities research: The research rating of the subjects Anglistik and
Amerikanistik by the German Council of Science and Humanities.
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The first part starts with a contribution by Loprieno, Werlen, Hasgall and Bregy
from the Rectors’ Conference of the Swiss Universities (CRUS, since 1 January 2015
called swissuniversities). They present the environment in which this volume was
put together. It is a speciality of the humanities to understand the historicity of all
knowledge, hence it is wise to start a volume on research assessment in the humani-
ties presenting and reflecting on the context in which this volume has been created.
Loprieno et al. present how the Swiss universities cope with the difficulty of eval-
uating humanities research. Their approach is scientific in nature: Following a case
study in which the use of bibliometric methods in research assessment procedures
for the humanities and social sciences was evaluated and found to be at least difficult
if possible at all (CRUS 2009), a project was established that would scientifically
investigate alternative instruments and approaches that measure aspects that cannot
be captured by conventional bibliometry. The follow-up programme, drawing on the
results of the first project, takes a step further and drops the concept of ‘measurement’
in favor of ‘visibility’.

The second chapter, by Wiljan van den Akker, takes the perspective from an estab-
lished humanities scholar with many experiences in leading positions in university
and research administration, as director of a research institute, as dean and as Direc-
tor of Research at the Royal Academy of Sciences (KNAW) in the Netherlands. He
argues that the humanities have to organize themselves to be able to play a role in
science policy alongside the well-organized natural sciences. Hence, the humanities
should also develop a system by which its research can be assessed. However, the
humanities scholars should take the steering wheel in developing such a system to
prevent being assessed by systems that are not suited to the nature of humanities
research.

The contribution of Lamont and Guetzkow delves into how humanities and social
sciences scholars assess research in expert peer review panels. They show the differ-
ences and commonalities between some humanities and social sciences disciplines
in how research is evaluated by investigating informal rules, the impact of evalua-
tion systems on such rules and definitions of originality. They show that cognitive
aspects of evaluation cannot be separated from non-cognitive aspects and describe
the evaluation process (by peer review) as interactional, emotional and cognitive.
Peers mobilize their self-concept as well as their expertise in evaluation. Since there
are different interpretations of criteria not only by peers but also by discipline, more
emphasis must be put on the effect of panel composition in evaluations.

Ochsner, Hug and Daniel investigate how humanities scholars understand research
quality. They take a bottom-up perspective and present quality criteria for research
based on a survey administered to all scholars holding a PhD degree in three dis-
ciplines at the Swiss and the LERU universities. A broad range of quality criteria,
they conclude, must be taken into account if humanities research is to be assessed
appropriately. They also show that a vast majority of humanities scholars reject a
purely quantitative approach to evaluation.

The first part thus provides information on the framework in which this volume has
been put together and points to the ‘Swiss way to quality’, i.e. a scientific approach
towards research evaluation. It furthermore puts forward reasons why the humanities
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disciplines should take their evaluation into their own hands. Finally, it provides
empirical evidence on how evaluation by experts works and contrasts it with the
view on research quality by humanities scholars from the grass-roots perspective.

The second part of the book focuses on publication rankings and publication data-
bases. Publications lie at the heart of scientific work. Therefore, publications are often
used in research evaluations, be it simply by counting the number of publications of
a unit or by the use of complex rankings of publication channels.

The chapter by Gerhard Lauer opens this part of the book. He reports on the
initiative of several national research funders to establish a publication database for
the social sciences and humanities (SSH). He describes the problems and opposition
experienced with the ERIH project, lists the requirements for a comprehensive (open)
publication database that can be useful to the SSH and depicts the future of ERIH.

Gunnar Sivertsen presents such a publication database on the national level, the
so-called Norwegian Model. It serves as the foundation of a publication-based per-
formance indicator applied in Norway that distributes extra funding for research in
a competitive way. Evaluations of the model show that a comprehensive publication
database can be useful not only for research administrators but also for the humanities
scholars themselves: It makes visible humanities research and shows that humani-
ties scholars are conducting at least as much research as scholars from the natural
and life sciences. Additionally, it can also serve information retrieval purposes for
humanities scholars.

Often, publications are not just counted but also weighted according to their acad-
emic value. This is an intricate task. Elea Giménez Toledo presents how SSH journals
and books are evaluated in Spain using quality criteria for publication channels. She
also shows how journal and book publisher lists are used in evaluations.

The contribution by Ingrid Gogolin, finally, summarizes the European Educa-
tional Research Quality Indicators (EERQI) project. This project was initiated as a
reaction against the rising relevance of numerous university rankings and citation-
based indicators that are not adequately reflecting the publication practices of (Euro-
pean) SSH research. The aim of EERQI is to combine different evaluation methods
and indicators to facilitate review practices as well as enhance the transparency of
evaluation processes.

Summarizing the second part of the book, there is a lack of information about SSH
publications. Establishing a database for SSH publications can lead to more visibility
of SSH research, which can serve scholars in terms of information retrieval. At the
same time, it may also serve administrators for evaluation purposes. Thus, creating
publication databases should go hand in hand with the development of standards
regarding how to use or not use publication databases in SSH research evaluation.

One of the most commonly used instruments based on publication databases to
evaluate research in the natural and life sciences are bibliometric indicators. The third
part of the book investigates the limitations and potential of bibliometric instruments
when applied to the humanities. The third part starts with the contribution by Bjorn
Hammarfelt. He describes the state-of-the-art of bibliometrics in the humanities
and sketches a ‘bibliometrics for the humanities’ that is based upon humanities’
publication practices. He argues that while it is true that conventional bibliometrics
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cannot readily be used for the assessment of humanities research, bibliometrics might
nevertheless be used to complement peer review if the bibliometric methods are
adapted to the social and intellectual organization of the humanities.

In the second chapter of this part, Remigius Bunia, a German literature scholar,
critically investigates why bibliometrics cannot be applied in the humanities with the
example of German literature studies. While Bunia acknowledges that a part of the
problem is due to technical and coverage issues of the commercial citation databases,
he argues that there might also be a problem involved that is intrinsic to the field
of literature studies: the fact that literature scholars seem not to read the works of
other literature scholars or at least not to use (or cite) them in their own work. To test
this claim, Bunia advocates applying bibliometrics to study what and how literary
scholars cite and to critically examine the citation behaviour of literary scholars.
Until light is shed on this issue, a bibliometric assessment of research performance
in the humanities is not possible.

Thus, the third part of this volume shows that bibliometrics cannot be readily
used to evaluate humanities research. Yet, bibliometrics adapted to the humanities
can serve as tools to study publication and citation habits and patterns as well as to
complement peer review. Knowing more about publication and citation habits also
makes it possible to broach delicate issues in research practices.

Even though bibliometric assessment is not (yet) possible in the humanities,
humanities research is assessed on a regular basis. Part four of this volume presents
procedures regarding how humanities research is evaluated in practice and approaches
regarding how an assessment of humanities research might look. In the focus of part
four are ex-ante evaluations, i.e. evaluations of research yet to be conducted. Thomas
Konig shares insights into the evaluation practices at the European Research Council
(ERC). There was not much funding of SSH research on the European level until
2007. According to Konig, this is not only due to the reluctance of politicians to fund
SSH in general but also because of the fact that (a) humanities researchers do not ask
for funding as frequently as natural scientists and (b) SSH scholars are much less
formally organized and thus cannot lobby as effectively on the political scene as nat-
ural scientists. However, the SSH’s share of funding for ERC grants is considerably
higher than for the whole FP7—and rising. The distribution of applications for grants
shows that there are differences between SSH disciplines in asking for funding. The
results also show that despite some fears of disadvantages in interdisciplinary panels,
SSH disciplines reach similar acceptance rates as the natural sciences in ERC grants.

For the next chapter we change to a private funding institution. Wilhelm Krull
and Antje Tepperwien report how humanities research is evaluated in the Volkswa-
gen Foundation, one of the largest private research funding institutions in Europe. In
order to prevent falling into pitfalls by quantitative indicators not adapted to the char-
acteristics of humanities research, they suggest guiding the evaluation of humanities
research according to four ‘I’s’: infrastructure, innovation, interdisciplinarity and
internationality. They also reveal important insights about evaluation practice in the
humanities: Humanities reviewers even criticize proposals that they rate as excel-
lent, a fact which can lead to disadvantages in interdisciplinary panels, as reviewers
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from the natural sciences do not understand why something might be very good even
though it can be criticized.

The third chapter in this part presents evaluation procedures in France. After
explaining the evaluation practices of the key actors in France—AERES, ANR,
CNU and CNRS—Geoffrey Williams and Ioana Galleron describe two ongoing
projects that aim at understanding the characteristics of French humanities research.
The first project, DisValHum, aims at understanding the dissemination practices of
French humanities scholars. The second, IMPRESHS, strives to bring about a better
understanding of the variety of impacts humanities research can have.

The fourth part thus shows that humanities scholars do not apply for external
funding as much as could be possible. Furthermore, humanities scholars are not
organized well enough to lobby for humanities research on the national as well as
the international level. Additionally, humanities research can be disadvantaged in
interdisciplinary panels in ex-ante evaluations because of the fact that humanities
scholars also criticize work they consider excellent, whereas natural scientists feel
that no work should be funded that can be criticized.

The last part of the book is dedicated to a specific ex-post evaluation procedure that
has been adapted for the humanities recently: the research rating of the German Coun-
cil of Science and Humanities. The contribution by Christian Mair briefly describes
the history of, and ideas behind, the research rating. He argues that the failure of the
first attempt to conduct a pilot study for the research rating in the humanities was
mainly a communication problem. He then describes the process of fleshing out a
rating procedure adapted to the humanities by an expert group of humanities scholars
that resulted in a pilot study of the research rating in Anglistik/Amerikanistik.

The joint contribution by Klaus Stierstorfer and Peter Schneck gives insight into
the arguments for and against participating in such a rating exercise by the pres-
idents of the two associations involved, the Deutsche Anglistenverband (German
Association for English Studies) and Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir Amerikastudien (Ger-
man Association for American Studies). Stierstorfer, then-president of the Deutsche
Anglistenverband, argues that while research ratings as such are not naturally in the
interest of humanities scholars but are likely to be here to stay, there might nev-
ertheless accrue some collateral benefits. Hence, the rating has to be optimized to
maximize such benefits. Peter Schneck, president of the Deutsche Gesellschaft fiir
Amerikastudien from 2008 to 2011, also takes a very critical stance on the usefulness
of research ratings. He acknowledges, however, that rating is an integral part of acad-
emic life, also in the humanities (e.g. grading students as well as rating applicants for
a professorship). Therefore, he argues, the humanities should actively get involved
in the discussion about standards for research assessments rather than boycott them.

The research rating Anglistik/Amerikanistik was finished in 2012. The third con-
tribution of this part presents experiences from this pilot study from the perspective
of the involved staff at the Council and members of the review board: It starts with the
conclusions drawn from this pilot by the German Council of Science and Humanities.
It describes the exact procedure of the research rating of Anglistik/Amerikanistik and
concludes that the research rating is suitable for taking into account the specifics of
the humanities research practice in the context of research assessments. The contribu-
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tion continues with the perspective of Alfred Hornung, who chaired the review board
of the rating as an Amerikanistik-scholar. He describes the critiques and concerns
that accompanied the rating as well as the benefits of the exercise. Barbara Korte
concludes this contribution with her insights into the pilot study as a member of the
review board and as an Anglistik-scholar. She illustrates the difficulties of defining
subdisciplines within a broad field. She warns that while the research rating helped
to show the diversity of English studies, it also might have aroused more thoughts
about divisions than about common research interests.

Finally, the contribution by Ingo Plag presents an empirical analysis of the ratings
done during the research rating Anglistik/Amerikanistik. His analysis shows that there
is aquite low variability in the ratings across raters, pointing to a high reliability of the
research rating. Most criteria correlate highly with each other. However, third-party
funding proves not to be a good indicator of research quality.

3 Synopsis, Outlook and Acknowledgements

The contributions in this volume show that there is no easy way to assess humanities
research. The first part shows that there is no one-size-fits-all solution to research
assessment: There are many disciplinary differences that must be taken into account.
If humanities research is to be assessed, a broad range of criteria must be consid-
ered. However, as the second part of the book shows, there is a lack of information
about humanities publications and dissemination practices. The presented projects
suggest that the creation of publication databases should go hand in hand with the
development of standards regarding how to use or not use publication databases in
humanities research evaluation in order to protect the humanities from the perverse
effects of the misuse of the information provided by such databases. Bibliometric
analysis of publications cannot be used as a sole assessment tool, as is shown in the
third part of the book. It is an instrument that is too simplistic and one-dimensional
to take into account the diversity of impacts, uses and goals of humanities research.
Publication databases and citation analysis could, however, help in providing infor-
mation on dissemination patterns and their evolution if the databases were to be
expanded to cover most of the humanities research.

Humanities scholars are not yet applying for external funding as much as they
could. Funders that are willing to fund humanities research do exist, and there are
funding instruments specifically created for humanities research. Yet, it seems that
humanities scholars are not yet used to applying for grants. This might be due to the
fact that they seem not to be organized formally enough to compete with the natural
sciences on the political level so that many calls for proposals seem to exclude
humanities research, and, consequently, humanities scholars think that their chances
are too small to invest in the crafting of the proposal. Hence, it is obvious that
humanities scholars not only have to organize themselves better but also that the
evaluation procedures and criteria must be compatible with humanities research, as
the fourth part of the book makes clear. This is not only true for ex-ante evaluation
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but especially for ex-post assessments. Thus, humanities scholars should have a say
in the design of assessment procedures in order to prevent negative effects of such
assessments on research quality in the humanities. Assessments should be optimized
in such a way that the benefits are maximized. This is the conclusion of the fifth part
of the book.

This volume presents many different views on research assessment in the human-
ities. Scholars from very different fields of research as well as representing different
functions within the assessment environment present contributions of different kinds:
descriptions of projects, essays of opinions about assessments and empirical analy-
ses of research assessments. Thus, we hope, this volume presents an interesting and
diverse picture of the problems and advantages of assessments as well as of the
opportunities and limitations that come with them. Despite different perspectives
and opinions on research evaluation, all authors share the belief that, given that
assessments are a reality, the humanities should take an active role in shaping the
evaluation procedures that are used to assess humanities research in order to prevent
negative consequences and to take as much benefit out of the exercise as possible.

The contributions in this volume also clearly show that in order to shape assess-
ment procedures so that humanities research can benefit to a maximum, further
research is needed: First, there needs to be more fine-grained knowledge about what
exactly good research looks like in the humanities and what research quality actu-
ally means. Second, more knowledge on the social and intellectual organization of
humanities research would also facilitate the organization of research assessments:
What are the publication and dissemination habits in the humanities? Third, more
research on peer review is needed, for example, to what extent can peers be informed
by quantitative indicators in order to reduce subjectivity and prevent reenforcing
old hierarchies? Fourth, investigations into the effect research assessments have on
humanities research are also dearly needed. They provide important insights on what
to avoid as well as what to focus on in future assessments.

These are only some of the possible routes for research on research assessments in
the humanities. We think that if research is to be assessed, the assessments should also
live up to scientific standards. Therefore, we need to base assessment procedures for
the humanities on scientific knowledge about the organization of humanities research.
While there is a hundred years of research on natural and life sciences, research on
the humanities is still scarce. This volume presents some paths to take.

The creation of this volume lasted from 2010 until 2015. During this long time
period, many people were involved in the production of this volume. We are very
grateful for the commitment of these individuals. It all started in the fall of 2010 with
the organization of an international conference on research quality in the humanities.
We would like to thank Vanessa McSorley for her help contacting the scholars we
had in mind for the conference. Special thanks are due to Heidi Ritz for her tireless
commitment and the perfect organization of the event as well as for the communica-
tion with potential publishers and with the authors in the early phase of the creation
of the book until 2011. Of course, we also thank Sandra Rusch and Fabian Gan-
der, who were involved in the organization and realization of the conference. Many
thanks are also due to Julia Wolf, who organized the workshop on bibliometrics in
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the humanities. We are heavily indebted to Esther Germann, who supported us in
many aspects of the final phase of the process from 2012 to 2015. She formatted
many contributions, optimized the figures, controlled the process with the English
editing and assisted us in all issues concerning the English language. She shared
all the ups and downs that come with editing a book. We also want to thank the
anonymous reviewers involved in the two cycles of peer review. Last but not least,
we thank all the authors for their contributions and for their patience over the long
publishing procedure.
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Setting Sail into Stormy Waters



The ‘Mesurer les Performances de la
Recherche’ Project of the Rectors’
Conference of the Swiss Universities (CRUS)
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Abstract The ‘Mesurer les performances de la recherche’ project was funded
through project-related subsidies of the Swiss Confederation allocated by the Swiss
University Conference. Over the period 2008-2012, the project supported the explo-
ration of new approaches to measure aspects of research that cannot be captured
by conventional bibliometry. The project followed the Swiss Way to Quality in the
Swiss universities (CRUS 2008), where the Rectors’ Conference of the Swiss Uni-
versities (CRUS, since 1 January 2015 called swissuniversities) is committed to a
number of quality principles to guide its quest for university system quality. These
principles were formulated on the basis of the CRUS understanding that quality
is driven by the following two dimensions: international competition among each
university related to specific stakeholder needs and cooperation through comple-
mentary specialization and coalition building among Swiss universities. In the long
run, these quality principles should contribute to Switzerlands ambition to become a
leading place for research, education and knowledge transfer. The project supported
accounting for research performance rather than controlling the involved researchers.
It also aimed to develop useful tools for the internal quality assessment procedure of
Swiss universities according to the guidelines of the Swiss University Conference,
devise strategies for Swiss universities and critique academic rankings. The project
was successfully finalized by the end of 2012. As of 2013, the ‘Performances de la
recherche en sciences humaines et sociales’ programme is up and running and pur-
sues mainly the same goals as the previous project, but with a more specific focus on
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the humanities and social sciences. This project aims to develop instruments that will
foster the visibility of research performance by scholars in the humanities and social
sciences in terms of highlighting strengths of different research units located at Swiss
universities. It will also strengthen a multiplicity-oriented approach to research eval-
uation, which aims to support the diversity that characterizes research in the social
sciences and humanities.

1 Introduction

Although all Swiss universities share a strong focus on research, the effective mon-
itoring of quality academic research has yet to be satisfactorily developed. The
‘Mesurer les performances de la recherche’ project was an attempt of the Rectors’
Conference of the Swiss Universities to identify the best ways for Swiss universities
to implement a system of research evaluation according to their specific needs and
institutional strategy. The project was funded over the period 2008-2011 through
project-related subsidies of the Swiss Confederation allocated by the Swiss Univer-
sity Conference. The project was finalized in 2012 and has since been followed by
the ‘Performances de la recherche en sciences humaines et sociales’ programme,
which will be funded from 2013-2016 through project-related subsidies as well. The
main focus of this programme is the visibility of research performance and impact
in terms of highlighting the quality and strengths of research in different fields and
disciplines. In what follows, we will delimit the scope and intended purposes of the
project and the programme while addressing the following five questions:

What should be evaluated in research?

For what purpose should we evaluate research?

How should we evaluate research?

What are the ties between evaluation and quality?

How can the quality and impact of research be made visible to different stakehold-
ers both within and outside the universities?

We will briefly describe the main features of the project and its results, detail current
developments in the on-going programme and then present certain perspectives of
swissuniversities on the remaining period of the programme.

2 Making a Variety of Research Visible

2.1 What Should We Evaluate in Research?

Academic research includes a wide array of aspects, from the discovery of new
knowledge and promoting young researchers to potential impacts on the scien-
tific community and society. However, the relevance of these aspects to different
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stakeholders (universities, faculties, researchers, authorities and the public) varies
according to disciplinary and institutional differences. Thus, the ‘Mesurer les per-
formances de la recherche’ project paid particular attention to these differences, not
only considering the impact of research evaluation on the scientific community, but
also disciplinary diversity, the significance of interdisciplinary research, the inter-
action between research and teaching, technological innovation, and linguistic and
cultural specificities, such as language and the form of publication. Many of these
differences—Iike language and the form of publication—are particularly important
in the social sciences and humanities (Huang and Chang 2008; Czellar and Lanares
2013).

Therefore, the understanding that all these aspects should be taken into account in
research evaluation is one of the main reasons why the ‘Performances de la recherche
en sciences humaines et sociales’ programme focuses on specific research circum-
stances in the humanities and social sciences.

2.2 For What Purpose Should We Evaluate Research?

The evaluation of research requires different levels of focus depending on whether
a given body of research addresses authorities, peers, or the public at large. One
important purpose of evaluating research is to make research accountable both
to political authorities and the public. In this sense, research evaluation plays a
major role in developing and adapting the institutional strategies of Swiss universi-
ties. At both the individual and institutional levels, attaining knowledge of research
strengths and weaknesses is another crucial purpose of research evaluation. Lastly,
research evaluation also serves to make quality and, consequently, the importance
of research visible for external stakeholders. While the ‘Mesurer les performances
de la recherche’ project explored various possibilities for measuring research per-
formance and compared their scope, the ‘Performances de la recherche en sciences
humaines et sociales’ programme fosters the development of instruments to increase
the visibility of research performance and impact for the benefit of universities and
their faculties.

2.3 How Should We Evaluate Research?

Conventional methods of research evaluation, particularly advanced bibliometric
analyses based on the Web of Science or Scopus, both of which are online scientific
citation indexing services, are quite useful for describing the impact of research in
natural sciences, such as chemistry or medicine, within the scientific community
(van Leeuwen 2013; Engels et al. 2012).
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However, these methods are less useful for describing the social impact of research
in the humanities. The ‘Mesurer les performances de larecherche’ project encouraged
the exploration and the development of broader approaches that may better suit the
needs of different disciplines and reflect the impact of other aspects of research, such
as its social relevance or its applied uses, including teaching. The ‘Performance de
la recherche en sciences humaines et sociales’ programme builds on the resulting
activities of the previous ‘Mesurer les performances de la recherche’ project in order
to develop further methods of evaluating research that will pay greater attention
to specific circumstances in the humanities and social sciences, such as linguistic
characteristics, informal researcher networks and different forms of publication in
the respective disciplines.

2.4 Evaluation, Quality and Mission

As the CRUS points out in “The Swiss Way to Quality in the Swiss universities’
(CRUS 2008), the quality of research is not an end in itself, but rather is at the
service of further aims that are derived from each university’s self-determined strat-
egy regarding its role in Switzerland and the international community. The CRUS
underlines this principle while stressing the following aspects:

1. The CRUS recognizes that member universities are bound by different missions
as established by their respective responsible bodies. The CRUS is therefore con-
vinced that each university is responsible for setting its own strategy according
to its mission, thereby autonomously determining its role in the Swiss and inter-
national university landscape.

2. The CRUS is further convinced that it is best that its member universities them-
selves determine the body of objective quality criteria that most appropriately fit
the deliverables emanating from these strategies. However, no university shall
abstain from committing itself to a body of objective quality criteria for its self-
chosen deliverables or from communicating them broadly.

As aconsequence of these statements, the ‘Mesurer les performances de la recherche’
project and the ‘Performance de la recherche en sciences humaines et sociales’ pro-
gramme have supported accounting for research evaluation rather than controlling
the researchers involved. Both the project and the programme have aimed to develop
useful tools for internal quality assessment procedures, stakeholder communications
and different approaches to deal with rankings and to achieve greater visibility of
research performances. For these purposes, a dedicated decentralized network of
specialists has been assembled.
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3 The ‘Mesurer les Performances de la Recherche’ Project

Given the considerations mentioned above, the Swiss University Conference decided
to finance the ‘Mesurer les performances de la recherche’ project to achieve three
purposes:

e To establish university-based specialists that possess the necessary knowledge in
the field of research evaluation.

e To generalize the use of bibliometry in Swiss universities in order to better judge
its potential and its limits.

e To develop initiatives and actions for those aspects of research quality and perfor-
mance that are not covered by conventional bibliometry.

The specialists in research evaluation established at every Swiss university repre-
sented a central pillar of the prior project and will remain as actors in the current
programme. These specialists are organized within a network that guarantees the
exchange of experiences and the diffusion of acquired competences by meeting sev-
eral times a year.

For a better understanding and a more general use of bibliometry, Swiss universi-
ties conducted bibliometric analyses in collaboration with the Centre for Science and
Technology Studies (CWTS) of Leiden. The main results of this bibliometry project
can be summarized as follows: publications of Swiss universities recorded by the
Web of Science are far more frequently cited than the world average. In contrast,
research that is not published in the Web of Science, especially in the humanities and
(to a lesser extent) in the social sciences, is not yet on the radar and remains largely
invisible to the conventional bibliometry (CRUS 2009).

In addition to this bibliometric approach mentioned above, the ‘Mesurer les per-
formances de la recherche’ project supported the following three peer-reviewed ini-
tiatives:

e ‘Entwicklung und Erprobung von Qualitétskriterien in den Geisteswissenschaften
am Beispiel der Literaturwissenschaften und der Kunstgeschichte [Developing
and testing quality criteria for research in the humanities]’, Universities of Zurich
and Basel.

e ‘Measuring Research Output in Communication Sciences and Educational Sci-
ences between international benchmarks, cultural differences and social rele-
vance’, Universities of Lugano, Fribourg, Bern and Zurich.

e ‘Décrire et mesurer la fécondité de la recherche en sciences humaines et sociales
a partir d’études de cas [Describe and measure the fecundity of research in the
humanities and social sciences from case studies]’, Universities of Neuchatel,
Lausanne and Lugano.

These three projects focused on different issues. ‘Developing and testing qual-
ity criteria for research in the humanities’ focused on quality criteria and indicators
that researchers in the humanities and social sciences consider important (Hug et al.
2013, 2014; Ochsneretal. 2013, 2014). ‘Measuring Research Output in Communica-
tion Sciences and Educational Sciences between international benchmarks, cultural
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differences and social relevance’ studies the different profiles within and between
different research institutions in communication sciences (Probst et al. 2011). The
project ‘Describe and measure the fecundity of research in the humanities and social
sciences from case studies’ concentrates on making visible the manifold relationships
between researchers, institutions and other stakeholders.

Additionally, the project supported four actions to achieve the following:

e Integrate another language into the initiative ‘Measuring Research Output in Com-
munication Sciences and Educational Sciences between international benchmarks,
cultural differences and social relevance’.

e Organize workshops in an effort to transfer knowledge and experiences developed
within the initiatives between the representatives of the involved universities.

e Organize a workshop to measure research performance in the field of law.

e Organize workshops and establish an experimental module on the added value of
research assessments.

As the final report of the project (CRUS 2013) points out, the participation of all Swiss
universities in the project as well as the development of different and complementary
contributions represent the main achievements of the project. Both the participation
and contributions of the Swiss universities—as leaders of the initiatives and actions
or through participating in the experts network—built the foundation for frequent
and constructive exchanges, especially within the specialists network. On the other
hand, a number of goals were not fully achieved by the time the project was finalized.
The CRUS decided to pursue these remaining goals during the period spanning
2013-2016.

4 The ‘Performances de la Recherche en Sciences
Humaines et Sociales’ Programme

The financial efforts and implemented measures during the financing period 2008—
2012 to support the project were not sufficient. The CRUS thus suggested to continue
pursuing the goals of the project from 2013 to 2016 in the ‘Performances de la
recherche en sciences humaines et sociales’ programme. This will allow for the
sustainable development of competences in research evaluation in universities by
allocating project-related subsidies to specialist posts. The launch of the programme
also allows for calls for further initiatives with institutional partners that can cover
domains and aspects of research not yet covered by the three initiatives of the previous
project. The measures of the programme should further promote the development of
competences at the national level and enhance international collaboration in the field
of research evaluation.

The programme supports seven initiatives that were submitted either by a single
university or as the result of collaboration among several universities:
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e ‘Developing indicators for the usage of research in Communication Sciences.
Testing the productive interactions approach’, Universities of Fribourg and Lugano

e ‘Der Wertbeitrag betriebswirtschaftlicher Forschung in Praxis und Gesellschaft
[The impact of economics research]’, University of St. Gallen

e ‘Scientometrics 2.0: Wissenschaftliche Reputation und Vernetzung [Scientomet-
rics 2.0: academic reputation and networks]’, University of St. Gallen

e ‘Forschungsevaluation in der Rechtswissenschaft [Research evaluation in law]’,
Universities of Geneva and Bern

e ‘Ressourcen-basiertes Instrument zur Abbildung geisteswissenschaftlicher
Forschung am Beispiel der Theologie [Resource-based instrument for document-
ing and assessing research in the humanities and the social sciences as exemplified
by theology]’, Universities of Fribourg and Lucerne

e ‘Cartographier les réseaux de recherche. Interactions et partenariats en sciences
humaines et sociales [Mapping research networks. Interactions and partnerships
in social sciences and humanities]’, University of Neuchatel

e ‘National vergleichbare Daten fiir die Darstellung und Beurteilung von
Forschungsleistungen [Comparable data on national level for the presentation and
evaluation of research performance]’, University of Basel

As with the previous project, this programme has a special focus on the question of
how the diversity concerning the approaches to research and its outcomes can be pre-
sented and evaluated appropriately in the context of research evaluation. This includes
making visible the manifold interactions and co-operations between researchers and
research institutions and the interactions of research institutions in social sciences
and humanities with different external stakeholders. The project also investigates
how research cultures and the specificities of different disciplines can be taken into
account in order to find better ways of evaluating research. Additionally, two projects
in law and theology are dedicated to making notions of quality in their disciplines
more visible. It will thus also be possible to develop procedures for finding a con-
sensus concerning quality criteria in a particular discipline.

Both programmes together include a total of ten projects. An additional eight
so-called ‘Implementation Projects’ are being funded for the years 2015-2016. The
aim of these smaller projects is to transfer the results of the initiatives into different
institutional and thematic contexts and to test the applicability of the instruments and
sets of indicators, examples of which include the following: Based on the results of
the project ‘Developing and testing quality criteria for research in the humanities’, a
rating form is going to be developed at the University of Zurich that serves to assess
the research proposals of junior researchers in the humanities. In addition to ensur-
ing a more appropriate evaluation of emerging researchers proposals, this will also
demonstrate the potential of broader sets of qualitative indicators for research evalu-
ation. The University of Lausanne is going to use the mapping tool developed in the
project ‘Describe and measure the fecundity of research in the humanities and social
sciences from case studies’ for a detailed analysis of this institutions collaborations
and partnerships. Based on its own project, ‘Scientometrics 2.0’ (Hoffmann et al.
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2015; Jobmann et al. 2014), the University of St. Gallen is incorporating alternative
metrics of research impacts into its own repository.

In addition to the 18 total projects, a network consisting of specialists in biblio-
metrics and research evaluation from all Swiss universities and the individuals in
charge of the different initiatives accompanies the programme. This network will
allow for an important transfer of knowledge in a decentralized and university-based
landscape. The network meets regularly and also invites national and international
experts and representatives of the different stakeholders.

The programme has also received a further boost by hiring a full-time scientific
coordinator. Besides coordinating the diverse components of the programme, he is
also assigned a variety of additional tasks. He is responsible for the internal and
external communication on a national and international level as well as the network-
ing with the different stakeholders. He also elaborates on the synthesis of the results.
Part of this synthesis is going to be a manual, which introduces the ‘Swiss Way to
Quality’ and will enable practitioners to profit from the outcomes of the different
projects.

Since the project is still ongoing, most of the results have not been published.
However, a website (http://www.performances-recherche.ch) provides information
about the current state of the project and the contact information of those respon-
sible for the projects. Overall, both the Swiss universities unique approaches to the
challenges in the field of research evaluation and the transfer of knowledge through
the ‘Mesurer les performances de la recherche’ project and the ‘Performances de la
recherche en sciences humaines et sociales’ programme represent crucial contribu-
tions toward an adequate system of research evaluation in the Swiss landscape of
higher education, which is currently going through major changes due to the imple-
mentation of the new Federal Act on Funding and Coordination of the Swiss Higher
Education Sector planned for 2015. At the same time, the programme is a Swiss
contribution to the current research debate about how quality in research can best be
evaluated.
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Yes We Should; Research Assessment
in the Humanities

Wiljan van den Akker

Abstract In this contribution I argue that the Humanities, just like any other mature
field of knowledge, should have or develop a system by which its research can be
assessed. In a world that increasingly asks for justification of public funds, where
public money becomes scarcer, so that less amounts have to be distributed among
more players, where research funds are being concentrated and distributed on a highly
competitive basis, we as humanists cannot shy away from research assessment with
the argument that ‘we are different from the rest’ or that ‘we don’t need it’. Of course
the humanities are a distinct member of the body of academic knowledge, but that
holds true for every discipline. If we agree that for instance that bibliometry does
not suit most players in our field, the question becomes: what will suit us better?
Case-studies? This contribution also contains a warning: let us stop arguing about
the language issue. English is the modern Latin of academia and its use enables us to
communicate with one another, wherever we are or who we are. Without providing
definite solutions, my argument is that we, humanists, should take the steering wheel
ourselves in developing adequate forms of research assessment. If we leave it to
others, the humanities will look like arms attached to a foot.

Suppose that I have learned something during the more than 25 years I am working
within the humanities now—as a teacher, a researcher, a director and a dean. The
attitude of my field towards research-assessment in any form, can be summed up
as follows. “We don’t want it, because we don’t have to, because we don’t need it,
because we are not like the others, and therefore we don’t like it, and they shouldn’t
force us, because they don’t know us, because they don’t understand us, because they
don’t love us.” The image of the humanist working in solitude in the attic, writing a
book that will replace all existing books and render superfluous all books that have
not yet been written, is still alive and kicking.

The humanities have developed several defense-mechanisms against research
assessment in general. I will name only three of them.
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1. The (much heard) argument of intuition: the quality of our research is not mea-
surable, not quantifiable. We know quality when we see it. We have a perfect
understanding of who is excellent and who is not. It is easy to see that although
this argument may be (sometimes) true, it is also highly irrelevant. In fact, one
could turn it around and say that this should make research assessment a lot easier,
also the production of the top ten or top hundred. Anyone who has ever dared to
ask such a question, knows that it equals a declaration of war.

2. A second mechanism is: the humanities as a whole are principally and practically
completely different from all the other forms of science or knowledge fields, espe-
cially the hard sciences. But this is not true. There is not one common denominator
that separates the humanities from the other academic fields. In fact the human-
ities are made of different disciplines and fields who hold their own positions
within academia. Some are very familiar to fields like theoretical physics, like
for instance linguistics. Others are close to social sciences, like for instance large
parts of the historical disciplines. Some philosophers claim the same domain as
mathematics.

3. The third defense mechanism mirrors the second: since there is no such identifi-
able and unifiable one thing as the humanities, since we are a habitat of different
species, it is impossible to compare us to other parts of the body of knowledge.
Again it is not a strong argument, since the same holds true for what we generally
call the (hard) sciencesmedicinetechnical sciences, and so on and so forth. Think
of the social sciences where the anthropological and the empirical approaches are
totally different.

All these defense mechanisms are not effective for today’s world and especially not
for the future of the humanities. We cannot and should not insist on being ‘different’
just to shy away from any form of research assessment. If we continue doing that, we
will be the young sister or brother who is tolerated at the dining table, at the mercy
of the food that the rest of the family thinks it can spare and always looked down
upon. Maybe with a friendly smile, but nevertheless.

In the near future, in a world that increasingly asks for justification of public funds,
in a world where at the same time public money becomes scarcer and less amounts
have to be distributed among more players, in a world where research funds are being
concentrated and distributed on a highly competitive basis, we as humanists have to
take the stand and declare that we are grownups who want to play the game.

Maybe our defense mechanisms were never effective in the past anyway, but the
older brothers and sisters just left us alone, which could be one of the reasons that
the humanities are underfunded in general, not only in research but especially in
teaching. In that case we already have shot ourselves in the foot and it becomes a
matter of healing as quickly as possible in order to be able to kick again real hard.

If we are not essentially different from other fields of academia, we also should
recognize that, just like the other members of the family, we are not simple. It is clear
that in discussing research assessment within the humanities, we are dealing with
a complicated matter, complicated in the sense of a complex of several parameters,
angles, similarities, issues etc. Just to name seven aspects:
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1. There are substantial differences in scientific practice between the several disci-
plines within the humanities. These differences can and will have consequences
for the selection of quality indicators. There are areas where groups of scholars
work together on a common project—say the testing of a theory—and there-
fore they publish together in journals and an analysis of citations can or will be
useful. In other areas individuals work on diverse topics and therefore publish
individually and therefore an analysis of citations can be less useful.

2. The rotation time of humanities articles and books. Contrary to many other fields
of science, much of what we humanists produce can have an effect in the long(er)
run. Consider the fact that much research in for instance medicine will be outdated
within 2 or 3 years, or perhaps even sooner.

3. The goals and products of research are different in different areas of the humani-
ties. Unlike scholars in, say theoretical physics, much research in the humanities
has the intention and maybe even the assignment by society to guard, disclose,
save and interpret international and/or national heritage. Even though not all
scholars like it or accept it, society in general often looks at us in this way. If we
don’t do it, who else will? This means that the products of such research will and
cannot be seen only in terms of articles in scientific journals, but for instance also
in the construction of large databases and the opening up of large data collec-
tions, exhibitions with catalogues, excavations of archeological sites etc. Think
of the endless amounts of historical or cultural material lying in archives, muse-
ums, libraries. Data collections, also including books, are for the humanities the
laboratories that make the work of our relatives in the sciences so expensive.

4. As a consequence the target group of the humanities is diverse. On the one hand,
like in any other scientific field, our accumulation of knowledge is targeted at our
peers, on the other hand we have a large, non-academic audience to serve. One of
the problems scholars in the humanities face, is to define this wider group and to
justify our relations with it. What astronomers perhaps would see as translation of
scientific knowledge, and therefore regard as journalistic of the profession, is for
many humanists core business. But not always, and there we have an immense
problem to solve. To be quite clear, I don’t have the answer, but I do think a
possible solution lies within the realm of peer review.

5. All this shows that the publication channels of the humanities will vary. In some
fields traditional books are still the main or even the only accepted way to transfer
our knowledge, like in many parts of history or literary studies. In some areas,
however, articles in journals have replaced the more traditional book, like in
linguistics. There, books are mainly written in order to popularize knowledge or
to use in classrooms for teaching purposes.

6. A highly inflammable aspect related to all this, is the language of our scholarly
work. Inflammable because often there is a nationalistic side in the discussion,
even when it is hidden and not explicitly mentioned. The argument mostly goes
like this: since my scholarly object is Dutch poetry, I cannot but write about it
in Dutch. Because of the linguistic nature of the field of study, there have to be
journals in a language other than English. Tied to this is the more sentimental
reasoning: a country like The Netherlands has its own cultural heritage and acad-
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emia should honor the uniqueness of it, by allowing high quality scholarly work
in Dutch.

Of course anyone can substitute Hungary or Switzerland for The Netherlands.
Following this line, someone writing about Polish novels in Dutch, would not
contribute to science, someone writing on the same subject in Polish on the other
hand would. I am not convinced that this line of reasoning is strong enough but I
also realize that my counter arguments are disputable and will be disputed.

First of all it is a mistake to think that most scholarly work is written in English. It
looks and sounds like English but it is not. It is at the best Scholarly English, like
Latin was centuries ago. The Latin those colleagues back then wrote and spoke
in no way resembled the Latin from the Romans, as any specialist can confirm. It
was agreed upon as the lingua franca of science, a fantastic way to communicate
all over the world, regardless of one’s country of origin and mother tongue. Seen
from this point of view, there is no valuable reason why a scholar whose object
is Dutch poetry should prevent the rest of the world to read his or her results by
writing in Dutch about it. Why has the language of the object of research anything
to do with the language in which we scholarly communicate about it? The mere
fact that only a small part of the wide world is interested in Dutch poetry and
a large part does not even know it exists at all, is totally irrelevant. Moreover:
writing only in Dutch about Dutch poetry, will be absolutely the best guarantee
that the world stays ignorant about the subject.

In the meantime there is a counterargument. Anyone who wants to work on a field
that is specifically Dutch has to master the Dutch language. If not, all necessary
documentary sources—the primary object of research—will not be accessible
and stay unknown. Some examples can be found by looking at some of the most
excellent American colleagues. Margaret Jacob for instance, a distinguished pro-
fessor of history at UCLA, learned how to read Dutch, because she is interested in
the field of European Enlightenment. She cannot write Dutch nor have scholarly
conversations in Dutch, but she knows how to read the sources. Her books and
articles are written in English though. And as a consequence, the Dutch influ-
ence on what was generally regarded as an Anglo-French movement, could be
acknowledged.

Nationalism is a killer in the world of science, also in the humanities. My example
is Dutch and therefore humble. But if I were French or German, I would say the
same. Again, | am saying this in full awareness of the new nationalism that spreads
its bad seeds all over Europe.

. The final aspect is the level of organization within the humanities or maybe better

formulated: the lack of it. If one still thinks of the humanities as a collection of indi-
viduals writing individual books, then there is absolutely no need whatsoever to
have an internal or external form of organization. But if one agrees that this image
of the humanities is no longer true or only partially true, organization becomes
a substantial factor. Again the problem is that we are talking about something
highly complex. Because there are several fields where scholars could—and to
my opinion should—be better organized. Within the discipline or sub-discipline,
within the managerial organization (departments, schools, research institutes, fac-
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ulties of humanities), the national endowment organizations of the humanities,
the European Science Foundation and/or the European Research Council.

To make a shortcut: we, humanists, are not well organized. Look at the astronomers.
The amounts of public money that flows in their direction are not matched with any
economic or social outcome at all. Only a few days ago one of the headlines in the
Dutch media was the discovery of a new solar system thirteen billion lightyears away
from us. The last known solar system is only 12.9 billion lightyears away. Experts
said the discovery is of the highest importance. Why? They didn’t tell. They almost
never do. We speak about ‘An Astronomous Amount’. Imagine we would speak of a
‘Humanist Amount of Money’. Apart from many other reasons, the astronomers are
extremely well organized. That is to say: they fight most of their paradigmatic battles
inside their home, with the door shut, the windows closed and the curtains down.
When they come outside, they are all astronomers in clean suits. Nature and Sci-
ence are full of their latest discoveries and they have armies of well-trained scholars
who are able and paid to translate the most obscure particles of new knowledge to a
broader audience. They have agreed upon an excellent division of labor: doing this in
one country, and that in the other. I always wondered why astronomy was such a big
thing in The Netherlands: a country that the sun hates profoundly. They work on their
research individually and at the same time in small and large groups. Fifteen years
ago the Dutch government announced that a limited amount of research proposals
could be awarded a large sum of money. The astronomers won by a landslide. Their
proposal was written by a journalist and was called Unraveling the Universe. Can
you imagine? Newspapers all over the world: ‘Dutch unravel Universe!’

With regard to the humanities, there are fields that are highly successfull and well
organized at the same time. Like archeology, but even more so linguistics and parts
of history, especially social-economic history. If one takes linguistics: the domain
is torn apart by fighting paradigms. Syntax, semantics, phonetics, neurocognition,
Chomsky or not Chomsky. But they are well organized, share the same publication
platforms, have their recognized international conferences, are willing to work on
interdisciplinary projects—just think of neurolinguistics and the impact on questions
of speech impediment over the last decade. It cannot be a coincidence that this part
of the humanities is already working with laboratories and large data collections.
Linguistics was recently put on the ESFRI-list, the European Roadmap for large
scientific infrastructure.

Should we all copy linguistics? Of course not. But we should look from a more
abstract point of view at the process of organization. We should start working at
several levels at a time. At the lowest level, begin to look at the field of a discipline
or of a group of disciplines. Let’s say Literary Studies, to stick to my own academic
field. At the same time maybe we should organize the process of research assessment
on a national level, like Norway, Denmark and Belgium are doing. Of course bench-
marking is one of the necessary factors, but in this way we could avoid sinking to the
bottom immediately. I really am convinced that Germany is doing the right thing in
selecting a limited number of universities and labeling them as research universities
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and subsequently giving them proportionate more amounts of money. Of course one
can criticize the criteria, but still.

I think that we as humanists do not prepare ourselves well enough for the future if
we continue to put our research on the website only at the level of individual faculty
members. We should have more research projects, more research institutes within
the universities and not outside university. We should definitely stop telling the world
that we are different. Research assessment is a complicated thing, not in the sense of
too difficult or impossible, but in the sense of complex. Let’s take all the different
parameters into account, let’s take time but move on. But the most important thing
is: let’s take or keep the lead.

Two years ago in The Netherlands a nationwide project started called Sustainable
Humanities. It is a plea for more money for the Humanities. But not a traditional plea
bargain in the sense of: o, world, look at those poor exotic disciplines, see how they
are withering like beautiful flowers blossoming for the last time all alone in the desert
with no water. On the contrary. The statement is: look at the enormous quantities of
students in media studies, in history, in communication, see how our staff-student-
ratio does not even come close to that of high schools. Many university professors in
the humanities have such a heavy teaching load that it becomes almost impossible to
do serious research. Look at our Nachwuchs: the ridiculous small amount of Ph.D.
and Postdoc positions.

The project also contains a call to the Humanities itself to start a nationwide
process of research assessment. To quote the report:

In addition to peer review, international assessment of research increasingly makes use of
bibliometric instruments such as citation indexes and impact factors. These are parameters
which can be used in science, technology and medicine. But itis now widely acknowledged—
also internationally—that these instruments are not necessarily suitable for determining the
quality of research in the humanities. For example, in 2000 the European Science Founda-
tion (ESF) concluded that the Arts and Humanities Citation Index (AHCI) and the Science
Citation Index of the ISI (Institute for Scientific Information, Philadelphia) should not be
used by policy makers in Europe. For the humanities these indexes are notoriously unre-
liable because of the predominance of English-language literature—particularly literature
published in the United States—and because of the fact that books are not included in them.
The European Reference Index for the Humanities (ERIH) which has since been developed
under the auspices of the ESF has certainly not yet been operationalized to the point that
it fills this gap. The problem is not so much that proper quality determination is impossi-
ble in the humanities. What is missing is an effective instrument that can take the specific
character of humanities research into account while measuring quality across an academic
field. Because of the special character of these subjects, the benchmarks used to assess them
must always be special as well. The fact that relatively few prizes are awarded in this domain
aggravates this lack of indicators and makes it even more difficult for outsiders to judge the
quality of research (and researchers) in the humanities. Much too often this causes serious
problems for top-ranking scholars in the humanities. (Committee on the National Plan for
the Future of the Humanities 2009, p. 34)

Therefore the Dutch Royal Academy of Arts and Sciences has taken up the challenge
and published a national report on research assessment within the humanities (Royal
Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences 2011).
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The recognition of the humanities as a distinct member of the body of academic
knowledge, leads to the conclusion that humanists should take the steering wheel
in developing adequate forms of research assessment themselves. If we leave it to
others, the humanities will look like arms attached to the feet.
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How Quality Is Recognized by Peer Review
Panels: The Case of the Humanities

Michele Lamont and Joshua Guetzkow

Abstract This paper summarizes key findings of our research on peer review, which
challenge the separation between cognitive and non-cognitive aspects of evaluation.
Here we highlight some of the key findings from this research and discuss its rele-
vance for understanding academic evaluation in the humanities. We summarize the
role of informal rules, the impact of evaluation settings on rules, definitions of orig-
inality, and comparisons between the humanities, the social sciences and history.
Taken together, the findings summarized here suggest a research agenda for devel-
oping a better empirical understanding of the specific characteristics of peer review
evaluation in the humanities as compared to other disciplinary clusters.

1 Introduction

In How Professors Think (2009), Michele Lamont draws on in-depth analyses of five
fellowship competitions in the United States to analyse the intersubjective under-
standings academic experts create and maintain in making collective judgments on
research quality. She analyses the social conditions that lead panelists to an under-
standing of their choices as fair and legitimate, and to a belief that they are able to
identify the best and less good proposals. The book contests the common notion that
one can separate cognitive from non-cognitive aspects of evaluation and describes
the evaluative process as deeply interactional, emotional and cognitive, and as mobi-
lizing the self-concept of evaluators as much as their expertise. Studies of the inter-
nal functioning of peer review reveal various ‘intrinsic biases’ in peer review like
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‘cognitive particularism’ (Travis and Collins 1991), ‘favouritism for the familiar’
(Porter and Rossini 1985), or ‘peer bias’ (Chubin and Hackett 1990; Fuller 2002).

These effects show that peer review is not a socially disembedded, quality-
assessing process in which a set of objective criteria is applied consistently by various
reviewers. In fact, the particular cognitive and professional lenses through which eval-
uators understand proposals necessarily shape evaluation. It is in this context that
the informal rules peer reviewers follow become important, as are the lenses through
which they understand proposals and the emotions they invest in particular topics
and research styles. Thus, instead of contrasting ‘biased’” and ‘unbiased’ evaluation,
the book aims to capture how evaluation unfolds, as it is carried out and understood
by emotional, cognitive and social beings who necessarily interact with the world
through specific frames, narratives and conventions, but who nevertheless develop
expert views concerning what defines legitimate and illegitimate assessments, as well
as excellent and less stellar research.

How Professors Think concerns evaluation in multidisciplinary panels in the social
sciences and the humanities. It examines evaluation in a number of disciplines and
compares the distinctive ‘evaluative cultures’ of fields such as history, philosophy
and literary studies with those of anthropology, political science and economics.
This paper first describes some of the findings from this study. Second, summarizing
Lamont and Huutoniemi (2011), it compares the findings of How Professors Think
with a parallel study that considers peer review at the Finish Academy of Science.
These panels are set up somewhat differently from those considered by Lamont—for
instance focusing on the sciences instead of the social sciences and the humanities, or
being unidisciplinary rather than multidisciplinary. Thus we discuss how the structure
of panels affects their functioning across fields. Finally, drawing on Guetzkow et al.
(2004), we revisit aspects of the specificity of evaluation in the humanities, and more
specifically, the assessment of originality in these fields. Thus, this paper contributes
to a better understanding of the distinctive challenges raised by peer review in the
humanities.

2 The Role of Informal Rules

Lamont interviews academic professionals serving on peer review panels that eval-
uate fellowship or grant proposals. During the interviews, panelists are asked to
describe the arguments they made about a range of proposals, to contrast their argu-
ments with those of other panelists, and to explain what happened in each case.
Throughout the interviews, she asks panelists to put themselves in the role of privi-
leged informer and to explain to us how ‘it’ works. They are encouraged to take on
the role of the native describing to the observer the rules of the universe in which they
operate. She also has access to the preliminary evaluations produced before panel
deliberations by individual panelists and to the list of awards given.
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Since How Professors Think came out, it has been debated within various
academic communities, as it takes on several aspects of the evaluation in multi-
disciplinary panels in the social sciences and humanities. It is based on an analysis
of twelve funding panels organized by important national funding competitions in
the U.S.: those of the Social Science Research Council, the American Council for
Learned Societies, the Woodrow Wilson Fellowship Foundation, a Society of Fel-
lows at an Ivy League university and an important social science foundation in the
social sciences. It draws on 81 interviews with panelists and program officers, as
well as on observation of three panels.

A first substantive chapter describes how panels are organized. A second one
concerns the evaluative culture of various disciplines, ranging from philosophy to
literary studies, history, political science and economics. A third chapter considers
how multidisciplinary panels reach consensus despite variations in disciplinary eval-
uative cultures. This is followed by two chapters that focus on criteria of evaluation.
One analyses the formal criteria of evaluation provided by the funding organization
to panelists (originality, significance, feasibility, etc.) as well as informal criteria
(elegance, display of cultural capital, fit between theory and data, etc.). The follow-
ing chapter considers how cognitive criteria are meshed with extra-cognitive ones
(having to do with diversity and interdisciplinarity), finding that institutional and
disciplinary diversity loom much larger than gender and racial diversity in decision
making. A concluding chapter considers the implications of the study of evaluation
cultures across national contexts, including in Europe.

The book is concerned not only with disciplinary compromise, but also with the
pragmatic rules that panelists say they abide by, which lead them to believe that the
process is fair (this belief is shared by the vast majority of academics interviewed).
How Professors Think details a range of rules, which include for instance the notion
that one should defer to expertise, and that methodological pluralism should be
respected.

3 The Impact of Evaluation Settings on Rules

In an article with Katri Huutoniemi, Lamont explores whether these customary rules
apply across contexts, and how they vary with how panels are set up. Their paper,
‘Comparing Customary Rules of Fairness’, (Lamont and Huutoniemi 2011) is based
on a dialogue between How Professors Think and a parallel study conducted by
Huutoniemi of the four panels organized by the Academy of Finland. These panels
concern: Social Sciences; Environment and Society; Environmental Sciences; and
Environmental Ecology. This analysis is explicitly concerned with the effects of the
mix of panelist expertise on how customary rules are enacted. The idea is to com-
pare panels with varying degrees of specialization (unidisciplinary vs. multidiscipli-
nary panels) and with different kinds of expertise (specialist experts vs. generalists).
However, in the course of comparing results from the two studies, other points of
comparison beyond expert composition emerge—whether panelists ‘rate’ or ‘rank’
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proposals, have an advisory or decisional role, come from the social sciences and
humanities fields or from more scientific fields, etc. The exploratory analysis points
to some important similarities and differences in the internal dynamics of evaluative
practices that have gone unnoticed to date and that shed light on how evaluative
settings enable and constrain various types of evaluative conventions.

Among the most salient customary rules of evaluation, deferring to expertise
and respecting disciplinary sovereignty manifest themselves differently based on the
degree of specialization of panels: there is less deference in unidisciplinary panels
where the expertise of panelists more often overlap. Overlapping expertise makes
it more difficult for any one panelist to convince others of the value of a proposal
when opinions differ; unlike in multidisciplinary panels, insisting on sovereignty
would conflict with scientific authority. There is also less respect for disciplinary
sovereignty in panels composed of generalists rather than experts specialized in
particular disciplines and in panels concerned with topics such as Environment and
Society that are of interest to wider audiences. In such panels, there is more explicit
reference to general arguments and to the role of intuition in grounding decision-
making.

While there is a rule against the conspicuous display of alliances across all panels,
strategic voting and so-called ‘horse-trading’ appear to be less frequent in panels that
‘rate’ as opposed to ‘rank’ proposals and in those that have an advisory as opposed
to a decisional role. The evaluative technique imposed by the funding agency thus
influences the behaviour of panelists. Moreover, the customary rules of methodolog-
ical pluralism and cognitive contextualism (Mallard et al. 2009) are more salient in
the humanities and social science panels than they are in the pure and applied science
panels, where disciplinary identities may be unified around the notion of scientific
consensus, including the definition of shared indicators of quality. Finally, a concern
for the use of consistent criteria and the bracketing of idiosyncratic taste is more
salient in the sciences than in the social sciences and humanities, due in part to the
fact that in the latter disciplines evaluators may be more aware of the role played
by (inter)subjectivity in the evaluation process. While the analogy of democratic
deliberation appears to describe well the work of the social sciences and humanities
panels, the science panels may be best described as functioning as a court of justice,
where panel members present a case to a jury.

The customary rules of fairness are part of ‘epistemic cultures’ (Knorr-Cetina
1999) and essential to the process of collective attribution of significance. In this
context, considering reasons offered for disagreement, how those are negotiated, as
well as how panelists interpret agreement is crucial to capture fairness as a collective
accomplishment. Together, these studies demonstrate the necessity for more compar-
ative studies of evaluative processes and evaluative culture. This remains a largely
unexplored but promising aspect of the field of higher education, especially in a
context where European research organizations and universities aim to standardize
evaluative practices.
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4 Defining Originality

‘We now turn to a closer examination of forms of originality scholars from different
disciplines tend to favour, with a focus on contrasting the social sciences and the
humanities. As described in Guetzkow et al. (2004), we construct a semi-inductive
typology of originality. We use this typology to classify panelists’ statements about
the originality of scholarship, whether it is in reference to a proposal, the panelists’
own work, their students’ work, or that of someone whose work they admire. The
typology is anchored in five broad categories. These categories concern which aspect
of the work respondents describe as being original. They include the research topic,
the theory used, the method employed, the data on which it is based and the results
of the research (i.e. what was ‘discovered’). It also includes two categories that
have not been noted in previous research: ‘original approach’ (explained below) and
‘under-studied area’ (proposals setin a neglected time period or geographical region).
As shown in Table 1, there are seven mutually exclusive categories of originality
regarding the approach, under-studied area, topic, theory, method, data, and results.
Each of these generic categories consists of more specific types of originality,
which are included in Table 1. Whereas ‘Generic Types’ refer to which aspects of
the proposal are original, ‘Specific Types’ describe the way in which that aspect is
original. Where applicable, the first specific type we list under each generic category
refers to the most literal meaning that panelists attribute to this generic category,
followed by other specific types in order of frequency. For instance, the first specific
type for the generic category ‘original approach’ is ‘new approach’ and the other
specific types are more particular, such as asking a ‘new question’, offering a ‘new
perspective’, taking ‘a new approach to tired or trendy topics’, using ‘an approach that
makes new connections’, making a ‘new argument’, or using an ‘innovative approach
for the discipline’. Table 1 also describes the distribution of the 217 mentions of
originality we identify across the seven generic categories and their specific types.
Table 1 shows that the panelists we interviewed most frequently describe origi-
nality in terms of ‘original approach’. This generic category covers nearly one third
of all the mentions of originality made by the panelists commenting on proposals
or on academic excellence more generally. Other generic categories panelists often
use are ‘original topic’ (15 %), ‘original method’ (12 %) and ‘original data’ (13 %).
Originality that involves an ‘under-studied area’ is mentioned only 6 % of the time.

S What Is an Original Approach?

Previous research on the topic of peer review has not uncovered the category we
refer to as ‘original approach’, and yet it appears that panelists place the greatest
importance on this form of originality. But what is it, and how does it differ from
original theory or method? ‘Original approach’ is used to code the panelists’ com-
ments on the novelty of the ‘approach’ or the ‘perspective’ adopted by a proposal,
or on the innovativeness of the questions or arguments it formulates. In contrast to
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original theory or method, an ‘original approach’ refers to originality at a greater
level of generality: the comments of panelists concern the project’s meta-theoretical
positioning, or else the broader direction of the analysis rather than the specifics of
method or research design. Thus in speaking of a project that takes a new approach
in her discipline, an art historian applauds the originality of a study that is going to
‘deal with [ancient Arabic] writing as a tool of social historical cultural analysis’. She
is concerned with the innovativeness of the overall project, rather than with specific
theories or methodological details. Whereas discussions of theories and methods start
from a problem or issue or concept that has already been constructed, discussions of
new approaches pertain to the construction of problems rather than to the theories
and methodological approach used to study them. When describing a new approach,
panelists refer to the proposals’ ‘perspective’, ‘angle’, ‘framing’, ‘points of empha-
sis’, ‘questions’, or to their ‘take’ or ‘view’ on things, as well as their ‘approach’.
Thus a scholar in Women’s Studies talks of the ‘importance of looking at [Poe] from
a feminist perspective’; a political scientist remarks on a proposal that has ‘an out-
sider’s perspective and is therefore able to sort of have a unique take on the subject’;
a philosopher describes his work as ‘developing familiar positions in new ways and
with new points of emphasis and detail’; and an historian expresses admiration for
an applicant because ‘she was asking really interesting and sort of new questions,
and she was asking them precisely because she was framing [them] around this prob-
lem of the ethics of [empathy]’. That ‘original approach’ is used much more often
than ‘original theory’ to discuss originality strongly suggests a need to expand our
understanding of how originality is defined, especially when considering research
in the humanities and history, because the original approach is much more central
to evaluation of research in these disciplines than in the social sciences, as we will
soon see.

6 Comparing the Humanities, History and the Social
Sciences

Can we detect disciplinary variations in the categories of originality that reviewers
use when assessing the quality of grant proposals? We address this question only
at the level of generic categories of originality, because the specific types include
too few cases to examine disciplinary variation. For the purpose of our analysis
we compare the generic categories of originality referred to by humanists, social
scientists and historians.

Table 2 shows aggregate differences in the use of generic types of originality across
disciplines and disciplinary clusters. A chi-square test (x> = 34.23 on 12 d. f.) indi-
cates significant differences between the disciplines in the way they define originality
at a high level of confidence (p < 0.001). The main finding is that a much larger per-
centage of humanists and historians than social scientists define originality in terms
of the use of an original approach (with respectively 33 %, 43 % and 18 % of the
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Table 2 Generic definitions of originality by disciplinary cluster

Originality type Humanities History Social sciences | All disciplines
N % N % N % N %
Approach 29 33 26 43 12 18 67 31
Data 19 21 6 10 4 6 29 13
Theory 16 18 11 18 13 19 40 18
Topic 13 15 6 10 13 19 32 15
Method 4 4 5 8 18 27 27 12
Outcome 3 3 4 7 2 3 9 4
Under-studied area | 5 6 3 5 5 7 13 6
All generic types 89 100 61 100 67 100 217 100

Note Some rows may not sum to 100 % due to rounding

panelists referring to this category). Humanities scholars are also more likely than
social scientists and historians to define originality in reference to the use of original
‘data’ (which ranges from literary texts to photographs to musical scores). Twenty-
one percent of them refer to this category, as opposed to 10 % of the historians and
6 % of the social scientists. Another important finding is that humanists and histori-
ans are less likely than social scientists to define originality in terms of method (with
4%, 8 % and 27 % referring to this category, respectively). Moreover humanists, and
to a greater extent, historians, clearly privilege one type of originality—originality
in approach—which they use 33 % and 43 % of the time, respectively. In contrast,
social scientists appear to have a slightly more diversified understanding of what
originality consists of, in that they privilege to approximately the same degree orig-
inality in approach (used by 18 % of the panelists in this category), topic (19 %) and
theory (19 %), with a slight emphasis on method (27 %).

This suggests clearly that the scholars from our three categories privilege differ-
ent dimensions of originality when evaluating proposals: humanists value the use
of an original approach and new data most frequently; historians privilege original
approaches above all other forms of originality; while social scientists emphasize
the use of a new method. But this comparison is couched at a level of abstraction
that allows us to compare these disciplinary clusters according to categories like
‘approach’, ‘data’ and ‘methods’. This risks masking a deeper level of difference
between the meaning of these categories for the social sciences, humanities and his-
tory. For example, when social scientists we interviewed refer to original ‘data’, they
generally mean quantitative datasets; historians usually refer to archival documents
and use the word ‘evidence’; humanities scholars typically refer to written texts,
paintings, photos, film, or music and often use words like ‘text’ and ‘materials’ to
refer to the proposal’s ‘data’.

Likewise, there are sometimes distinct ways in which humanists and social sci-
entists talk about taking a new approach. For example, humanists will often refer
to a canonical text or author that is being approached in a way that is not novel per
se, but is novel because nobody has approached that author or text in that way (e.g.
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a feminist approach to Albert Camus). In contrast, social scientists rarely refer to
novelty with regard to something that is ‘canonical’. Relatively few social scientists
describe originality in terms of approach and those who do so talk overwhelmingly
in terms of ‘new questions’ (accounting for 8 out of 12 social science mentions of
original approach). References to original approaches by historians and humanists
are spread more evenly across the specific subtypes of ‘original approach’. One
third of humanists (8 out of 27) define it in terms of taking a ‘new approach to an
old/canonical topic’, but refer to all the other types with nearly equal frequency. And
although historians mention ‘new questions’ more than any other specific type of
approach (32 % or 9 out of 28), they often mention other specific types as well. And,
although we define ‘methods’ broadly to categorize the way that humanists, social
scientists and historians describe original uses of data, this should not be taken to
mean that ‘method’ means the same thing to all of them. Social scientists sometimes
describe innovative methods as those which would answer ‘unresolved’ questions
and debates (e.g. the question of why the U.S. does not have corporatism), whereas
humanists and historians never mention this as a facet of methodological originality.
Reviewers in the social sciences tend to refer to more methodological detail than
others concerning, say, a research design. For instance, a political scientist says that
an applicant ‘inserted a comparative dimension into [his proposal] in a way that was
pretty ingenious, looking at regional variation across precincts’. In contrast, an his-
torian describes vaguely someone as ‘read[ing] against the grain of the archives’ and
an English scholar enthuses about how one applicant was going to ‘synthesize legal
research and ethnographic study and history of art’, without saying anything more
specific about the details of this methodological mélange.

Arguably, the differences we find are linked to the distinct rhetorics (Bazerman
1981; Fahnestock and Secor 1991; Kaufer and Geisler 1989; MacDonnald 1994) and
epistemological cultures (Knorr-Cetina 1999) of the different disciplines. We do not
wish to make sweeping generalizations about the individual disciplines that compose
each cluster. However, research on the distinct modes of knowledge-making in some
of their constituent disciplines can inform the patterns we find.

In her comparison of English, history and psychology, MacDonnald (1994) shows
that generalizations in English tend to be more text-driven than in the social sciences,
which tend to pursue concept-driven generalizations. History is pulled in both direc-
tions (also see Novick 1988). In text-driven disciplines, the author begins with a
text, which ‘drives the development of interpretive abstractions based on it’. In con-
trast, with conceptually driven generalization, researchers design research ‘in order
to make progress toward answering specific conceptual questions’ (MacDonnald
1994, p. 37). These insights map well onto our findings: original data excites human-
ities scholars because it opens new opportunities for interpretation. Social scientists
value most original methods and research designs, because they hold the promise
of informing new theoretical questions. The humanists’ and historians’ emphasis
on original approaches is an indication that, while they are not as focused on the
production of new generalized explanations (‘original theories’) or on innovative
ways of answering conceptual questions (‘original methods’), they value an ‘origi-
nal approach’ that enables the researcher to study a text or an archive in a way that
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will yield novel interpretations, but which does not necessarily aim at answering
specific conceptual questions.

7 Conclusion

Together, the publications summarized in this paper suggest a research agenda for
developing a better empirical understanding of the specific characteristics of peer
review evaluation in the humanities as compared to other disciplinary clusters. More
needs to do be done in order to fully investigate how the composition of panels and
the disciplines of their members influence the customary rules of evaluation as well
as the meanings associated with the criteria of evaluation and the relative weight put
on them.

The comparative empirical study of evaluative cultures is a topic that remains in
its infancy. Our hope is that this short synthetic paper, along with other publications
which adopt a similar approach, will serve as an invitation to other scholars to pursue
further this line of inquiry. More information is needed before we can draw clear and
definite conclusions about the specific challenges of evaluating scholarship in the
humanities. However, we already know that the role of connoisseurship and the
ability to make fine distinctions is crucial given the centrality of ‘new approaches’
as a criterion for evaluating originality. Whether and how bibliometric methods can
capture the real payoff of this type of original contribution is only one of the many
burning topics that urgently deserve more thorough exploration.
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