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Preface

 What Does the Italian Experience in Research Evaluation Tell 
to the International Debate on SSH?

The widespread diffusion of research evaluation practices is part of the new higher 
education and research landscape at all levels. While scholars active in those disci-
plines that are conventionally labelled science, technology, engineering and math-
ematics (STEM) find themselves relatively at ease with this reality, their colleagues 
in social sciences and humanities (SSH) raise a number of theoretical and practical 
issues.

Research evaluation is an activity that has two, not just one, sources of legitima-
tion. On the one hand, the parliament and the government in many countries have 
created dedicated structures to carry out research evaluation and actively make use 
of their results. This is a legal and institutional form of legitimation. It comes from 
the legitimate democratic authority of modern states. On the other hand, however, 
scientific and academic communities create and manage a different source of legiti-
mation, based on scientific recognition and expertise.

To borrow the influential theory of power in organizations developed in 1959 by 
French and Raven, there are five forms of power: legitimate, reward, coercive, 
expert and referent. The first three come from organizational sources, the latter two 
from personal sources. The evaluation may use legitimate power from the parlia-
ment and the government and may also have reward and, to a certain extent, coer-
cive power if its results are used for the allocation of results, but its legitimation in 
the academic community is mostly based on expert and referent power—in other 
words, whether evaluation is perceived as based on sound principles of knowledge 
and whether it is respected and esteemed.

For this reason, it is mandatory for those involved in research evaluation to open 
a never-ending dialogue with the scientific communities, in order to gain legitimation 
from a bottom-up and trust-based process, not only from the (inevitably top down) 
institutional procedures. Communities in SSH raise serious problems that deserve 
respectful listening, close scrutiny, a lot of discussion and conversation, some cre-
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ativity in finding solutions and persistence. The best way is to establish a dialogue on 
those issues that are close to the heart of the people: how to do better research.

This book addresses the difficult and controversial issue of evaluation of research 
in SSH with the support of experiences and data from the recent activities carried 
out in Italy.

Why is the case of Italy relevant for the debate on this issue?
First, this country has experienced perhaps the single largest and most compre-

hensive assessment process in large European countries, in a few years. After a long 
legislative process, started in 2006, the National Agency for the Evaluation of 
Universities and Research Institutes (ANVUR) was created in 2011. There was 
large recognition that the Italian system had been lagging behind the best European 
experiences in the field. The agency started immediately to implement several ini-
tiatives, on which the chapters in this book give large details. Here, it is important to 
recall the main features of these initiatives, in order to offer the overall framework.

 – A research assessment exercise (VQR 2004–2010, or Valutazione della Qualità 
della Ricerca) was launched in 2011 and published in July 2013. All researchers 
submitted to the evaluation: researchers affiliated to universities had to submit 
three products, while those affiliated to public research organizations (PROs) 
were requested to submit six products. Research products were evaluated by 14 
panels (GEV, or Gruppi di Esperti della Valutazione), composed by 450 members 
overall. Panels in STEM disciplines adopted bibliometric methods, with minor 
role for peer review, while panels in SSH exclusively used peer review (with the 
exception of economics and statistics). Overall, more than 14,000 referees were 
mobilized and over 180,000 products were evaluated. The results have been used 
by the ministry to allocate a share of the performance-based funding to 
universities.

 – A second research assessment exercise has been launched in 2015 and completed 
by the end of 2016. Several improvements were introduced after the first VQR. As 
in the 2004–2010 exercise, individual researchers have received their own per-
sonal scores in a confidential way, while the scores of all disciplines (with at least 
four researchers per department) have been published in a highly disaggregated 
way.

 – A major change in the legislation for academic recruitment and promotion was 
put in force in 2012. A National Scientific Habilitation for Associate and Full 
Professors (ASN, Abilitazione Scientifica Nazionale) system was created, with 
some similarities to the ones in place in Spain and France. The legislation intro-
duced a system of quantitative indicators to be satisfied not only by candidates 
but also by full professors wishing to enter the national habilitation committees. 
This was a major departure from academic traditions. ANVUR was requested by 
the ministry to calculate the national distributions of indicators on scientific pub-
lications and to publish the median value as a threshold to be satisfied. In SSH 
sectors, given the absence or lack of validity of bibliometric data, three indicators 
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were selected: number of books, number of book chapters and articles and num-
ber of articles in A-rated journals.

 – As a result of the implementation of ASN, ANVUR was requested to classify 
journals, in order to separate scientific from non-scientific journals, and to iden-
tify a set of A-class scientific journals. ANVUR asked learned societies to give 
an opinion and appointed an expert group. The starting point was offered by the 
self-administered database in which all Italian researchers report their publica-
tions. It turned out that there were more than 60,000 titles of journals. Out of 
these titles, the agency classified around 24,000 as scientific journals and 3000 as 
A-class journals. The lists were published in 2012 and revised periodically. By 
end 2017, a general revision is expected.

 – In the context of quality assurance principles applied to teaching activities and to 
departments, a data collection exercise was undertaken, in which departments 
filled a database on their research activities, including metadata on publications. 
The resulting database (SUA-RD, Scheda Unica Annuale della  Ricerca 
Dipartimentale, or University-level sheet on departmental research) has not yet 
been published at the time of this book. However, several authors in this book 
asked access to the SUA-RD documentation in order to compare data. This 
source will be important in particular in SSH fields, in which no external or bib-
liometric source is considered valid.

 – Finally, in 2016, after a preparation process, the evaluation of the third mission 
of universities and PROs was undertaken, on the basis of a data collection pro-
cess initiated experimentally in 2014. The process is based on the informed peer 
review methodology. In parallel to the VQR 2011–2014, the results have been 
made public in 2017.

From this list one can figure out how many issues and controversies have been 
addressed in a short time frame. In just a few years, universities and PROs, rectors 
and administrators, academicians and early researchers have been involved in com-
pletely new processes, arguments and metrics. They had to learn about citations, 
h-index and median values. A lot of controversies have been generated and are still 
alive. A huge data collection is now available, most of which in the public domain 
(although, due to resource limitations, mainly in Italian language). Several papers 
have been published in the last few years on this experience.

A second reason of interest is that SSH disciplines have a strong tradition in Italy, 
due to historical reasons. Entire branches of humanities, for example, from philol-
ogy to history of art or archaeology, have a long tradition in this country, which 
originated from the Middle Ages and the Renaissance. Communities in SSH are 
lively, create discussions and take action.

Third, in the recognition that research on evaluation is a crucial element of the 
quality of evaluation, ANVUR started a major initiative aimed at funding, with 
small-scale grants, original research projects. This allowed scholars in a variety of 
fields to engage into theoretical or empirical studies that might contribute to the 
improvement of evaluation practices. A Call for Proposals was issued, and, follow-
ing a competitive ex ante selection procedure, a series of projects were funded. 
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Some of the papers that originated from the call are included in this book and 
acknowledged directly in the text. The authors cover a large range of expertise, from 
computer science and computational linguistics to library sciences, from sociology 
to law, in addition to many branches of humanities. This is a remarkable enrichment 
of the community of those that study research evaluation in a systematic way.

The book is opened by a chapter in which Andrea Bonaccorsi calls for an epis-
temic approach to evaluation. By epistemic approach it means the systematic analy-
sis of the ways in which communities in SSH produce valid knowledge. Evaluation 
must rest on the solid foundations of the criteria by which epistemic communities 
validate and value the knowledge they produce. There is a remarkable theoretical 
gap here.

Despite the work of sociologists such as Collins, Abbott, Ben-David, Becher 
and, more recently, Michèle Lamont, we lack a full-scale theory of the epistemic 
practices of scholars in SSH. By and large, most philosophy and sociology of sci-
ence in the twentieth century have been dealing with hard sciences, not with 
SSH. We do have regional theories, particularly in social sciences (e.g. methodol-
ogy of social sciences, philosophy of economics), but the linkage between epis-
temic issues and research evaluation is missing. The chapter offers a preliminary 
sketch of such a linkage and calls for further research.

Part I of the book deals with the controversial issue of criteria of research quality 
in SSH. Do scholars in SSH define research quality in a consistent way? Do they 
converge on common definitions?

The part suggests the idea that research quality criteria do exist in the practice of 
scientific communities in SSH, but they require a long process of conversation and 
elicitation to be formulated in linguistic terms, made reflexive and explicit and put 
in the public space. Scholars put these criteria in practice innumerable ways in eval-
uating papers and books submitted for publication, in making recruitment and pro-
motion decisions and in the daily activity of reading others’ works. These criteria 
are typically held in an implicit, non-declarative or tacit form. They form a crucial 
part of the personal knowledge of scholars, following the concept introduced by 
Michael Polanyi. The evaluation asks scientific communities to articulate these cri-
teria, in order to make them declarative and subject to intersubjective discussion. 
Claims about what is valid and what is not valid in the knowledge produced in a 
community, and about the degrees of quality of valid knowledge, require rational 
justification. In this perspective, the evaluation is a kind of democratic process in 
which decisions are put under the light of public conversation and hence require 
justification.

The chapter by Chiara Faggiolani and Giovanni Solimine examines the recent 
Italian experience of research evaluation in the VQR 2004–2010, comparing it with 
the international experience. It is confirmed that the pattern of publication of scholars 
in SSH is structurally different from the one in STEM. The central role of books cre-
ates a difficult issue, because the only way to evaluate books is by reading them from 
cover to cover. They examine some of the most common solutions adopted in various 
countries, namely, the weighting of coefficients for monographs by type and size, the 
rating of publishers and series, the use of reviews in evaluation and Library Catalogue 
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Analysis (LCA). They do not recommend the uniform weighting of books, given the 
extreme heterogeneity of their type and content. Also, while publisher rating and the 
use of reviews might contribute to approximate elements of quality, the authors find 
that the evidence of validity and reliability of these methods are still not sufficiently 
demonstrated. Finally, they show caution with respect to LCA.

Andrea Capaccioni and Giovanna Spina examine international experiences in 
the drafting of guidelines for peer review in SSH. These initiatives are important in 
a variety of ways. First, they call for a continuous activity of self-reflection of com-
munities on the way in which research quality criteria should be formulated linguis-
tically. It is one thing to hold a notion of criteria, another thing to formulate it in 
verbal terms in such a way that other people, sharing the same notion at conceptual 
level, apply it in a consistent way. Second, peer review is a learning process for both 
those that carry it out and those who must accept it. The guidelines help to put in 
place solutions that improve the learning generated in the process, for example, in 
terms of training of referees involved in research assessment exercise or calibration 
of subjective judgements. Finally, there is a delicate issue of conflict of interest. It 
does not only refer to the problem of direct and personal conflict given by personal 
relations but to the more subtle issue of whether referees evaluate products for 
which they have little expertise. This problem can be managed, to a certain extent, 
by constructing databases of referees based on their past performance in peer review, 
an activity that the Italian Agency has implemented. However, there is room for 
self-constraint based on forms of ethical codes. Referees should not accept the eval-
uation of works for which they have no scientific legitimation. In the SSH field, this 
might be a controversial issue, given the extreme specialization and articulation of 
disciplines in subfields.

The chapter by Andrea Bonaccorsi reports about an initiative taken by the 
Italian Agency to open a dialogue with scientific communities in SSH about the 
improvement of the peer review process. A number of expert groups were formed, 
which were given full autonomy and freedom to formulate suggestions, in several 
SSH areas, from architecture to humanities and arts, from social and political sci-
ences to law, to business studies. The outputs of these groups were transmitted to the 
evaluation groups under the new research assessment exercise (VQR 2011–2014) 
and were used to modify the evaluation sheets to be used in the peer review and to 
enlarge the range of admissible products. As an example, there was a large debate 
on the meaning of “internationalization” as a research quality criterion after the first 
research assessment exercise (VQR 2004–2010). One major concern was that refer-
ees could have interpreted this broad notion in a mechanistic way, by giving auto-
matically higher scores to articles or books in English. The expert groups elaborated 
on the meaning of this notion for their respective disciplines and suggested solu-
tions, most of which have been implemented in the new wording of evaluation. This 
is an example of the way in which engaging into conversation with the SSH com-
munities may improve the validity of the research assessment. At the same time, it 
shows that communities should be challenged to formulate their own criteria in a 
declarative way, so that they can be implemented by other experts (in this case, the 
members of the evaluation groups at the national level).
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The chapter by Ginevra Peruginelli and Sebastiano Faro enters into the trou-
bled waters of research evaluation in legal studies, or law. This is an open issue at 
the international level, and several initiatives are under way to study the problems 
and formulate suggestions. In this field the adoption of national language is man-
dated by the object of research, which is mainly the positive law at the national level 
(with some exceptions, such as philosophy of law and history of law or, obviously, 
the various branches of international legal studies).

At the same time in these fields, there is a remarkable trend to incorporate judi-
cial decisions produced by international courts, particularly at the European level, 
into the decision of national judges, using the original English formulation. This 
means that the epistemic process of production of valid knowledge in law will 
endogenously become more international in the near future. A second problem that 
has been hotly debated in the Italian context has been the legitimation of the agency 
to classify scientific journals. The initial position of learned societies was negative. 
A legal action was taken in 2012 by a prominent scientific society, based on the 
argument that only scientific communities, and learned societies on behalf of these 
communities, had the legitimation to produce research quality criteria. The admin-
istrative judge rejected the claim, arguing that there is no legally defined role for 
learned societies, while an agency created by the law, acting on the principles of 
transparency stated in the law, may directly refer to scientific communities in order 
to define research quality criteria. This may happen in a variety of ways, by appoint-
ing experts, consulting documents, examining data and combining different sources 
of judgement. As a matter of fact, the classification of journals has been carried out 
also in law. The chapter suggests that, after the initial conflict, there is now a reflex-
ive and constructive attitude by the academic legal community.

Part II of the volume deals with the role of books and monographs in the evalua-
tion of SSH research and the appropriate methods.

Geoffrey Williams, Antonella Basso, Ioana Galleron and Tiziana Lippiello 
first examine the treatment of books in research assessment in several European 
countries, characterized by largely different methodological approaches: qualitative 
systems (UK and Netherlands), quantitative systems (Czech Republic and Poland) 
and database systems (Norway and Flanders). In addition, they mention the Spanish 
experience of rating publishers. They submitted a questionnaire to a sample of 
Italian SSH scholars, using a version of an instrument first developed in France, and 
received 578 usable answers. Among the results, two are in my view particularly 
interesting. The first is that the respondents mention, among the communication 
channels they use for their research work beyond traditional academic channels, the 
Internet as the first option. This opens interesting directions for further research. 
The second finding is that the choice of communication channels by scholars seems 
to follow a well-defined strategy. On the one hand, junior researchers consider 
research articles much more than in the past due to their speed of publication but 
also because journals offer, differently from books, a formal peer review process. It 
does not seem that researchers choose journal articles because they are easier to 
publish, as some critics often argue, but quite the contrary, because they submit their 
results to a rigorous process of validation. On the other hand, respondents are clear 
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in answering that, in their departments, books are evaluated more than articles. My 
reading of their results is that a transition is in place in the way in which SSH schol-
ars communicate their research results. This transition does not follow the path 
illustrated by the alarmistic wisdom according to which research evaluation will 
eliminate books and monographs, because researchers turn their attention exclu-
sively to easy-to-write, easy-to-publish journal articles. Rather, a more complex and 
sophisticated strategy is emerging, mixing journal articles on refereed journals (par-
ticularly in the very early stages of career) and books (in a more mature stage). This 
academic strategy seems to be associated with the enlargement of communication 
channels towards the Internet.

Carla Basili and Luca Lanzillo offer a survey of guidelines for the evaluation of 
book and monographs, combining sources from international bodies (ISO stan-
dards), national experiences (Spain, Australia and New Zealand) and university- 
level manuals (University of Turin and University of Bologna).

The analysis shows a rich variety of objects covered under the notion of book and 
monograph, almost all of which tend to be included in research assessment exer-
cises at the national level and university level. The authors observe a trend of inclu-
siveness of new categories over time. These are, almost universally, subject to peer 
review. This creates a tension, however, with the need to include books and mono-
graphs in simple counts of publications, based on administrative data and/or self- 
reported data. Existing classification systems, in fact, have a hard time distinguishing, 
to make just an example, between those edited books that are the result of complex, 
multi-year, interdisciplinary research projects and those edited books that are just a 
collection of disparate contributions. The tension between full reading books in peer 
review and just counting books is inevitable. The authors confirm the recommenda-
tion to make use of peer review.

The need to introduce methods for the evaluation of books without the need to 
read them from cover to cover was at the origin of the proposal of Library Catalogue 
Analysis, the object of the chapter by Maria Teresa Biagetti, Antonella Iacono 
and Antonella Trombone. The authors examine in great detail the internal working 
of digital catalogues in academic and nonacademic libraries and the evolution of 
standards and digital technologies. The evaluation question here is simple: can we 
rely on metrics based on the diffusion of books in qualified libraries at the interna-
tional and national level, in order to build up a proxy of their quality? Are more 
diffused books, or books present in a qualified subset of libraries, also better books? 
The chapter examines several apparently technical issues that, however, are crucial 
for addressing this issue, such as the distinction between acquisition and donation 
of books, the commercial policies of publishers in the acquisition process or the 
distinction between the original edition, new edition and republishing of previous 
editions. According to the authors, existing digital catalogues fail to offer reliable 
data for evaluation purposes.

They also put under scrutiny new development in the digital technology applied 
to libraries, namely, Advanced Discovery Tools and Linked Data Technologies. The 
former are commercial tools offered to researchers for the fast and comprehensive 
search of metadata on publications of interest, using advanced data mining tech-
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niques. The authors carry out a simulation, comparing the output of some Advanced 
Discovery Tool with first-hand information from library catalogues, and conclude 
that there are large gaps in information that prevent its use in the evaluation proce-
dure. Linked Data Technologies are the answer to the challenge of opening library 
information systems to the new environment created by the web and open data.

Ginevra Peruginelli, Sebastiano Faro and Tommaso Agnoloni return to the 
field of legal studies with an original survey on Italian scholars. They obtained an 
unusually high rate of return to an online questionnaire (26% of the population, or 
1241 usable responses), a result that indicates the interest (and controversies) raised 
by research evaluation in the legal disciplines. 809 respondents, or 76.4% of the 
total, are members of editorial boards of journals, and 796, or 75.5% of total, declare 
they are engaged in ex ante evaluation of journal articles.

With respect to journals, an interesting finding is that a minority of respondents 
believe peer review is carried out systematically (23%). The bulk of respondents 
(55%) believe it is carried out only in most cases, while 22% believe it is not carried 
out at all. This finding seems to be in contrast with the large diffusion (76,4% of the 
total) of editorial roles in the legal community. This discrepance can be explained 
by the organization of the ex ante process in most Italian journals in law. Peer review 
is not systematically managed with the double-blind, or single-blind, approach, by 
recruiting a large pool of anonymous referees and establishing formal procedures. 
Rather, it is directly managed by the editor or the editorial board. The presence of 
almost all scholars in at least one of the journals, demonstrated by the data, is a way 
to protect oneself, and one’s students and collaborators, against the uncertainties of 
a fully competitive process. The chapter calls for more transparency in the descrip-
tion of the peer review procedures followed by legal journals.

A second interesting finding is that, once asked which research quality criteria 
they mention with respect to books, there is a consistent ranking across legal disci-
plines in which the top criteria include the inclusion in a particular series with spe-
cial characteristics and the publisher. In other words, respondents admit that they 
use information on the book series and the publisher as an indicator of quality. Yet, 
they vigorously reject the notion of rating or ranking series and publishers and prob-
ably, as it is demonstrated in other chapters, rightly so.

Part III deals with one common methodology used in the evaluation of SSH 
research, namely, the rating of journals. As it is well known, it is a largely adopted 
methodology but also one subject to some controversy, as the experiences of 
Australia and France show.

In her chapter, Domenica Fioredistella Iezzi investigates the notion of “publica-
tion strategy”, by examining the mix of types of publications submitted to the 
research assessment exercise (VQR 2004–2010) and the resulting average scores. It 
turns out that large heterogeneity can be detected. To summarize the argument, there 
are two broad areas (Area 10, or antiquities, philology, literary studies and art his-
tory, and Area 11, or history, philosophy, pedagogy and psychology), in which there 
is little difference in the average score across the main categories of products 
 (journal article, monograph, edited book, book chapter and proceedings). The scores 
are in the range 0.63–0.72 in Area 10 and 0.55–0.64 in Area 11. In these fields, it 
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seems that scholars may submit whatever product they have produced and receive 
similar scores. Also, monographs receive the highest score (0.72  in Area 10 and 
0.64 in Area 11). Furthermore, in these areas proceedings are highly valued (0.66 
and 0.59 average score, respectively). The remaining three fields share a common 
negative evaluation of proceedings: their score is as low as 0.38 in social and politi-
cal sciences, 0.26 in law and a mere 0.07 in economics and business. In these fields, 
paper presentation to conferences is not considered equivalent to articles or book 
chapters. They differ, however, under other respects. In the field of law, chapters, 
monographs and journal articles are valued high (range 0.56–0.63), while edited 
books are penalized (0.33). It seems that the editorial work of collecting chapters is 
not considered scientifically valid. Edited books are more valued in political and 
social sciences (0.51), while they are extremely penalized in economics and statis-
tics (0.04). The area of economics and statistics is also interesting because the 
scores assigned to monographs, all evaluated in peer review, are extremely low 
(0.11 on average). In this area, the only product that is highly valued is the journal 
article (0.51). From these data, it is clear that there is a transition in the pattern of 
scientific communication and that scholars should adopt a well-defined strategy. 
The chapter also investigates the role of language and finds that, particularly in 
humanities and arts (Area 10), there is a large role for products in languages other 
than the national one. Interestingly, these products are not in English but in (many) 
other non-national languages.

The paper by Andrea Bonaccorsi, Tindaro Cicero, Antonio Ferrara and 
Marco Malgarini addresses the contested issue of journal rating. In the SSH field, 
there is almost a universal agreement on the impossibility to use indexed journals as 
the basis upon which to build indicators, since they represent a tiny fraction of jour-
nals used. Therefore, all journal rating exercises make use of expert-based assess-
ments or combine quantitative indicators with expert judgements. After an extensive 
review of international experiences and of the academic literature, the chapter 
addresses the issue of whether the classification of journals (or the container) is a 
good predictor of the evaluation of individual articles published in journals (or the 
content). The Italian context offers an unprecedented opportunity to examine this 
issue on a large scale, due to the presence of two (relatively) independent evaluation 
processes, one carried out on individual articles (VQR 2004–2010) by thousands of 
anonymous referees and another carried out on journals, by a small-size expert 
group, which used also evaluations from learned disciplinary societies. While there 
might be debate about the degree of independence between the two measures (in 
particular, a small subset of journals was rated within the VQR exercise and com-
municated to referees, following the notion of informed peer review), it is true that 
there is no evidence that referees did not read the articles (the content) and followed 
the suggested classification of the journal (the container). In this case the variables 
would clearly be non-independent. Therefore, a classical multiple-regression 
approach seems to be justified. The authors find strong support for the validity of 
journal rating in predicting the average quality (score) of individual articles, although 
there remains (and should remain) variability around the predicted values.
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Part IV examines a range of frontier problems in the evaluation of SSH research: 
new indicators based on Google Scholar (GS), library holdings and the issue of 
impact and/or third mission of SSH scholars.

There is a large literature comparing indicators from Google Scholars (GS) to 
traditional indicators based on Scopus and Web of Science. These studies invariably 
deal with STEM disciplines. The chapters in this book are highly original because 
they deal with Google Scholar indicators in SSH and compare these data with infor-
mation derived independently from research assessment exercises.

Alfio Ferrara, Stefano Montanelli and Stefano Verzillo have developed a 
novel methodology for the large-scale disambiguation of GS data. They utilize the 
large database created within the National Scientific Habilitation procedure, opened 
in 2012. In this procedure candidates submitted their lists of publications and pub-
lished them on the official ministry website. Since candidates declared which scien-
tific discipline they were applying for, it is possible to establish a systematic linkage 
between the sets of words appearing on the metadata of their publication lists (e.g. 
words in titles) and their disciplines. The authors have applied state-of-the-art com-
putational linguistics tools to train the algorithms for searching GS data, obtaining 
excellent results in terms of recall and precision. The authors conclude that GS can 
indeed be used within evaluation activities. It is important to underline that this 
approach does not require that authors build up their own profile on GS: the algo-
rithms were able to identify precisely whatever author was in the list of Italian 
scholars without using profiles. I believe this methodology might be extended to 
other disciplines and other countries and open a new research direction for the use 
of GS as a complement to, or alternative to, other bibliometric sources.

In a companion chapter, Ferruccio Biolcati-Rinaldi, Francesco Molteni and 
Silvia Salini make use of Ferrara et al.’s methodology, and of the related dataset, to 
investigate the publication behaviour of scholars in social sciences. They compare 
the data from GS to data on publications from a newly created archive of publica-
tions of Italian scholars, called SUA-RD, which is yet unpublished. This archive 
comes from self-declared publications collected at the departmental level by 
ANVUR. They confirm that GS data can be used for evaluation purposes, although 
self-declared publications are a much larger number. At the same time, they show 
that many authors do not receive any citation, not only from indexed journals (which 
might be a result of the adoption of national language) but also in GS. Since Google 
Scholar reflects the largest available collection of documents, it is noteworthy that 
part of the academic community shows such a small impact.

Maria Teresa Biagetti, Antonella Iacono and Antonella Trombone address 
the issue of whether the diffusion of books in libraries can be used as a valid and 
reliable information for evaluation purposes. They run a simulation exercise, by 
comparing the data obtained by consulting digital catalogues of a sample of high- 
status libraries. They find large variability across catalogues, a result that casts 
doubts about the possibility to normalize this kind of information. Summing up, 
they do not recommend data on the diffusion of books in library holdings as a viable 
alternative to peer review or a useful complement to it.
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These three chapters give us interesting recommendations for the use of new 
tools in evaluation: green light to Google Scholar, but only conditional on the adop-
tion of a rigorous disambiguation system, and red light to Library Catalogue 
Analysis, until large improvements are introduced in the treatment of some critical 
issues.

The last two chapters of this part deal with a novel dimension of research evalu-
ation in SSH, that is, the impact of research or the third mission.

Luca Lanzillo offers an articulated discussion about the concept of social impact 
assessment, in the light of the orientations of the European Commission and the 
experience of the REF in the UK. He defends the view that scholars in SSH do have 
a large impact with their research, although the definition and measurement of this 
impact require much research and implementation work.

Brigida Blasi, Sandra Romagnosi and Andrea Bonaccorsi report about the 
first effort to evaluate the third mission of universities and PROs undertaken by 
ANVUR, after a preparation process. In particular they examine the differences 
between STEM and SSH scholars in the activities labelled under the Public 
Engagement heading, a large and comprehensive category created in order to take 
into account the variety of interaction modes between research and society. At the 
time of closing this volume, the data on third mission are still under evaluation. The 
chapter offers a very preliminary snapshot of data, in the form of a frequency distri-
bution of activities carried out by scholars. It turns out that scholars in SSH are no 
less active in public engagement than their colleagues in STEM.

Taken together, these last chapters call for a rigorous discussion of the notion of 
impact of SSH research. On the one hand, as the authors remark clearly, SSH 
researchers are very active at the interface with society and carry out a variety of 
initiatives. They are less visible because their products are more intangible and 
immaterial than those produced by STEM research (e.g. patents, spinoff companies, 
science and technology parks, etc.). They are also less visible simply because the 
notion of third mission has been initially considered equivalent to the valourization 
and commercialization of research, which is only part of it. There is a need to place 
the impact and third mission of SSH higher in the agenda, for both SSH researchers 
and policymakers and the public opinion.

On the other hand, we should avoid the trap of imitating STEM research in trying 
to demonstrate the economic, or short-term, impact of SSH research. This approach 
would never deliver the kind of immediate, tangible, measurable results that are 
often the request of policymakers. Rather, it is important to build up a full-scale and 
compelling argument, in which the epistemic dimensions are associated to ethical 
and political arguments, in order to show the constitutive role of SSH research for 
the cohesion and advancement of contemporary societies. In studying languages 
and texts, in preserving the material, iconic and symbolic memory of civilizations, 
in supporting the creation and interpretation of the rules by which people regulate 
their rights and duties, produce and exchange goods and services and make collec-
tive decisions, SSH research builds up and maintains “the cement of society”, to use 
the celebrated expression of Jon Elster. On the basis of such an argument, it will be 
possible to spell out the relevant dimensions of evaluation for SSH communities.
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The book is closed by a contribution by a non-Italian scholar, a leading expert in 
the evaluation of research in SSH, Alesia Zuccala, from the Royal School of Library 
and Information Science of the University of Copenhagen. This is an important con-
tribution to the book, which would otherwise be subject to self-referentiality. The 
author offers first a fascinating theoretical discussion of the role of language and of 
national and cultural specificities in the SSH fields. She then surveys the chapters of 
the book in an effort to examine the contributions they give to the international debate 
on research evaluation, either at the conceptual level (epistemic issues, classifica-
tions, research quality criteria, impact and third mission) or the methodological and 
technical level (peer review, LCA, journal rating, publisher rating, book reviews, 
Google Scholar). The position taken by the author is that the Italian experience stands 
in front of the elder and more developed Anglo-Saxon approach: “The plural evalu-
ation culture that I describe in this chapter – a European- Anglo culture at this point – 
possesses greater opportunities for uniting when there is a subtle respect for 
differences, rather than uniting due to forced ideals”. Plurality of evaluation cultures 
is, perhaps, the name of the game for the future of research evaluation.

I thank the authors of the chapters for long discussions on the content and on the 
overall project. ANVUR not only provided the financial support to some of the 
projects whose results are reported in chapters but also authorized the publication of 
this book and, most importantly, ensured complete intellectual freedom to all 
researchers involved.

At the end of the day, the legitimation of research evaluation will be achieved 
when people will recognize that it is an integral part of the academic profession. We 
evaluate and we are evaluated. We see and we are seen, all the time. And since work-
ing in the academy is perhaps the most rewarding profession in the world, one might 
also expect that evaluating oneself and the others is a source of professional satis-
faction, while being evaluated (yes, sometimes negatively) is part of life.

In a poem that all Italian children learn at school, The solitary bird, the great poet 
Giacomo Leopardi offers a vivid picture of the joyful company of young people in 
the village: “Dressed for the festival/ young people here/ leave the houses, fill the 
streets, /to see and be seen, with happy hearts” (tr. A.S. Kline). To see and be seen, 
this is part of the happy hearts. But the poet himself does not share the joy, he stays 
solitary: “I go out, alone,/ into the distant country,/ postpone all delight and joy/ to 
some other day”.

The solitary attitude of the poet is certainly more noble and more inspired than 
the common attitude of the young company in the village. To see and to be seen is a 
social activity, and like all social activities, it can be considered by someone with a 
certain detachment. Authoritative scholars in SSH are perhaps right in pointing to 
the inevitable lack of depth of evaluation, when compared with the uniqueness, rich-
ness and erudition of the knowledge produced.

This book is an invitation for all who stay “in the distant country” to join, at least 
in part, the company of those who accept that “to see and be seen” is part of life.

Pisa, Italy Andrea Bonaccorsi 
November 2016
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Towards an Epistemic Approach to Evaluation 
in SSH

Andrea Bonaccorsi

1  Introduction

The reaction of scientific communities against evaluation of research is almost 
entirely concentrated in SSH disciplines. STEM disciplines seem to have accepted 
that research evaluation, as it is often stated, “is here to stay”. Some exceptions are 
sometimes raised in Mathematics or Clinical medicine, in particular against some of 
the practices in bibliometrics (e.g., Impact Factor), but overall these arguments con-
stitute a minority opinion.

Why is this the case? I suggest that the reasons cannot be purely sociological, or 
related to the way in which scientific communities organise their work and commu-
nicate their result. Nor can it be political or ideological: the evidence that political 
or ideological opinions significantly differ by discipline is scattered and not robust. 
Something different, or deeper, must be at work. Since scholars are motivated more 
by the intrinsic logic of their scientific work than by external incentives (although 
incentives matter a lot), the explanation must be found at the epistemic level.

By “epistemic” I mean the way in which scientific communities produce valid 
knowledge, or the procedures, criteria, practices by which they recognise inter- 
subjectively the value and validity of the knowledge produced by others, and by this 
way submit themselves to the same rules. In this perspective, the inter-subjective 
dynamics of communication and validation are not separated from the internal 
dynamics of knowledge, or the intrinsic persuasiveness of the knowledge exchanged 
(Ziman 1978, 2000).

In this sense epistemic is not the same as epistemological, since the latter requires 
a second-level abstract and professional reflection on the rules of scientific work. 
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Not all scientists are also philosophers of science (indeed, only very few), but all 
good scientists have a solid mastery of a series of rules that are used to discriminate 
knowledge claims according to their purported validity.

Nor is it the same as sociological, since at this level the main interest is the way 
in which communities build up their agreement (or disagreement), irrespective of 
the content of knowledge. Sociological studies of science are mainly interested in 
the way in which socially defined actors, like scientists, set the boundaries of scien-
tific vs non-scientific knowledge (Gieryn 1983, 1995, 1999; Taylor 1996), define 
scientific disciplines (Lenoir 1997; Abbott 2001), reach agreement or disagreement 
about claims (Knorr Cetina 1999), use material infrastructure and laboratory facili-
ties to build up shared meanings (Latour and Woolgar 1979), create the conditions 
for repeatability of experiments (Collins 1975, 1985, 1999) or balance scientific 
power relations (Frickel and Moore 2006). For programmatic reasons, sociological 
studies do not deal directly with the epistemic content of knowledge, as separated 
(or separable) from the social interactions associated with it (Barnes and Edge 1982; 
Mulkay 1991; Barnes et al. 1996; Yearley 2005).

While I will use materials from epistemology as well as sociology of science, the 
main focus will be on the epistemic level, as elaborated by authors such as Ziman 
(1978, 2000).

In this chapter I address the following questions:

 – What are the epistemic differences between STEM and SSH that may explain the 
differences in the orientation towards research evaluation?

 – Are there epistemic differences across disciplines in SSH that may explain intra- 
SSH differences in the orientation towards research evaluation?

 – Are there research quality criteria on which communities in SSH may converge? 
Or, is it possible to address epistemic differences with procedural fairness?

2  Epistemic Differences Between STEM and SSH

An influential stream of literature, inspired by logical positivism, argued that the 
difference between STEM and SSH is very simple: the former are scientific disci-
plines, the latter are not (Steinmetz 2005).

By scientific discipline meant a body of knowledge that could, at least in principle, 
formulate causal propositions. The formulation of causal relations requires a number 
of conditions that are found in natural sciences, but not fully in social sciences, even 
less in disciplines that deal with language. In natural sciences it is possible to assume 
the invariance of the object, so that controlled experiments can be carried out.

This view has dominated the scientific literature for decades after the Second 
World War. It is still maintained by some authors.

However, it is no longer assumed as the dominant theory, particularly after the 
developments of philosophy of science and social studies of science in the 1960s. 
The impact of Kuhn (1962) has been crucial here: the reason why scientists may 
formulate causal propositions is not that they control each of them in isolation, 
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but because these propositions are consistent with an overall paradigm, whose 
foundations do not have the same level of controllability. In addition, scientists 
produce a large variety of propositions, not only causal ones, referring to their 
experimental apparatus, the concrete rules of operation in the laboratory setting, 
or the practices of exchanging results.

Post-positivistic accounts of modern science admit a larger range of propositions 
as scientifically valid. This opens the way for asking to what extent disciplines in 
SSH may be defined scientific as well.

It is possible to summarise this issue separately for Social Sciences and 
Humanities.

In Social Sciences the issue of scientific validity of propositions has a long his-
tory, starting with the foundations of classical political economy and sociology in 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. In the thought of classical authors such as 
Weber and Durkheim, knowledge produced in Social Sciences may well be defined 
as scientific, but not in the sense of producing invariant causal propositions (expla-
nation) but rather propositions that make the behaviours of social actors intelligible 
by referring to their motivations (interpretation). Social Sciences are no less scien-
tific than natural sciences, to the extent to which they submit their propositions to 
the same kind of rigorous control, but not through the use of experiments (which 
cannot be done by definition) but by establishing some level of stability of the rela-
tion between reasons for action (motivation) and observed action.

To what extent these disciplines can be defined “scientific” and what are the dif-
ferences with respect to STEM? In the following I reject the notion that SSH disci-
plines are not scientific and investigate rather which epistemic differences can be 
identified.

First, researchers in STEM aim at discoveries, while researchers in SSH have 
only occasional discoveries (a new archaeological site, document, text, manu-
script…) but most often aim at new interpretations of existing texts. The focus on 
discoveries means that scientists are in competition amongst themselves. Science is 
competitive because researchers fight to be the first to publish discoveries and 
receive the credit.

Second, research in STEM is cumulative, because scientists build upon the con-
tributions of others, either in the past or from current competition. Science is a col-
lective undertaking, not an individual enterprise. Science is both competitive and 
collaborative at the same time. There is a sharp difference here with respect to SSH, 
in which cumulativeness is much lower (Walliser 2009a, b).

Third, because of competition for discoveries and cumulativeness, the appropriate 
communication channel is the journal article (Lindsay 1978; Bazerman 1988; Cronin 
1984, 2005). The scientific journal is serial or periodical, it offers researchers all over 
the world the opportunity to be updated regularly on discoveries, the format of the 
article is suitable for communicating discoveries, and the peer review system is effi-
cient in solving issues of information asymmetries on the attribution of priority. The 
scientific journal system follows the competitive structure of science (Dasgupta and 
David 1994). Over time, the competitive dynamics generate a  hierarchical system 
based on a cumulative process of reputation building: scientific journals that have 
published important discoveries are read more frequently; consequently authors 
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compete to be published in them; the increase in the number of submissions makes 
it possible to raise the rejection rate, making the quality of journals even higher and 
attracting more readers, and so on. It is this structure of scientific activity that makes 
it possible to build quantitative measures of research quality. In particular, once the 
role of citations is clarified in an unambiguous way, and the set of journals for which 
scientists compete is sufficiently large, then the very competitive dynamics generate 
a system in which the underlying quality is reflected in the relative measures of cita-
tions applied to papers, authors, institutions, while the impact factor of journals is 
considered a reliable measure of their average quality. Therefore there is a strong 
connection between the nature of scientific activity in discovery-driven fields, the 
overall system of academic publishing, and the reliability of quantitative measures of 
research quality based on citations.

On the contrary, the journal article is not the suitable medium for SSH, because 
new interpretations require long explanations best suited for the book format (Baldi 
1998; Brooks 1985, 1986).

Fourth, because of competition for priority, cumulativeness, and the workings of 
the scientific journal system, citations are an essential element of scientific com-
munication. In STEM citations have unambiguous meaning of credit assigned to 
authors that made the previous discoveries. As it has been originally discussed by 
Merton, Garfield and De Solla Price, and more recently formalised by Dasgupta and 
David, citations to the previous literature are a necessary ingredient of scientific 
publishing (Bornmann and Daniel 2008). This necessity is neither ethical nor practi-
cal, it is functional. By functional is meant, according to Merton’s sociological 
approach, that individuals are forced to use a citation system that complies with the 
collective rules of the scientific community, irrespective of the individual 
willingness.

In order to be credited for a discovery, the authors must demonstrate their contri-
bution is new with respect to the state of the art. In the absence of citations, it would 
be on the shoulders of the readers to check carefully whether there is anything new, 
clearly a very inefficient solution. Thus the overall system of scientific journals is 
based on referees who directly check the credibility of the authors’ statements, act-
ing as agents on behalf of the scientific community. In doing so, they force authors 
to list all relevant citations. Furthermore, due to the cumulativeness of scientific 
discoveries there is no need to cite authors from the distant past, but only the papers 
published in the last few years, which include all the relevant knowledge. This is a 
striking feature of scientific papers: only a few scientific authorities of the past are 
cited, not because they are ignored, but because their contribution is embedded in 
the citations of more recent authors.

In SSH, on the contrary, researchers quote authors from a distant past, very often 
classical authors, and produce works that are not cumulative but complementary, 
segmented or even alternative to each other. While the segmentation into scientific 
fields and sub-fields is largely agreed in STEM, and is usually not the outcome of 
individual decisions, in SSH part of the activity of most creative authors is the 
 definition of new fields or new segmentations. The existence of progress, i.e., that 
some works are not worth being cited because their contribution has been subsumed 
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into others’ contributions, is usually recognized very late, often after the authors 
cease their activity or die. Consequently, there is a need for a different theory of 
citations in SSH.  Citations serve different purposes and should be classified 
accordingly.

Finally, there is a different role of paradigmatic pluralism. In STEM there is most 
often a dominant paradigm, sometimes with one or a few minority positions. Due to 
the cumulative nature of science and limited paradigmatic diversity, competition is 
open. On the one hand, within disciplinary boundaries all researchers compete 
fiercely for discoveries, without internal segmentations that may protect against 
competitors. On the other hand, since peer review is (generally speaking) a blind 
process, the past reputation and academic status of authors are not relevant to the 
probability of being published. This means that incumbents, or people with a recog-
nised academic status, do not enjoy monopolistic positions in the long run. New 
entrants like junior researchers and authors with unorthodox views are easily recog-
nised. Under these conditions, it is not possible for a single author or group of 
authors to monopolise the citations or to manipulate the reputational indicators.

This is not the case in SSH, in which paradigmatic pluralism is not the exception 
but the rule. On the one hand, there are internal segmentations that are not due to 
disciplinary differences but rather to paradigmatic options (rooted in the choice of 
object, methodologies and techniques) but also to value-laden positions (academic 
schools and traditions, ideological positions, political affiliations and attitudes, cul-
tural orientations).

Competition is not completely open but segmented. Scholars have sometimes a 
two-layered choice: first, with which paradigm they want to be affiliated; second, 
how to compete within the paradigm chosen. In some important sense, there is com-
petition among paradigms, but each of them is organised into its own scientific and 
academic structure (often with dedicated journals, conferences, scientific societies). 
Competition within the paradigm is not open but controlled by the leaders who 
contributed its creation. The relationship between paradigms is a matter of aca-
demic power, or maybe of paradigmatic change in the long run. On the other hand, 
in SSH peer review is not universally adopted. The identity of authors is generally 
known by those who make editorial decisions in journals and book series. Since 
books are the most important source, the control of editorial decisions is more easily 
controlled than in journals. This makes competition among researchers even more 
restricted.

As it appears from the above discussion, there are clear counterparts of this situ-
ation in the field of industrial organisation in economics. The kind of competition 
experienced in science is similar to the situation of competitive markets, in which 
entry is open, incumbents never get a monopoly position, and it is not possible for an 
incumbent to manipulate strategic variables to its own advantage.1 This is why, in my 

1 That is why I find most arguments about the possibility of manipulation of bibliometric informa-
tion, such as the Impact factor, rather pointless. Science itself is manipulable. There are many 
examples of fake discoveries or misbehaviour of scientists. The truly interesting question is not 
why these things happen, but why they happen so infrequently and how it happens that they are 
almost invariably discovered and punished.
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opinion, scientists are not Foucauldian (see below). They find that the representation 
of commensuration as a form of hidden power is not appropriate for the way in 
which science works in their fields. It is not a matter of lack of reflexiveness, or prag-
matic orientation, as opposed to the kind of critical work advocated in social sci-
ences. Even scientists acutely aware of the social implications of their activity never 
subscribe to a Foucauldian argument. Simply put, competition is so harsh and the 
rate of knowledge production so overwhelming that no power coalition is stable.

This is not necessarily the case in SSH, where the competition is more of a 
monopolistic type, or even collusive oligopolistic. In other words, due to the frag-
mentation of disciplines and paradigmatic pluralism, the possibility of controlling a 
discipline for long periods is not negligible.

3  Epistemic Differences Within SSH

Yet this picture is still incomplete. On the one hand there are disciplines in SSH that 
have historically emulated STEM disciplines. On the other hand there are internal 
differences within SSH that also have implications on the orientation towards 
research evaluation. Thus we are faced with the challenge to examine differences 
within SSH disciplines.

In recent years the methodological foundations of social sciences (Sayer 1992; 
King et al. 1994; Goertz 2006; Moses and Knutsen 2007; Della Porta and Keating 
2008; Brady and Collier 2010; Goertz and Mahoney 2012) and the position of social 
sciences with respect to general issues raised in the philosophy of science (Sayer 
2000; Delanty 2005; Delanty and Strydom 2003; Benton and Craib 2011; Steele 
and Guala 2011) have been investigated thoroughly. A few cross studies (Steinmetz 
2005; Walliser 2009a, b; Camic et al. 2011) have examined the differences across 
disciplines, while some other studies deal with the impact of social sciences in soci-
ety (Flyvbjerg 2001; Brewer 2013; Bastow et al. 2014).

In parallel, a similar process started in Humanities, though somewhat less articu-
lated, and partly as a response to the academic decline of these disciplines (Kernan 
1997; Bate 2011; Belfiore and Upchurch 2013; Small 2013; Brooks 2014). Here a 
few historical comparative studies are also available (Bod 2013).

From this methodological and comparative literature, associated with related dis-
ciplinary studies, I have obtained a clear picture of the main epistemic problems 
addressed by various disciplines in SSH. In a recently published book (Bonaccorsi 
2015) I presented a quite detailed reconstruction of the epistemic debate on four 
disciplines in SSH (history, political science, anthropology and English literature), 
combining historical material on the process of institutionalisation of the discipline 
in the academic system with an analysis of the main theoretical and methodological 
controversies. I strongly believe that this is a promising direction for research. 
Comparative studies that combine epistemic issues with institutional details will 
illuminate the way in which valid scientific knowledge is created. By taking disci-
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plines as object of analysis I recognise that there are also internal distinctions within 
disciplines (Becher 1989; Abbott 2001) and try to take them into account.

This approach is not only useful to address the controversial issue of evaluation. 
It is my contention that entering into the epistemic black box of disciplines in SSH 
is also the only way to build up rigorous arguments to defend them vis-à-vis other 
disciplines, funding agencies and policy makers. There is a need to build up an argu-
ment about the scientific nature of SSH, based on a thorough recognition of the way 
in which they build up valid knowledge, though with epistemic processes that are 
completely different from the ones used in STEM. The damage to SSH generated 
by the wave of theorising that has suggested that they are just another way of pro-
ducing texts instead of a truly scientific endeavour is currently underestimated. It is 
not enough to underline the pragmatic value of SSH in society. What is needed is a 
demonstration of the intrinsic validity of the knowledge produced by SSH 
scholars.

In this section I will sketch the main results of the detailed analysis carried out in 
Bonaccorsi (2015) and add other prominent disciplines in SSH. I review the four 
disciplines discussed at length in the book (history, political science, anthropology 
and English literature) and add other large disciplines in Humanities (philology, art 
history, psychology) and Social sciences (economics). The discussion below will be 
very concise. Interested readers are referred to references quoted in Table 1 and to 
the extended discussion and long reference list in the book.

I suggest that the orientation towards research evaluation is a function of four 
constructs, which combine historical factors with epistemic dimensions:

 (a) History of the academic institutionalisation of the discipline
 (b) Main methodological orientation
 (c) Position with respect to neo-positivism after Second World War
 (d) Position with respect to post-structuralism in the 1960s and 1970s.

Let me explain the building blocks of the model. By academic institutionalisa-
tion I mean the way in which a discipline comes to be separate from others, receive 
an academic label, is taught at universities in a separate way, academic positions are 
created and hence learned societies are formed. The institutionalisation process may 
be very long, taking decades (Becher 1989; Abbott 2001; Hyland 2012). A discrimi-
nant factor is whether a discipline is recognised from the beginning or is separated 
from previously existing disciplines. In the former case, newly created disciplines 
maintain the “memory” of their institutionalisation by keeping existing disciplines 
at a distance. They even challenge existing disciplines, either methodologically or 
substantively.

Thus for example English literature in the US academic system is the outcome of 
a separation process which took most of the nineteenth century to be completed. 
Literary studies were initially compressed between philology, which was the 
 dominant discipline in US universities that followed the German educational model, 
and low level literature reading courses (Baldick 1983; Court 1992). The institutional 
separation took place in the early twentieth century and was associated with a deep 
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