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In the next 1,5 hours

• What does 

responsibility in 

evaluation mean to 

you?

• Evaluation of societal 

relevance: problems

• How to responsibly 

evaluate societal 

relevance: five 

thoughts

• How to connect these 

thoughts to your 

professional practice.
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Responsible evaluation

• Why is evaluation (of 

research and/or 

societal relevance) 

important and/or 

required?

• What makes it 

responsible?
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The importance 

of responsible 

evaluation



The problem with quantitative 

metrics

• Focus on what can be counted 

and included in databases

• Evaluation gap: discrepancy 

between what indicators 

evaluate and evaluation 

criteria, and the ambitions, 

missions, realities and 

practices of science. 

• Too much investment in and 

deference to indicators may 

give us “goal displacement” 

and a sense of false security. 

At the heart of evaluation lies a 

conversation about value that 

cannot be had with indicators 

alone. 
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What do methods and tools for evaluating the 

societal value of science need to contend with?

• Value comes in many different forms 

which makes measurement and 

comparability complicated

• Impact develops over longer periods 

of time

• Impact is influenced by many factors 

beyond the control of researchers 

involved

• Immediate responses from society or 

interactions between research and 

societal stakeholders are more 

concrete and verifiable

• Process versus outcome
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How to 

responsibly 

use available 

methods to 

evaluate 

societal value?

Some thoughts
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1) The purpose of evaluation

• What do you want 

to know, and why?

• Accountability 

and/or strategy and

learning

• Invest time in 

focusing the

research question
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2) The context

• Disciplinary 

context

• Organizational 

context

• The role of 

society or non-

academic 

partners
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3) Mixing methods

• There are a host of 

methods that provide 

insights into the 

value of research, use 

them in combination

• Use metrics to 

support narratives

• Use evidence as part 

of the conversation 

rather than to end 

one.
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4) Theoretical assumptions of 

methods

Methods hide 

assumptions about 

relations between 

science and society, 

knowledge 

production, value and 

actors involved. 
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Four key aspects (Smits and Hessels 

2021)

• The types and roles of actors considered part of the 

production of knowledge 

– Who is doing the science after all?

• Mechanisms of interaction between research and society

– Linear 

– Cyclical

– Co-production

• Concepts of societal value

– Impact as product

– Impact as use

– Imact as benefit

• Understanding of the relationship between scientific and 

societal value of scientific research,

– Integrated

– Separated
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Some examples (Smit and Hessels, 

2021)
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5) Who gets to speak?

• Who?

• When?

• Why?
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In conclusion: no blueprints!

• Take time to focus your 

evaluative concerns and 

questions

• Mind the context, 

organizational or 

disciplinary

• Mix methods in a smart 

way

• Mind the theoretical 

assumptions hidden in 

these methods

• Consider who to invite to 

give evaluative input
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Reflections

• What resonated and 

what didn’t?

• How to connect all 

this to your 

professional 

practice?
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– Academic value is more than performance

– Evaluating research in context

– Mixing methods for evaluating research

– Accountability and learning
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Thanks!

t.j.holtrop@cwts.leidenuniv.nl
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