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The argument  

Å Policy demand for indicators of ósocietal impactô in research assessments. 

Å However providing óindicators of societal impactô off-the-shelf would be 

highly problematic, possibly harmful, serving narrow views and interests.

Å For quant methods to contribute to research impact assessment (RIA), we 

need to go beyond scientometrics as it is, secluded research.

Å Instead, we have to develop indicators in the wild(óen plein airô) in hybrid 

forum for engaging with contextual and diverse expertise

Å This implies three moves in ôtranslationô:

1. broadening out the scope of data and expertise used

2. use quantitative outputs for opening up in processes that include 

deliberation,

3. engaging with disparate communities in the framing of problems and 

questions



The parable of Prussian scientific forestry (Seeing like a state, J. Scott)

Enlightenment and Scientific forestry:

Å Cut the wild forest 

Å Plant Norway spruce ïreduce diversity

Å Increase yield and predictability

Å Loss of forest activities for peasants:

(fruits, hunting, medicinal herbs, etc.)

Forests in Old Prussia

Å Wild

Å Uncontrolled

Å Unpredictable

Å Inefficient



The parable of Prussian scientific forestry (Seeing like a state, J. Scott)

Restoration forestry or forest hygiene:

Å Artificial ant colonies & spiders

Å Wooden boxes to provide bird nests

Å The dangers of dismembering a complex 

set of relations and processes to isolate a 

single element of instrumental value

Monocultures and Forest death

Å Nutrient depletion leading to 20-30% 

production loss in 2nd generation

Å Storm felling

Å Pests due to loss of óservicesô of insects, 

birds and animals.



Performativity

ñBacked by state power through records, 

courts, and ultimately coercion, these state 

fictions transformed the reality they 

presumed to observe, although never so 

thoroughly as to precisely fit the grid.ò

Task reduction

ñExaggerating only slightly, one might say

that the crown's interest in forests was

resolved through its fiscal lens into a 

single number: the revenue yield of 

the timber that might be extracted

annually.. ò 

The parable of Prussian scientific forestry (Seeing like a state, J. Scott)
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INTRODUCTION:
POLICY DEMANDSFOR 

INDICATORS OF SOCIETAL IMPACT



Misalignment between research and societal needs

Source: Daniel Sarewitz ïSaving Science ïNew Atlantis August, 2016

Perceived mismatch between

discourses (or expectations) of

research and actual outcomes.

Energy, environment, health, the

digital economy

More research does not mean

better societal outcomes

Monitoring tools and incentives

(bibliometric indicators!) are

part of the problem.



Policy demand of indicators of societal impact 

Asking research to show its ósocietal impactô (e.g. REF)

Framing of demand is often in the form accountability (control).

Can indicators show if there is ósocietal impactô?

Å Indicators counting outputs or citations:

Å Number of co-publications university-industry

Å Number of patents

Å Number of citations by patents

Å Number or twitter mentions

Å Number of mentions in policy documents

Å Number of blog mentions

These measures can be interesting and provide valuable insightsé

ébut they are not reliable tools for research assessment. 

See Robinson-Garcia, Hicks

on Friday morning



Why current indicators of societal impact donôt work

Social contributions of research are based on:

(according to SIAMPI, ASIRPA or PIPA):

Å Reciprocal interactions between researchers and stakeholders 

Å Not linear but mostly interactive and iterative processes. 

Å Not about óimpactô ïbut mutual co-production, learning

Å The ñqualitieSò of interactions, not about the quantity

Å Contexts are key and diverse 

Therefore qualitative methods are preferred over quantitative ones 

(they can account for context, co-production, learning, values) 

Just ócountingô can be analytically wrong, harmful in policy, and unfair 

(supporting particular interests).



How (if at all) can Quantitative Studies contribute 

to Research Impact Assessment?

1. óSocietal impactô: Uncertainty and value-laden

This is mainly an argument about indicators for assessment 

under conditions of high uncertainty and lack of consensus on values not 

only for ósocietal impactô ïnot regarding indicators for other purposes.

3. Towards indicators in the wild2. Scientometrics as a 

secluded science
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ASSESSING SOCIETAL IMPACT:
DECISION-MAKING UNDER

UNCERTAINTY AND LACK OF CONSENSUS



Unspoken assumptions in policy use of S&T indicators

S&T indicator work in policy (enlightenment):

Å Knowledge from S&T leads to well-being

Å State (e.g. univ. admin) is benevolent

Å Expertise (e.g. scientometrics) serves the public good

However ïinstances of assumptions breaking down

Å no agreement on benefits of research (highly contested)
Å Focus of health research in pharma therapeutics

Å the state/admin can favour particular interests
Å Nuclear energy?

Å expertsô views can be aligned with state/particular interests
Å Impact indicators (e.g. pats) favour therapeutics over prevention



Sci Tech & Innovation can have unexpected undesirable

effects while indicators of STI can remain ñpositiveò

Poor housing

Asbestos

Climate change

Cultural and ethnic suppression

Casino capitalism in

financial innovation

Why did we get here?



Criteria for expert advice to policy

óDegree of values consensus on a particular issue. 

Sharply contested issues raise the political stakes and introduce 

dynamics quite different from issues which are less controversial.

Degree of uncertainty present in a decision context.

The greater the uncertainty ïboth scientific and political ïthe more 

important it is for science to focus on policy options rather than 

simply scientific results.ô

Roger Pielke (2007) The Honest Broker.

Under conditions of low consensus and high uncertaintyé

énot possible to separate knowledge formation and decision

making.



Research impact assessment

High uncertainty

Å Ex-ante ïthe impact of research is unknown

Å Ex-post ïtime-lag and attribution make it difficult to track influence

Low value consensus

Å Technologies and innovations often contested

Å Research can influence in innovation in different directions.

Å The value of research depends on the valuation of the innovations that it 

may influence

NOT the amount of impact but the qualities of the contribution.

More is not better. Innovation is not a scalar. Itôs a vector about values.

Contested indicators ïsocietal contributions depends on field/perspective

Å E.g. # patents in univs. may prevent rather than foster innovation.



Uncertainty and values consensus in impact assessment

Roger Pielke (2007) The Honest Broker

Separation

between knowledge

formation and

decision making

Advisors will

find the way

to knowledge!



Uncertainty and values consensus in impact assessment

General Indicators of impact: 

Patents, Tweets, Co-Pubs. Roger Pielke (2007) The Honest Broker

Separation

between knowledge

formation and

decision making

Technocratic

advice


