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search to demonstrate user relevance, relation-

ships with industry or utility, are visible in all
national research systems, and while the terms often
remain nebulous, the pressures leave traces in the
evaluation of basic science. The Netherlands has gone
quite far in this direction, both in thinking about the is-
sues and the evaluation tools, and in actual evaluation
practices. This article reports on the Dutch experi-
ence, and in such a way that generalisable lessons can
be identified.

Evaluation has become more frequent, in particular
because government sponsors stress accountability of
researchers as well as the need to increase the chances
that funding goes to research of strategic importance
(Rip, 1999). And the scope of evaluations becomes
broader: ‘traditional’ peer review is extended by in-
cluding other actors than scientists working in the
same area, and methods and tools are sought to evalu-
ate the societal quality of research. The concept of ‘so-
cietal quality’ of research was introduced in the Dutch
discussions in the early 1990s (see also Spaapen and
Sylvain, 1994; and Van der Meulen and Rip, 1995) to
suggest an analogy with ‘scientific quality’ of re-
search. In both cases, quality is not limited to eventual
impact; peers and other knowledgeable actors can
form judgements about quality; and indications and
indicators of quality can be developed and used. For
scientific quality, there is a long tradition of review
and decision-making based on evaluation of quality,
and best practices have emerged. For societal quality,
the situation is more complex, and it is not clear how
to evaluate societal quality, especially for basic and
strategic research.

The literature on the contribution of scientific re-
search to socio-economic development, and to society

PRESSURES ON PERFORMERS of basic re-
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more generally, emphasises the problems of measur-
ing and evaluating (from Dunn and Holzner, 1987 to
ETAN, 1999), but when read selectively and cre-
atively also indicates real possibilities, and thus offers
clues for developing methods for evaluation of soci-
etal quality of research. What is necessary is to locate
existing tools and approaches in a conceptual frame-
work which does justice to the richness of basic and
strategic research in relation to possible applications
(in the economics literature, for example, OECD,
1992, the phenomenon of spillovers of basic and stra-
tegic research captures one aspect of richness). At the
same time, there is often no direct link of (and linear
sequence from) research to utilisation and impact. In
Irvine and Martin’s well-known definition of strategic
research this is very clear:

Strategic research: Basic research carried out
with the expectation that it will produce a broad
base of knowledge likely to form the back-
ground to the solution of recognised current or
future practical problems. (Irvine and Martin,
1984)

Thus, research contributes to knowledge reservoirs,
and actual uptake and use occurs through the new
combinations that others make based on items in such
knowledge reservoirs (Rip, 1997). This is a way to
add a cognitive aspect to issues of transfer of knowl-
edge and the need for well-functioning of networks
for knowledge exchange. The third main element of
the conceptual framework, eventual (indirect and
sometimes direct) use and impact, has been discussed
more extensively in the literature.! Together, the three
elements span the space between scientific and schol-
arly research and uptake in society. Direct use, an as-
pect of societal quality on which policy-makers tend
to focus, now appears as a particular case, and a short-
cut through the space of research and uptake which is
possible only when intermediating practices have be-
come established. In the first part of this article we
elaborate this conceptual framework further so as to
identify and position various indications and indica-
tors of societal quality.

For evaluation of societal quality, the articulation
of a conceptual framework has to be combined with
the development of practicable measures and indica-
tions (often proxies) of richness, of channels and in-
teractions, and expected outcomes. Is it already
possible to define what tools and methods are appro-
priate in what kind of evaluation process? Have best
practices emerged from the experiences and experi-
ments so far? Recently, we reviewed 17 evaluation
processes in the Netherlands, and analysed how soci-
etal quality was evaluated and to what extent specific
tools and methods had become part of the evaluation
repertoire (Van der Meulen and Rip, 1997). In the sec-
ond part of this article we report the main findings of
the latter study.

In order to identify good practice it is important to
look at the evaluation context as well as at the methods

12

used. Within two kind of evaluation contexts good
practices have emerged: ex ante selection of projects
with industrial relevance, and visitation of university
research programmes and research institutes. Both
seem to be robust enough to be practised in other
countries as well. A third context, evaluation of na-
tional research programmes, is not very well devel-
oped in the Netherlands, despite the importance of
such research programmes for policies to improve the
relevance of basic research. In the concluding section
we reflect upon the findings, also in terms of learning
processes and their value in other evaluation contexts.

Understanding societal quality

With the benefit of experiences in Dutch science pol-
icy, including the introduction of systematic evalua-
tion of university research in the 1980s, and the
discussion of societal quality of research started up by
the sector advisory councils for research policy? in the
late 1980s, we start with a broad view of societal qual-
ity. It captures such diverse phenomena as direct use
of results of policy-oriented research, long-time col-
laborations with industrial counterparts as occur in
engineering sciences and chemistry, understanding
and development of solutions for urgent problems as
the environmental sciences aim for, and the cultural
importance of humanities. For science policy and the
social legitimation of science, it is important to have
such a broad definition. For evaluation, however, the
challenge is to identify aspects that can be traced
through indications and indicators, without overmuch
reducing the richness and complexity.

Two broad categories are often used in discussions
and when creating indications and indicators: rele-
vance and impact. As a first step in our attempt to un-
derstand societal quality of research, we indicate how
these categories work in evaluation:

U Relevance: starting from a proposed, ongoing or
concluded research project or programme, one
enquires into its actual and envisaged linkages and
promises. Relevance is particularly important in ex
ante evaluations, but the promises should be
checked in ex post evaluation.

U Impact: the uptake of research (and the effects of
such uptake), often as a combination of results of
several projects, earlier findings, and experience of
practitioners, can be studied as such, but for ex post
evaluation, attribution to specific research projects
and actions is necessary.

Relevance of scientific research can always argued
for. Every research project can be legitimated by be-
ing linked to external questions, be it industrial tech-
nology, a health issue, the environment, social issues
or societal learning and culture. The necessity to legit-
imate research in terms of socio-economic contribu-
tions and user relevance in general has introduced
additional promise dynamics across the research
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system. Researchers, societal actors and policy-mak-
ers create hopeful expectations to argue and justify
new investments. To mobilise resources, over-opti-
mistic claims are made, and evaluations will therefore
always show that the original aims were not met. At
end of the 1980s, for example, biotechnology in the
Netherlands had not realised the promises made when
public stimulation programmes for biotechnological
research were established. Policy actors felt uncom-
fortable about this, and managed the situation by ad-
justing expectations after the fact. The phenomenon
of originally high expectations and disappointment
and adjustment after the fact occurs quite generally
and is, in fact, a necessary consequence of the quest
for relevance in contemporary research.

An important question for evaluation of societal
quality is thus how to check the robustness of expecta-
tions. Good practices, in this respect, must distinguish
superficial claims for relevance (‘the environment is
an important issue, so environmental research must be
relevant’) from better articulated and consolidated
claims. Inspection of such claims by experienced as-
sessors helps — if one can find such assessors, and if
the sector or the societal aspects are themselves suffi-
ciently articulated to allow specific and traceable
claims. Clearly, there are preconditions for evaluating
relevance that lie beyond the evaluation itself. One
precondition for systematic evaluation is a certain
consensus on the potential of basic research in a spe-
cific area to contribute to socio-economic develop-
ments and other desirable goals. If structures and
practices have evolved to transform such potential
into actual contributions, checking the (actual or in-
tended) use of such structures and practices in the re-
search project will be an operationalisation of
relevance. Such indications of relevance are being
used increasingly in assessing research proposals,
even while they might well neglect ‘lateral’ develop-
ments. Another possibility, only rarely used as yet, is
to link up with systematic analyses of contributions of
scientific research to crucial cultural questions,
socio-economic issues and technological develop-
ments, as these are available in priority setting docu-
ments and science and technology foresight exercises.
Such documents and insights are a form of ‘intelli-
gence’ about the future (ASTPP, 1999), and research
proposals may be required to position themselves in
terms of this ‘intelligence’ (not necessarily always
agreeing in detail).

In the medical sector, for instance, increasingly de-
cisions on new investments in therapeutic means and
instruments are not made by just looking at the thera-
peutic possibilities and perhaps comparing them with
alternatives. Stories of the difference they will make,
and indicators like mortality and morbidity of differ-
ent diseases, are used to weigh different investments.
Such considerations also influence priority setting of
medical research, where information on the severity
of'adisease is complemented with assessment of criti-
cal problems in therapies and possibilities to improve
these through research. Relevance of research can
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Existing knowledge and the intensive
discussions between policy-makers
and researchers about the state of
affairs provide background
assessments against which the
relevance of a particular piece of
research can be judged

then be shown by referring to these considerations.
Similar analyses are possible, and are being done, for
environmental research. Existing knowledge and the
intensive discussions between policy-makers and re-
searchers about the state of affairs (with regard to the
available knowledge and the environmental quality)
provide background assessments against which the
relevance of a particular piece of research can be
judged.

The second broad category, impact of research, ap-
pears to lend itself to measurement, but there are many
limitations. There is the problem of attribution; for
one thing because impacts can be quite diffuse (‘im-
pact accretion’), for another because impacts are
co-produced and often combine results from several
research projects and general insights. Attribution
problems are exacerbated when the extent of impact is
to be assessed, rather than identification of salient ex-
amples. Uptake and impact might occur years after the
results have become available; studies of the Dutch
Technology Foundation have shown that technical
findings could have impacts only after ten years (or
longer). After so many years, it is often very difficult
to disentangle what has gone into the creation of an
impact. Evaluation studies compromise by taking a
snapshot after two or three years: sufficient time must
have passed to capture a major part of eventual im-
pact, but not so much that traceability to research pro-
jects becomes difficult.

Instead of measuring impacts themselves, the
routes toward them can be mapped and evaluation can
be based on assessment of the nature and density of
‘travel’ along these routes.> One way or another,
knowledge has to find a way to ‘users’ (the quotes in-
dicate that users are often projected rather than ac-
tual). If research results spread via courses,
publications, workshops and so on, direct impact is
difficult to measure, but indirect impact is probable.
Specific relations are easier to trace, and might well
offer better channels for uptake and impact. Collabo-
rative projects, contract research, membership of ad-
visory boards and committees are examples, and such
direct relations with societal actors, industry and pol-
icy-makers are often used as indicators for societal
quality.

We would argue not just that one must be careful in
replacing impact assessment by relation assessment
but also that the occurrence of such relationships is
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SOCIETAL QUALITY OF EMNVIROMNMENTAL RESEARCH
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Figure 1. Defining ‘societal quality of environmental research’

important for other reasons. Within these interactions,
shared frames of reference are developed, and hybrid
knowledge reservoirs are created and extended.
Knowledge reservoirs carried by epistemic communi-
ties occur generally — scientific fields being obvious
examples — but here they comprise scientific insights
as well as practical knowledge and experiences, and
insights and rules about how these two are interrelated
and merge.* Such hybrid knowledge reservoirs are
needed to create effective communication and enable
societal actors to become real users. Indications of so-
cietal quality should thus include assessment of the
existence and nature of knowledge reservoirs. Addi-
tionally, non-scientific members of the epistemic
community that carries a well-functioning hybrid
knowledge reservoir can be involved productively in
evaluations as users or experts to make informed
judgement about the societal quality of research

projects and programmes. Without these shared
frames of reference there is little else to rely on for non-
peers but their general knowledge and own preferences.
In discussing the commonly used, broad categories
of relevance and impact, we have developed further
indications of societal quality, based on an under-
standing of the processes involved, and we have gone
some way in articulating the three elements (richness,
reservoirs, and impact) we identified in the introduc-
tion as spanning the space between research and up-
take in society. In a second step, we combined the
general approach with data about evaluation practice
in two research domains with articulated goals and
user linkages: environmental research and research on
neuromuscular diseases. We asked researchers in
these domains about their experiences in relating re-
search to society, about effective communication
channels, and about ways and means to evaluate

SOCIETAL QUALITY OF NEUROMUSCULAR RESEARCH
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Figure 2. Unpacking ‘societal quality of neuromuscular research’
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Table 1. Policy context of the evaluation processes

Societal equality in the Netherlands

Evaluation process

Policy context

Objective Principal Agent Evaluator Main user
VSNU visitation chemistry learning universities VSNU peer committee  universities
VSNU visitation law studies learning universities VSNU peer committee  universities
ECOS research schools accreditation OCW/KNAW ECOS peer committee  universities
KNAW - visitation of Institute for Social learning/ KNAW KNAW office visitation institute + KNAW
History accountability committee
NWO selection of proposals for priority selection NWO NWO peers + expert  board NWO
programmes committee
NWO interim evaluation priority learning NWO programme programme programme
programmes board board board
NWO end-of-term evaluation of priority accountability NWO programme programme NWO
programmes board board
STW ex ante evaluation of projects selection STW STW peers + lay jury STW
STW ex post evaluation of projects learning/ STW STW staff STW
accountability
final evaluation National Soil Programme accountability/ ~ OCW RMNO consultant RMNO
learning
innovation-oriented programme carbo- selection programme programme staff peers programme
hydrates ex ante evaluation of projects board board
interim evaluation innovation-oriented learning EZ consultant consultant
programme carbohydrates
final evaluation innovation-oriented accountability/  EZ consultant consultant EZ
programme carbohydrates learning
innovation-oriented programme imaging selection programme programme staff peers programme
technology ex ante evaluation of board board.
projects
Engineering University of Delft selection selection university board advisory peers + advisory university board
of centres of excellence committee committee
Experimental visitation National Institute learning visitation visitation Institute
for Public Health Studies committee committee
TNO evaluation of institutes learning/ TNO board institute peer committee institute +TNO

accountability

board

Key:

ECOS = Accreditation Committee for the Research Schools; EZ = Ministry of Economic Affairs; KNAW = Royal Netherlands

Academy of Arts and Sciences; NWO = National Research Council; OCW = Ministry of Education, Culture and Sciences; RMNO
= Advisory Council for Research on Nature and Environment; STW = Technology Foundation; TNO = Netherlands Organisation
of Applied Scientific Research; VSNU = Association of the Dutch Universities

societal quality. In our analysis, we identified dimen-
sions of societal quality visible in practice, and indica-
tions and indicators linked to them.

Indications of quality are pieces of systematic in-
formation (up to little stories) that justify the attribu-
tion of quality. For each of the dimensions, the kind of
information appropriate to it can be specified. Having
such information is a first step in distinguishing empty
or general claims for relevance and impact from sub-
stantial ones.

For some of the dimensions, indicators could be
identified as well. Indicators are a sub-class of the
class of indications; they can be presented as scores
and represent the phenomenon one is interested in. Ci-
tation scores, for example, are a good indicator of sci-
entific visibility, and a good proxy indicator of
short-term scientific quality. For societal quality, it is
more difficult to identify good indicators. For exam-
ple, a research institute can have a record of products
like reports, expert testimony, and advice, which
show its activities in transferring results to the policy
domain, and thus provide an indication of societal
quality. To turn such data into an indicator, one should
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understand the nature and extent of impacts of these
kind of research products, and score the actual prod-
ucts in these terms.>

For environmental research, four dimensions of so-
cietal quality were identified, and for neuromuscular
research five. (See Figures 1 and 2.) The terms used
are indicative; the dimension ‘methods’ refers to the
presence or absence of research approaches which en-
hance use of research; for example, transparency to
outsiders, design orientation or action research. One
conclusion is that the dimensionality and the possibil-
ity of indications and indicators are different in differ-
ent research domains.

A further gloss on these findings is possible by con-
sidering research domains in which goals and user
linkages are less articulated. Clearly, the extent to
which socio-economic problems, knowledge needs
and possibilities of research to contribute, are articu-
lated varies across disciplines and research areas. Bor-
rowing the concept of strategic (task) uncertainty
from Whitley (1984), we can say that the extent of
socio-economic or more generally, societal strategic
uncertainty is different in different fields.® Societal
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strategic uncertainty is unavoidable because of the
open-ended character of research, but it is relatively
low when the ‘knowledge system’ (Dunn and
Holzner, 1987) is articulated and functions well. Un-
certainty can be further reduced through foresight
studies and other ways of enhancing ‘intelligence’
(ASTPP, 1999). 1t is also possible that societal strate-
gic uncertainty is reduced locally and regionally
rather than at the field level, through functioning mis-
sions and strategies of research organisations.
Funding agencies are now also acting like brokers,
creating linkages between research and societal
actors.

Chemistry is a field with a lot of interaction be-
tween industry and universities. Industrial research
managers as well as university researchers have
shared ideas about the function of university research
and how it can ‘serve’ industrial needs. In addition,
there is a tradition of informal interaction and consul-
tation, and joint representation towards policy actors.
This must count as a characteristic of the field of
chemistry. Even in the Netherlands, with its consulta-
tion culture, the field of chemistry stands out in this re-
spect (Van der Meulen and Rip, 1998).

Research evaluation practice in the Netherlands

In an earlier paper (Rip and Van der Meulen, 1995),
we characterised the Dutch system as a patchwork:
evaluation is by and large considered to be part of the
‘housekeeping’ of universities, research institutions
and agencies, and delegated to those organisations.
Thus, evaluation approaches have evolved according
to the need of these organisations and sectors, each in
its own and separate ‘patch’. In keeping with the
Dutch tradition of ‘mediation’ (Van der Meulen and
Rip, 1998), evaluation is more related to R&D man-
agement and ongoing quality assurance and improve-
ment than to measuring goal achievement by a
sponsor. This delegation to the intermediary level im-
plies that learning is organised within organisations,
and approaches can vary. Since many evaluation re-
ports (and in particular, those in the university sector)
are public, there is use of information across organisa-
tions, and research groups, university departments
and research institutes build up a reputational profile
also on the basis of evaluations.

Wereviewed 17 evaluation processes that occurred
at different places in the research system (Van der
Meulen and Rip, 1997). The processes were selected
with an eye on their prominence in the overall evalua-
tion system, as well as on the probability to find inter-
esting experiences with evaluation of societal quality.
We analysed the main evaluation processes of univer-
sity research organised by the Association of the
Dutch Universities (VSNU), by the Royal Nether-
lands Academy of Arts and Sciences and the National
Research Council. In addition, we analysed the evalu-
ation of several research programmes and of research
institutes as well as an evaluation within the Delft
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University of Technology aimed at selection of cen-
tres of excellence. By way of introduction to the eval-
uation processes, we provide a brief description of the
policy context of each evaluation process in Table 1.
For each of the evaluation processes, the objective of
the evaluation, the organisation that has asked for the
evaluation (the principal), the organisation that was
responsible for the evaluation (the agent), the actors
who did the actual evaluations and the users of the
evaluation results, are listed.

Since the early 1990s, the VSNU has developed
evaluation of university research. This is now an es-
tablished practice (Verkleij, 1998), and other coun-
tries emulate parts of it. In principle all directly funded
university research, organised in multi-annual
programmes, in research schools (cf. below) and
(inter)university institutes, is evaluated in a four-year
rolling scheme, arranged by broad disciplinary areas
in which all the research units (often complete depart-
ments or faculties) are evaluated. The evaluation pro-
cedure is a combination of self-assessment and
evaluation by a peer committee. We selected two dif-
ferent fields of research, chemistry and law, each with
specific linkages with economic and societal actors.

For the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and
Sciences (KNAW), we chose the accreditation of
graduate schools and a visitation of one of its own in-
stitutes. KNAW performs a specific role in evaluation
of basic research. It has a general advisory role on
evaluation of basic research, for example on new eval-
uation procedures and on the selection of peers for
evaluation committees. The Academy sees itself as a
protector of basic research and tends to give promi-
nence in evaluations to scientific quality, although in
specific cases it is responsive to requests to evaluate
socio-economic relevance as well. It often hosts ad
hoc evaluation committees. One recent example is the
selection committee for the new Technological Top
Institutes. For its own research institutes it has devel-
oped a evaluation procedure similar to that of the
VSNU.

The KNAW hosts the Accreditation Committee for
the Research Schools (ECOS). Research Schools in
the Netherlands are formal (inter)university collabo-
rations of the main groups in a research field. The re-
search schools provide advanced training for PhD
candidates and organise research of the research
groups in five-year research programmes, with fund-
ing guaranteed by the universities from their block
grants. The ECOS was established by the Royal Neth-
erlands Academy of Arts and Sciences at the request
of the Dutch Minister of Education and Science. The
Academy has developed the accreditation protocol,
defines the criteria for evaluation and appoints the
members of the Accreditation Committee. Within the
framework provided, the committee is autonomous
and independent in its assessment of the research
schools.

For the National Research Council (NWO), we
looked at the selection, interim evaluation and final
evaluations of its research programmes within the
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PRIORITEIT funding scheme and the evaluation
practices of the Technology Foundation. NWO had
initiated the PRIORITEIT scheme in order to increase
its capacity to stimulate research of societal rele-
vance. In 1997 the grant scheme was terminated, but
some of its programmes are still running. The
programme budgets range from 5 to 10 million guil-
ders, with a lower bound of 2 million guilders for a
small programme on ‘Ethics and Politics’, and a peak
of 67.2 million guilders for a co-funded programme
on materials science. Programme themes vary widely;
examples are language and speech technology, sensor
technology, psychological fatigue at work, Dutch cul-
ture in European context, and nonlinear systems.

Within NWO, the Technology Foundation (STW)
has a specific role. It was established in 1981 as an in-
dependent funding agency, and only later put under
the umbrella of NWO. It awards grants to technologi-
cal research (in a broad sense) at universities. There
are no limitations as to subject or disciplinary area; the
only requirement is a operational indication of ex-
pected utilisation of the research proposed. In addi-
tion to its ex ante evaluations, STW has developed
methods for ex post evaluations in which results and
impacts of projects are assessed five and ten years af-
ter the initiation of the project. The ex post evaluations
of the project’s utility are done by STW staff, using a
four-point ranking of the relation with the user, the
availability of a concrete product and the financial re-
turns. Aggregated results of ex post evaluations are
published periodically, and are used internally for
evaluation of STW’s own policy (Van den Beemt and
Le Pair, 1991; Van den Beemt, 1997).

Funding of research programmes has been a main
instrument of the Ministry for Education, Culture and
Sciences (OCW) and the Ministry for Economic Af-
fairs (EZ), responsible for science policy and technol-
ogy policy respectively, to steer basic research
towards socio-economic objectives. In the 1980s, the
OCW initiated a series of national research
programmes on policy-related issues, co-funded by
other ministries, and in some cases, NWO. Most of the
programmes have been evaluated, but in very differ-
ent ways. From these evaluations we selected the one
of the National Programme on Soil Research. As part
of the evaluation, the Advisory Council for Research
on Nature and Environment had been asked to evalu-
ate the societal quality of the programme. The scien-
tific quality was evaluated by an ad hoc committee
organised by the Academy.

The Ministry of Economic Affairs funds a range of
innovation-oriented research programmes (IOPs).
The programmes aim at stimulating knowledge devel-
opment, network creation and knowledge transfer in
areas critical for Dutch industry, like biotechnology,
catalysis, metal research and so on. The management
of'this scheme is delegated to SENTER, the ministry’s
agency for technology policy. Ex ante evaluation of
proposals is done by a programme board. The interim
and ex post evaluation studies are commissioned to
external consultants. From the evaluation studies we
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selected the evaluations done for the Carbohydrate
Programme, a programme that was finished and had
been quite successful, and for the new Imaging
Programme, that had just finished its first selection
round. For this ex ante selection procedure, the Im-
aging Programme had developed new criteria to in-
crease the probability of utility of research results.

Apart from these main organisations responsible
for commissioning and organising evaluation proce-
dures, other bodies can be involved in ad hoc evalua-
tions. Within research organisations, research
institutes and universities, the board can organise
evaluation processes for internal management pur-
poses. From these ad hoc evaluations we selected
those by the board of the Netherlands Organisation of
Applied Scientific Research (TNO), one by the Neth-
erlands Institute of Primary Health Care Research
(NIVEL), and the evaluation process of proposals for
internal interdisciplinary research programmes of the
Delft University of Technology . TNO has set up a
regular evaluation system for its own institutes. Its
process is modelled after the university research visi-
tation scheme (self-evaluation combined with peer re-
view and site visit); the criteria used are linked to TNO
portfolio management. NIVEL emphasises within its
research management its contributions to health pol-
icy and health management and wants to be evaluated
along these dimensions, in addition to evaluation of
the scientific quality. The evaluation process at the
Delft University of Technology aimed at selection of
research programmes that could effect technological
breakthroughs in and across industrial sectors.

The Dutch evaluation system (or patchwork, cf.
Rip and Van der Meulen, 1995) relies on delegation of
responsibility for research evaluation to the interme-
diary organisations, in particular the Royal Nether-
lands Academy of Arts and Sciences, the Association
of Dutch Universities (VSNU) and the Netherlands
Research Council — with some specialisation as to
the kind of evaluations. These intermediary organisa-
tions are closer to the research performance level than
central government agencies and ministries, and part
of their self-image is that they serve the research
system.

While the policy context of evaluations in the
1980s focused on accountability and quality, by now
the central concern is the longer-term value of re-
search programmes and how this can be enhanced.

The review of evaluation practices
aimed not just at finding
‘how-to-do-it> methods, but also
whether and how evaluation of
societal quality would be useful and
whether it had become part of
evaluation repertoires
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Table 2. Experiences of evaluation of societal quality

Evaluation process

Societal strategic certainty

Aspects of societal quality

Definition of Society- Kind or Expect- Urgency Inter- Use Methods
societal oriented research ation action
objectives mission (generally)

VSNU visitation chemistry medium not explicit basic- v v v
strategic

VSNU visitation law studies medium not explicit strategic

ECOS research schools low no basic 4

KNAW - visitation of Institute low not explicit basic

for Social History

now selection of proposals for low relevance basic- v v

priority programmes strategic

now interim evaluation priority low relevance basic- v

programmes strategic

now end-of-term evaluation of low relevance basic-

priority programmes strategic

STW ex ante evaluation of medium application strategic v 4

projects

STW ex post evaluation of medium application strategic 4 4

projects

final evaluation National Soil high basic basic- 4 4

Programme knowledge strategic

innovation-oriented high innovation strategic v 4

programme carbohydrates ex

ante evaluation of projects

interim evaluation high innovation strategic v v

innovation-oriented

programme carbohydrates

final evaluation high innovation strategic v 4

innovation-oriented

programme carbohydrates.

innovation-oriented high innovation strategic v v

programme imaging

technology ex ante evaluation

of projects

Delft University of Technology medium innovation basic- 4 v

selection of Delft inter- strategic

disciplinary centres of excellence

experimental visitation National high improve health  applied 4 4

Institute for Public Health care

Studies

TNO evaluation of institutes high innovation applied- v 4
strategic

Key:

ECOS = Accreditation Committee for the Research Schools; KNAW = Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences;

NWO = National Research Council; NWO = National Research Council; STW = Technology Foundation; TNO = Netherlands
Organisation of Applied Scientific Research; VSNU = Association of the Dutch Universities

Quality is one, but of course still important, aspect.
Thus, the use of evaluations in terms of accountability
or allocation of resources is limited. Accountability is
considered to be realised by having an evaluation sys-
tem in place. Allocation of resources might be an ef-
fect but is not a matter of course and requires a
decision by university research management. (In the
beginning of the VSNU evaluation scheme, the gov-
ernment did have ideas of linking the evaluation re-
sults to allocation of resources, but this has not been
implemented in the government funding allocations
to universities.) The results of the evaluations by
VSNU and ECOS have consequences within the uni-
versities. Some universities reward groups with ex-
cellent evaluations within the VSNU, and ECOS
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accreditation implies protection of the research
programme for (in principle) four years.

Experience with evaluation of societal quality

The review of evaluation practices aimed not just at
finding ‘how-to-do-it’ methods, but also whether and
how evaluation of societal quality would be useful
and whether it had become part of evaluation reper-
toires. For each of the evaluation processes we looked
at the policy context, at the strategic uncertainty of the
research in relation to societal goals, and if societal
quality was evaluated, the dimensions that were
addressed.
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Strategic uncertainty was operationalised along
three lines; first the extent to which societal objectives
for the research projects, programme, or field had
been defined already. We did this by checking the
availability and content of any foresight reports and
priority setting documents and the content of research
programme documents. Second was whether a spe-
cific society-oriented mission was defined for the re-
search to be evaluated and, third, the kind of research
that was evaluated (basic, strategic, applied). To
check which aspects of societal quality were ad-
dressed in the evaluation process we analysed the doc-
uments of the evaluation, both the documents
submitted to the evaluators and the evaluation reports
itself.

In this article we will not go into the details of every
evaluation process. An overview of the 17 case stud-
ies is given in Table 2. After a brief discussion, we
shall focus on the three main kinds of evaluations
within the set: ex ante selection of projects and
programmes, research visitations and programme
evaluation For each of these types of evaluation we
look at the specific context, analyse the overall evalu-
ation process and the methods to evaluate societal
quality, and list the specific indications and indicators
which were used.

Societal quality has become part and parcel of most
evaluation processes. In 14 of the 17 cases, societal
quality is evaluated. The three exceptions are the ac-
creditation of research schools (which are meant to
provide a scientific environment for PhDs), the
evaluation of the International Institute for Social His-
tory (a KNAW institute that has foremost a scientific
mission), and the ex post evaluation of NWO Priority
Programmes. In the last case, the absence of evalua-
tion of societal quality is surprising, as the general
mission of the Priority Programmes is to develop
knowledge that is relevant for society.

When societal quality is evaluated, it turns out that
two or three dimensions are used at best. The main di-
mensions used are the expectation that the research
will contribute to socio-economic developments (rel-
evance), the interaction with (possible) users or other
societal actors and the actual use of the results. Rele-
vance was used in most cases, and its use correlated
with context of the evaluation process and level of so-
cial strategic certainty. Interaction and use appeared
to be often evaluated jointly. This is particularly strik-
ing in the cases of evaluation of engineering sciences,
chemistry, and applied sciences (NIVEL, TNO).
These are research domains where the linkages be-
tween research and society are already articulated and
have been institutionalised.

Evaluation processes rarely take the urgency of the
topic or problem into account, and do not assess
methods in relation to societal quality. Exceptions to
the former are the selection of NWO Priority
Programmes and the selection of the centres of excel-
lence at the Delft University of Technology. Both
grant schemes aim to address urgent societal, eco-
nomic and industrial issues. Exceptions to the latter
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are the ex ante selection of projects within the two
innovation-oriented programmes. In both cases the
committee assessed the research methods as to their
appropriateness in the context of industrial practices.

Research programme evaluation

The first type of evaluation to be discussed in more de-
tail is the interim and ex post evaluation of national re-
search programmes. Five examples were included in
the set of cases. As all these programmes aim at stimu-
lating ‘societal quality’ of research, we expected sys-
tematic evaluation to occur. In the case of the NWO
Priority Programmes interim and ex post evaluation of
outcomes has not been developed systematically. The
protocol for evaluations agreed upon by the board of
NWO consists of eight evaluation questions which al-
low consideration of aspects of societal quality. The
conduct of the evaluation is left to the discretion of the
respective programme boards, which emphasise sci-
entific results and quality.

SENTER has developed a pragmatic approach to
mid-term and final evaluations of the programmes:
for each programme evaluations are focused on the
specific issues considered to be interesting for this
particular evaluation. These could be outputs, some-
times also impacts, programme management, or
verankering (continuing commitments to objectives
as specified in the programme, after the programme
had concluded). In the case of the Carbohydrate
Programme, specific attention was paid to the inter-
action with industry and the use of the results by
industry.

For the evaluation of the societal quality of the Na-
tional Research Programme on Soil, the Advisory
Council for Research on Nature and Environment
(RMNO) had commissioned a evaluation study in
which a large number of possible users were inter-
viewed about their relation with and their assessment
ofthe programme. Although both the Advisory Coun-
cil and the Ministry of Education and Sciences (which
had asked for the evaluation) were satisfied with the
results and the approach, other national research
programmes (co-)funded by the Ministry of Educa-
tion and Sciences have not been evaluated in this way.

We conclude that a best-practice approach has not
yet emerged in the Netherlands. The lack of estab-
lished procedures, methods and criteria for evaluation
of societal quality in the context of ex post evaluation
of research programmes has to do with the general in-
sufficiency in programme development and ex post
evaluation in the Netherlands.” Ex ante selection and
evaluation through visitation are better developed, and
evaluation of societal quality has found a niche there.

Selection of technological research projects
For ex ante selection, in particular for innovation-ori-
ented programmes (IOPs) and at the Technology

Foundation (STW) where the expected utility of
projects from the engineering sciences are evaluated,
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Table 3. Criteria and indications for societal quality in Dutch
ex ante evaluations

Criteria (evaluation Indication and indicators

process)

Utilisation (STW in IOP  Utility in industry, society, technology
carbohydrates) or science

Possibility for development of
marketable product by a Dutch firm

Importance for long-term technological
development

Impact on competitive position of
Dutch industry

Impact on patent position of Dutch
industry

Potential users

Newness (IOP-imaging) Possible market position of the
product

Technological feasibility of the
application

Application orientation
(IOP- imaging)

Interest of firms in application

Are all firms in production chain
interested?

Economic relevance
(IOP- imaging)

Importance of specific innovation for
functioning of the firms

Number of firms that profit

Multiplier effect
(IOP-imaging)

Possibility that innovation can be
transferred to other technologies

Relation with foresight studies or
reports of advisory committees

Relevance (priority
programmes)

Interest from societal actors
External (co-)funding
Activities for knowledge transfers

Societal relevance (Delft Relation with priority technologies
University of

Technology) Definition of the technological problem

Technological innovation

User group (Delft Relevance of user group and their
University of capability to reflect on and enhance
Technology) utility

Key: IOP = innovation-oriented research programme; STW =
Technology Foundation

good practices have been established. In general there
is both a (peer) evaluation of scientific qualities and
an evaluation of utility. For the latter, evaluators are
not asked to assess from a position as an user, with a
possible interest in the project, but as an expert in the
field who knows the state of the art of the technology.
Importantly, relevance and utility, the two aspects of
societal quality that are judged here, have to be dem-
onstrated. For relevance, this can occur through refer-
ences to foresight reports, advisory reports, analyses
of patent position and so on. For utility, applicants for
grants have to give evidence that potential users exist,
that these users are interested, and present concrete
actions of knowledge transfer or exchange. Table 3
presents the criteria and indications used in the ex ante
selection processes we reviewed.

STW has developed its own procedures in which
the expected utility of the research is as important as
scientific quality, and once a project is funded, an
utilisation committee follows its progress. STW’s
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open competition is not organised by submission
deadlines, but by number of proposals (and by avail-
ability of funds). Every time 20 proposals have been
submitted, each of the proposals is reviewed by five
peers. The reviews are sent to the submitters who are
able to comment. Project proposals, reviews and re-
searcher’s response, for each of the 20 projects, are
sent to a lay jury (‘lay’ in the sense that they need not
have any knowledge of the research domain of the
proposals) which ranks the projects on scientific qual-
ity and on utility. The lay jury is set up anew for each
round, has 10 to 12 members and selects in two rounds
following a Delphi methodology. Jury members give
their evaluations individually. After this ranking, the
STW board selects the eight projects with combined
highest scientific quality and highest utility. If funds
are insufficient to award eight projects (the annual
budget of STW is 85 million guilders), further sub-
mission rounds are postponed (Van den Beemt and Le
Pair, 1991; Van den Beemt, 1997). STW monitors the
course and the outcomes of the projects systemati-
cally, through utility committees for each project and
through interim and ex post evaluations. Although
these ex post evaluations confirm the difficulty to
foresee utility and the time when results materialise,
they also show quite high returns in terms of concrete
results, patents, products and commercial success.

Other ex ante selection procedures were analysed,
from the Delft University of Technology (TUD) and
from IOPs. In these cases, programmes (for TUD) and
projects (for IOP) were again evaluated on scientific
quality and with the expectation that results would be
useful for industry. Evaluation processes here were
more like traditional peer review, but included experts
from industry among the peers. Within the IOP frame-
work, there is learning and further articulation of
methods to evaluate expected utility. The Programme
Board of the Innovation-Oriented Programme on Im-
aging Technology, after the first selection of propos-
als, felt their criteria were formulated too broadly, and
sought more specific indications. Criteria like ‘util-
ity’, ‘newness’ and ‘economic relevance’ remained,
but information had to be provided about the techno-
logical state of the art, about markets, about the ‘fit’ to
existing production chains, and so on. If this trend
continues, the evaluation will resemble research se-
lection practices in industrial research.

In general for engineering sciences, one finds
well-established practices to select research
programmes and projects and, within these practices,
methods and tools to evaluate the expected utility for
industry. We consider two main factors to be crucial
for the development of these methods and tools. First,
the success of STW and its systematic development of
a consistent evaluation process, in which utility has
been as important as scientific quality. Second, the
relatively high societal strategic certainty within the
engineering sciences, reflected in an orientation on in-
dustry, formal and informal priority setting in co-op-
eration with industry and the availability of experts
from industry.
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Research visitations

An important development in the research evaluation
system in the Netherlands is the delegation of respon-
sibilities for evaluation to intermediary organisations
and, consequently, an emphasis in the evaluation ap-
proach on learning by the research management of the
university department or research institute that is
evaluated. The so-called research visitation approach
is characterised by an open protocol, an extensive
self-assessment report, and a priori formulation of
strict criteria or indicators, but negotiation through
disciplinary panels and with the board of university
departments of research institutes. There is similarity
with the approach to evaluation in the Nordic coun-
tries, but it is embedded in the system in its own
‘Dutch’ way. It is used for evaluation of university
programmes by VSNU, for evaluations of the insti-
tutes for basic research of the Netherlands Research
Council (NWO) and the Royal Netherlands Academy
of Arts and Sciences, for the institutes of the Nether-
lands Organisation of Applied Scientific Research,
TNO, as well as for ad hoc evaluations like the NIVEL
evaluation and the evaluation of NWO in 1996.

The general approach is used within different con-
texts, and adapted to the specific needs. As an exam-
ple, Box 1 presents the protocol for research
visitations of the VSNU. We note the involvement of
those that are evaluated, which reflects the idea that
university departments themselves can and should
profit from the evaluations. Indications and indicators
for the evaluation criteria, including societal quality,
are adapted to the specific requirements and charac-
teristics of (academic) scientific knowledge produc-
tion, and of the discipline involved. The approach
appears to be effective in its aim to focus the evalua-
tions to the needs of university research management.
Conclusions of evaluation committees are never ig-
nored, even while there need not be immediate conse-
quences (Westerheijden, 1997).

In general, the combination of self-assessments
and site visits by visitation committees appears to be
very effective in linking evaluation to research man-
agement. The extent to which societal quality is evalu-
ated will then depend on management needs
(including credibility and legitimation pressures) that
are felt. Not surprisingly, evaluating societal quality
was implemented more easily in the evaluation of in-
stitutes with clear missions to produce ‘useful” knowl-
edge and technologies — the NIVEL (Institute for
Research on Primary Health Care) and the TNO insti-
tutes. Societal strategic uncertainty was much lower
in these cases, not only due to the mission as such, but
especially in the case of NIVEL, the way it was taken
up in management. NIVEL’s management has imple-
mented procedures (internal reviews, strict rules
about contracts to guarantee independent position,
and so on) to secure scientific and societal quality of
the research products. TNO has developed a portfolio
approach to enable management of the technological
and market position of TNO and its institutes.
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Box 1. Protocol of the Association of the
Dutch Universities research
evaluations (translated)

1. The protocol includes a classification of the disciplines
as well as a rolling scheme for evaluation of the
disciplines.

2. After consultation with the involved departments, the
Association of the Dutch Universities (VSNU)
determines a time schedule for every evaluation.

3. The directly related standing disciplinary committee of
the VSNU nominates two or more candidates as
chairman of the evaluation committee as well as
deciding upon a profile of the expertise of the committee
members.

4. The VSNU appoints a chairman, after consultation of
the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences
(KNAW). The chairman, in consultation with the KNAW,
puts together a committee of which the majority of the
members are from abroad. The working language of the
committee is English.

5. The directly related standing disciplinary committee of
the VSNU specifies within the discipline-specific
protocol the terms of reference for the committee.

6. Based upon the general protocol and the
discipline-specific protocol, the involved university
departments make self-assessments of their
performances over the last five years and describe their
future plans. The unit of evaluation are research
programmes. Of each programme, five key
publications are put up as part of the self-assessment.
In addition, a profile or mission statement of the
department is requested.

7. The evaluation committee is requested to judge, for
each programme, its quality, productivity, relevance
and viability on a five-point scale. For each programme,
a brief explanation of the scores is given, which might
nuance the general judgement. In addition, the
committee gives an assessment of the state of the art of
the discipline and of each department.

8. The committee’s judgements are based on documents,
complemented by interviews with programme leaders
and the department’s management. Especially in the
engineering and natural sciences the committee will
make site visits.

9. The report will be finalised and presented to the VSNU
chairman, after the departments have had the
opportunity to react on the draft report.

10. The costs of the evaluation will be covered by the
universities involved in evaluation. The costs depend
on the discipline and the discipline-specific protocol.
The base costs are Dfl.27,000 per university.

Foruniversity research, evaluation of societal qual-
ity is less developed. In the case of university law
programmes, the protocol was restricted in its scope
because of concentration on scholarly output, and
only passing consideration of societal quality. The
chemistry evaluation, on the other hand, enlarged the
scope and developed indications for each of the crite-
ria in the general protocol. The chemistry departments
decided to have the visitation complemented with a
bibliometric analysis of the impact of their publica-
tions and asked for an assessment of quality and de-
velopment of the chemistry sub-disciplines, rather
than of the discipline as a whole. To evaluate the rele-
vance of the projects, research groups were asked to
provide indications about research topics and meth-
ods, expected contribution to progress of chemistry
and other sciences, and expected impact and applica-
bility for technological development. With regard to
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Table 4. Criteria and indications for societal quality in Dutch visitation evaluations

Criteria (evaluation study)

Societal and technological relevance (VSNU
self-assessments chemistry )

Societal and technological relevance (visitation
committee chemistry)

Societal relevance (NIVEL)

Technological maturity (TNO institutes)

Relation with funding agencies and contract partners
(NIVEL)
Competitive position (NIVEL)

Market position (TNO)

Ethical permissibility (NIVEL)

Indications and indicators

Relevance of research topic
Amount of contract research
Number of patents and technological innovations
Consultancy relations with industry
Opportunity for students to participate in scientific research,
Objectives of the programme
Participation in national and international programmes (EU, IOP, STW)
Possible application domains
Relevance of theme for industrial and technological development
Contribution to technological innovation and patents
Amount of contract research
Mission of institute with respect to application area
Advisory committee
User involvement in research programme
Relation between research programme and main policy documents
Predictability » Related technologies
» Technological certainty
Interest in technology » number of publications
» number of congresses
* R&D level
number of publications about applications

Applicability

Collaboration with universities

.

Percentage innovating projects

.

Kind of activity Background of experts
* Main research sites
* Market

Financial results

Productivity
* Return on investment

.

Successful application

.

Accessibility Availability
* number of producers
* price
Type of patents
Barriers for application « Expertise
« Education
» Patents
Satisfaction of main sponsors about research programmes
Amount of contract funding of total funding
Mission in relation with other organisation in public health care
Network position
Market reputation of TNO
Customer loyalty » Percentage continuations of contracts
number of equal competitors
Threshold for new entries
Kind of competition
Role of suppliers
Role of clients
Protocols for clinical trials
Procedures for ethical assessments
Database registration according to privacy laws
Good conduct code for research institutes
(continued)
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Table 4. (continued)

Societal equality in the Netherlands

Criteria (evaluation study)

Expertise (NIVEL)

Output (NIVEL)

Technology position (TNO)

Indications and indicators

Experiences researchers within application domain
Memberships of advisory councils

Participation in invitational conferences

Strategies for dissemination of results

(No.) articles in professional journals

(No) lectures for non-scientific audiences

(No) contributions to policy reports and advisory reports
News coverage of research results

(No) implementation workshops

(No) visits from abroad

Patent position

Licence position

Network position

Impact
Fund-raising

Time to market
internal quality assurance

* acquisition efforts
* new contract partners

 accreditation of good laboratory practice

Key:  EU = European Union; IOP = innovation-oriented research programme; NIVEL = Netherlands Institute of Primary Health Care
Research; STW = Technology Foundation; TNO = Netherlands Organisation of Applied Scientific Research; VSNU = Association

of the Dutch Universities

productivity the visitation committee did not only
look at scientific publications, but also to the number
of patents.

What criteria and indications to evaluate societal
quality were used in the cases of research visitations
we analysed? Table 4 lists the criteria as formulated
by the evaluators and evaluees, and shows the indica-
tions and indicators used in practice.

It is clear that the visitation approach, as practised
in the Netherlands, is a good vehicle to introduce con-
siderations of societal quality. How this is done then
depends on type of research and research organisa-
tion. Learning occurs over time, and sometimes also
across types of organisation. Overviews like the one
shown in Table 4 (and the case descriptions behind
them, in Van der Meulen and Rip, 1997) will stimu-
late such learning. For example, we have pointed out
that evaluation societal quality of university
programmes can be improved, not by having a stand-
ardised set of criteria and indicators, but by expanding
the self-assessment report taking into account the
specificities of the research domain and the position
and mission of the research group. Information could
be provided on:

O specification of the strategy of the programme to
realise societal quality;

0 relevance of research programme with reference to
foresight studies, advises, participation in national
research programmes;

O transfer activities: contract research, courses,
handbooks, workshops, etc.; and

0 actual impact of research through patents, realised
products, critical role in societal discussions.
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A visitation committee can then assess the appropri-
ateness of the strategy with reference to the state of the
art of the discipline and its relation to societal prac-
tices, and the actual realisation of the strategy, in its
own terms. A recent experiment to create indicators
and a semi-quantitative research profile, as part of the
research visitation of agricultural programmes at
Wageningen Agricultural University, showed the
limitations of the indicators (Spaapen and Wamelink,
1999). The experiment itself, however, is an indica-
tion of the interest in further development of evalua-
tion of societal quality.

In conclusion

In an earlier and detailed analysis (Rip and Van der
Meulen, 1995), we characterised the research evalua-
tion system in the Netherlands as a ‘patchwork’. This
characterisation is still applicable, but it is clear that
there are some interesting ‘patches’ and that learning
occurs within and across them. Our review of 17 cases
of evaluation processes focused on the learning with
regard to evaluation of societal quality: had methods
and tools been developed for the evaluation of societal
quality, in what practices, and to what extent do they
become part of the evaluation repertoire of the re-
search system?

For ex ante evaluation of projects and programmes
within engineering sciences (broadly speaking), the
STW has developed good practices. In other contexts,
similar methods and tools can be and are used, spurred
on by the example of STW or for reasons of their own.
An interesting recent development is the interaction
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and collaboration between the two main funding
agencies for medical and health research: the Medical
Sciences Council within NWO, focusing on basic and
strategic research; and the Foundation for Health Care
Research Netherlands (ZON) which has the improve-
ment of public health care through research and im-
plementation projects as its aim. In their ex ante
evaluations, the question of societal quality is ad-
dressed by introducing relevance as a separate crite-
rion. At the moment, the criterion of relevance is
grafted on the traditional peer-review-based process
(Rip, 1999). When working together, and profiting
from the attendant economies of scope, they will learn
how to contribute to the realisation of societal quality
ofthe research they fund, and further evaluation meth-
ods can be developed including extended and inte-
grated ex ante evaluation of proposals.

For ex post evaluation through research visitations,
the consultation approach and the way this has be-
come embedded in the intermediary layer of the
Dutch research system are clearly successful. Evalua-
tion aims to inform research management, at various
levels, rather than to focus on accountability and in-
forming the main sponsors only. The further develop-
ment of procedures and methods is shaped by this
context, and they function satisfactorily within this
context. It is not yet clear whether the evaluation of
societal quality of research can be grafted on the pres-
ent VSNU approach of evaluating university research
through self-assessment and site visits by peer com-
mittees. Two elements are important: the diversity in
the situation of different disciplines, and sometimes
also research groups within a discipline, has to be re-
cognised, and the notion of societal quality has to be
sufficiently broad. We have offered some pertinent
suggestions in the first section of this article, includ-
ing the need to locate research domains and research
groups and institutes on the dimension of societal stra-
tegic (un)certainty.

Evaluation of national research programmes (ex
post, but also ex ante) appears to be a weak spot in the
Dutch system. Programme evaluation is often ad hoc,
and the learning that is possible — for example, in the
series of programme evaluations commissioned by
the Ministry of Economic Affairs — has not occurred,
or at least has not been capitalised. Part of the problem
is that the evaluation of societal quality is quickly
reduced to a few basic indicators, focusing on
contributions to ‘wealth creation’ and sometimes
‘policy-making’ (to use the terminology common in
the UK).

An important lesson about the evaluation of soci-
etal quality is that the search for indicators and criteria
to be used across the board is backgrounded. This has
happened because of specific characteristics of the
Dutch policy context, with its dense intermediary
layer and emphasis on consultation (Van der Meulen
and Rip, 1998), but the value of the message does not
depend on that context. Briefly, the mission and strat-
egies of the unit or programme to be evaluated must be
foregrounded. Indications and indicators are drawn
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from an evaluation repertoire, as relevant to those
missions and strategies, and to the concerns of the
sponsor or sponsors of the research. This is not to say
that units can neglect societal quality. Indeed, there is
pressure to include societal quality, and in an
operational way. But the operationalisation should
take the nature of the field and the position of the re-
search performing institution into account.

To apply the message productively, it is necessary
that the concept of societal quality (and related con-
cepts) is articulated further, and that methods to evalu-
ate societal quality are developed and applied further.
The ‘toolbox’ of the evaluation repertoire has to be
filled. In the Netherlands, the Consultative Commit-
tee of the Sector Councils for Research, backed by the
Ministry of Education, Culture and Sciences, have
played a key role here. The Sector Council for Agri-
cultural Research continues to be active in articulating
linkages between research and relevant sectors of so-
ciety, and has conducted background analyses and
dedicated foresight exercises to this end.

There are pressures to show relevance of research
to the various sponsors and to society at large. These
will create incentives to evaluate societal quality, but
also to focus on quick solutions to the legitimation
problem: publicise good examples, go for easy indica-
tors. This will short-circuit the learning processes, and
the best practices which result will not qualify as
‘good’. To be able critically to evaluate actual prac-
tices, it is necessary to position them against a general
framework, as we have tried to set out in the first sec-
tion of this paper. (This is a framework, not a stand-
ardised set of criteria.) The policy advice is then to
induce learning processes from which better practices
can evolve.

Notes

1. SeeDunn and Holzner, 1987; Van der Meulen, 1992; Spaapen
and Sylvain, 1994; Spaapen, 1995; Garrett-Jones et al, 1995;
and Turpin et al, 1996; Scientometrics special issue, 1995;
ETAN, 1999.

2. For an analysis of the role of these advisory councils see Van
der Meulen and Rip, 1998.

3. This approach is being developed systematically by the UK
Economic and Social Research Council in its series of studies
on ‘non-academic impact’ of social science research. A report
presenting pilot studies is forthcoming, by Spring 2000.

4. Sociologically, hybrid knowledge reservoirs are the general
category, and scientific fields somewhat distant from practice a
particular and ‘purified’ version (Rip, 1997).

5. The ‘compass card’ method introduced by Laredo and collabo-
rators of the Centre Sociologie de I'Innovation, Ecole des
Mines, Paris, and the similar ‘Societal Quality Research Pro-
files’ of research institutes presented by Spaapen and Sylvain
(1994) enable reflection on, and evaluation of, the mission of
research institutes along a number of dimensions, but do not
address the question of societal quality of research (projects,
results).

6. Whitley (1984) applied this (and other) concepts from the soci-
ology of work and organisations to the sociology of scientific
fields. Now that strategic science has become widespread (in
practice as well as in ideology), hybrid research and applica-
tion domains can be analysed in a similar way.

7. This comparative assessment of the Dutch situation is based
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on discussions in two networks on evaluation and other sci-
ence and technology policy instruments funded by the Euro-
pean Union. Results have been published in a special issue of
Research Evaluation (1995) on evaluation in Europe and in the
final report of the ASTPP network (ASTPP, 1999).
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