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Introduction 

�  The incoherence of the idea 
of “public value of social 
sciences & humanities 
research”  

�  Towards a better conceptual 
framework for valorising SSH 
research 

�  “Interscalar valorisation 
processes” as conceptual (& 
policy) solution. 



THE INCOHERENCE OF THE 
“PUBLIC VALUE OF SOCIAL 
SCIENCES & HUMANITIES 
RESEARCH” 

Part 1 



A hot topic in research evaluation 



Getting beyond the accidentally agreed AUTM 
indicators 

�  Donovan 2017: 
�  “Practice of assessing impacts have raced 

ahead of its theory, current events mean it is 
useful to stop and think about the 
implications of the different elements of 
assessing research impact; 



The usual suspects of impact evaluation 

�  The emergence of a standard 
set of measures of research 
impact 
◦  Contract research income 
◦  Commercial income 
◦  License income 
◦  Patents/ patent income 
◦  Spin-off company formation 



Research Councils & “Impact Grailquesting” 
�  Widespread understanding that 

need to capture more 



6 conceptually incongruent narratives of SSH 
research’s value 
� Unique jewel in the crown of civilisation 
� Valued boost to social development 
� Unfettered search for understanding 
� Choice for scarce resources in crisis time 
�  Incomparable with technology research 
�  Something to be accounted for to publics 



A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
FOR PUBLIC VALUE 

Part 1I 



Academic consultancy 
policies/ careers 

Technology transfer, Incubators/ 
science parks 

Policy instruments for technology transfer e.g. innovation vouchers 

CONTEXT 

 

Acquisition 

Problem 
solving by 
academics 

Technology 
transfer to 

user 

Firm 
productivity 

growth 

Firm 
absorptive 
capacity 

 

Market 
demand 

“Value is”… according to technology transfer  



Between policy and theory 
From technology transfer meta-theory 

To an appealing/ popular policy concept 

“We can 
measure this” 

“We must 
measure this” 



Restoring the scales 
to the flat heuristic 

Individual benefits 
(firm growth) 

Meso benefits 
(regional growth) 

Macro benefits 
(GDP growth) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Research creates 
useful knowledge  

“Research benefits 
private firms” 

“Research drives 
local development” 

“Research benefits 
all society” 

POLICY 
CONCEPT 

THEORY 
CONCEPT 

“We can 
measure this” 

“We must 
measure this” 



“Value is”… according to Evaluation 
�  The societal analogue for scientific quality 
◦  Bibliometric measures of peer uptake (Van Drooge & Spaapen, 

2011) 
�  Visible through behaviours  
◦  transmission, exchange, receipt (Benneworth et al, 2011). 

� Countable via “productive interactions” (Molas Gallart & 
Tang, 2011) 
◦  “direct or personal interactions;  
◦  indirect interactions through texts or artefacts; and  
◦  financial interactions through money or ‘in kind’ 

contributions” (Spaapen & Van Drooge, 2011) 
� Collaborative networks (Jansen & Ruwaard, 2012)  



“Value is”… according to Public policy & 
accountability 
�  Delivered via autonomy & accountability (Schubert, 2009) 
◦  Property rights/ PA theory  
◦ Public benefits from private resources 
◦ Creating incentives for autonomous agents 

� What is the public benefit? 
◦  Best value or value-for-money (Martin, 2000)? 
◦ Market failures or public policy failures? (Bozeman & Sarewitz, 

2013) 



“Value is”… according to Cultural value 

� Ethics (Nussbaum, 2010; Sandel, 2012) 
◦ What do we need to live a good life/ society? 

� Cultural dynamics (Brewer, 2013; Bate, 2011) 
◦ How do people value culture? 

� Cultural political economy (O’Brien, 2011 
Belfiore & Upchurch, 2013)  
◦ What kinds of collective capacity and decision-

making does culture empower? 



Towards a theoretical framework 
� Clear areas of conflict… 
◦  Sandel’s good society vs. VFM NPM 
◦  Can(-not) reduce all to shadow prices 
◦  Policy-makers can(-not) define public benefit 
◦ Managing trade-offs/ optimising +∑ game  

� …but also of overlap: public value is… 
◦  Produced by circulation of research to users 
◦  Creating things that make society good (Corea, 

2007) 
◦  Through public benefits from private assets 
◦  Countable indirectly through connections 



MESO-SCALE EPIPHENOMENA 
SIGNALLING PUBLIC VALUE 

Part III 



Understanding landscape dynamics 

�  SSH research achieves value in societal conversations 
�  Societal conversations involve concepts flowing, evolving, 

deforming, dying out. 
� Value produced by unself-conscious use of those 

concepts & belief systems 
� Need to focus measurement systems on understanding 

‘social life of SSH concepts’ and look how publics use 
them. 



A scalar landscape 

Individual benefits 
(Private goods) 

Meso benefits (Club 
goods) 

Macro benefits 
(Collective goods) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Research creates 
useful knowledge  

“Research benefits 
private actors” 

“Private actors in 
societal networks” 

“Research benefits 
all society” 

? 



Disentangling scalar muddle 

Process scale Knowledge process Value determination process 

Individual Co-creation of new 
knowledge 

Are researchers making their 
findings as accessible as possible? 

Micro Knowledge 
exploitation/ transfer 

Is there evidence that users are 
engaging/ exploiting findings? 

Meso  Embodiment within 
network behavior 

Are the findings disseminating and 
exploited via networks? 

Macro Becomes knowledge 
commons/ capital 

Are networks changing in ways that 
promote a ‘better’ society? 



Interscalar value processes 

Individual benefits 
(Private goods) 

Meso benefits (Club 
goods) 

Macro benefits 
(Collective goods) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“How networks à 
institutions? 

? 

Where is HR in 
collective goods? 

How do users 
absorb research? 



Towards an interscalar research agenda 

� How can we develop typologies of the ways that users 
engage with SSH research? 

� Where does SSH research feature in societal networks? 
� What happens to SSH knowledges when networks 

become institutions creating societal capacity? 
� What indicators can we find to describe and capture these 

processes? 


