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Place, role, form and significance of peer review in National Research Evalu-
ation Systems 
By Michael Ochsner 
1DWLRQDO�5HVHDUFK�(YDOXDWLRQ 
'XULQJ�the last decades, due to a shift to new public management policies and increasing 
pressure on efficiency and accountability, most universities have implemented comprehen-
VLYH�UHVHDUFK�HYDOXDWLRQ�SURFHGXUHV��*HXQD�	�0DUWLQ��������:KLWOH\�	�*OlVHU���������$OVo, 
RQ�WKH�QDWLRQDO�OHYHO��WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�FRPSHWLWLYH�SURMHFW�IXQGLQJ�KDV�EHHQ�LQFUHDVLQJ�
since the 1970 and is still rising in most countries (Lepori et al., 2007; Lepori et al., 2018). 
While there is some discussion whether there is convergence or persisting diversity regard-
ing research evaluation procedures in different countries (Lepori et al., 2007), it is known 
that research evaluation differs between countries. Several typologies have been proposed 
to describe or systematise research evaluation procedures across countries (Coryn et al., 
������ *HXQD�	�0DUWLQ�� ����, ������ +LFNV�� ������ -RQNHUV� 	� =DFKDUHZLF]�� ������ YRQ�
7XQ]HOPDQQ�	�0EXOD��������:KLWOH\���������<HW��WKH�W\SRORJLHV�KDYH�VRPH�GUDZEDFNV��
they only focus on some aspects, like financing or performance-based funding, include only 
a few countries for which data is available or exclude the SSH. ENRESSH therefore set 
out to investigate how research is evaluated in Europe with a special focus on SSH and 
from the perspective of the researchers. The four-year mixed-PHWKRGV�SURMHFW�FRQVLVWV�RI�D�
multistage procedure to investigate the evaluation of SSH research in the participating 
countries (for a description of the procedure, see Galleron et al., 2017). The first phase 
consisted of a two-URXQG�'HOSKL survey among experts in research evaluation. Its aim was 
to gain an overview of commonalities and differences in research evaluation across coun-
tries as well as to get a common understanding of terms and definitions when studying 
evaluation procedures. Its product was a typology of national research evaluation systems. 
7KH�VHFRQG�SKDVH�DGRSWHG�D�TXDOLWDWLYH�DSSURDFK��'UDZLQJ�RQ�WKH�UHVXOWV�RI�WKH�ILUVW�SKDVH��
different types of evaluation procedures and a common grid of features of such evaluation 
procedures were identified and country rapporteurs filed a report on the national evaluation 
system in their country, i.e. the country-specific combination of the different types of eval-
uation procedures. The second phase is still ongoing. The results from the work accom-
plished so far show that there is no such thing as “national research evaluation”: There is 
neither one single or one dominant research evaluation procedure in place per country nor 
a coherent set of combined procedures but rather a complex combination of many evalua-
WLRQ�SURFHGXUHV�ZLWK�GLIIHUHQW�DLPV��REMHFWV��VFRSH�DQG�JRYHUQLQJ�ERGLHV��7KXV��HDFK�FRXQ�
try has its own complex national research evaluation system. Evaluation procedures not 
only differ widely across countries, it is even not always clear to distinguish different pro-
cedures because outcomes of one procedure can be used for another, leading to difficulties 
comparing evaluation practices across countries. Furthermore, even experts disagree about 
how research is evaluated in their countries (see Galleron et al., 2017), for example because 
formal definitions of a procedure might differ from actual implementation. Sometimes re-
search evaluation systems evolved over time adding and changing procedures without re-
lating them to each other, sometimes different evaluation procedures are combined by 
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design so that one procedure remediates negative steering effects of another procedure 
(Ochsner et al., 2018). 

 
Figure 1. Map of National Research Evaluation Systems from Multiple Correspondence 

Analysis 
Notes. Full circles represent countries, all other symbols represent dummy variables of characteristics of 
research evaluation systems. English/NoEnglish: system incentivises (or not) English language publications; 
(No)Funding: evaluation results affect funding; (No)GrantSSH: SSH-specific grant programmes; (No)In-
stGender: evaluation procedures reflect gender issues; (No)Metrics: main method of evaluation are metrics; 
�1R�1DW&DUHHU��QDWLRQDO�FDUHHU�SURPRWLRQ�SURFHGXUH���1R�1DW'%��QDWional publication database; (No)SSH-
spec: SSH-specific institutional evaluation procedures. 
Source: Ochsner et al. (2018) 

7KH�(15(66+�SURMHFW�LGHQWLILHG�ILYH�³LGHDO�W\SHV´7 of research evaluation systems (see 
Figure 1): “no national database, non-SSH” representing countries without a national pub-
lication database, having mainly non-metric evaluation procedures in place and do not have 
                                                 
7 7KH�WHUP�³LGHDO�W\SH´�LV�XVHG�LQ�WKH�:HEHULDQ�VHQVH��:HEHU�������������LGHDO�W\SHV�VHUYH�WR�V\VWHPDWL]H�
differences in evaluation procedures. They are not real but abstract representations of the phenomena to de-
scribe. Real evaluation systems can share characteristics of multiple ideal types. 
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SSH-specific adaptations; “non-metric, SSH-specific” characterised by not having a pub-
lication database, not basing evaluation on metrics, not incentivising publications in Eng-
lish, and having dedicated funding programs for SSH disciplines; “performance-based 
funding, non-metric” consisting of a performance-based funding model (PRFS) that allows 
for SSH-specific adaptations and is based on metrics derived from a national publication 
database where the funding link is either established through informed peer review or the 
metric performance-based funding model is combined with an evaluation procedure based 
on peer review to counter-balance the metric nature of the PRFS; “performance-based 
funding, metric” representing PRFS based on a national database and a metric evaluation 
that allows for SSH adaptations, not incentivising publications in English; and “metric, 
push for English” characterised by metric evaluations based on a national publication da-
tabase linked to funding and not allowing SSH adaptations while incentivising publications 
in English. Note that countries within the same type do not completely correspond with the 
ideal type and can be dissimilar to each other on some dimensions. Figure 1 shows the map 
of national research evaluation systems based on a multiple correspondence analysis using 
eight variables describing research evaluation procedures (for details of the methodology, 
see Ochsner et al., 2018). Countries thereby cluster regionally, suggesting that historical 
and political structures play a role. Furthermore, it is also remarkable that research-inten-
sive countries rely less on metric models but rather adhere to adaptive designs while other 
countries try to increase their position in the international ranking game by adopting metric 
models that favour publications in English (Ochsner et al., 2018). Similar results emerged 
IURP�DQRWKHU�(15(66+�SURMHFW�WKDW� LQYHVWLJDWHG�WKH�UROH�RI�ERRNV�LQ�HYDOXDWLRQ�SURFH�
GXUHV��*LPpQH]-Toledo et al., 2019). 
3HHU�UHYLHZ�LQ�QDWLRQDO�HYDOXDWLRQ�V\VWHPV 
Peer review is an important method in the evaluation of research. In the above-mentioned 
survey on research evaluation in the different ENRESSH countries, experts from most 
countries report that aspects of peer review are in place in the evaluation system. Some 
FRXQWULHV� OLNH�6ZLW]HUODnd, Germany, Austria, the Netherlands, Serbia and Ireland base 
their evaluation on peer review. However, also countries known for their metric perfor-
mance-based funding scheme like Norway might have another evaluation procedure in 
place that relies on peer review. At the same time, even metric-based systems can include 
an aspect of peer review: taking up the example of Norway again, the metric performance-
based funding model includes a scheme of publication classification that consists of two 
levels. The decision which publication channel is considered as the most prestigious level 
(the so-called level 2) is taken by experts in the field. This vital component in the scheme 
WKXV�UHSUHVHQWV�D�IRUP�RI�SHHU�UHYLHZ��6LPLODUO\��MRXUQDO�DQG�SXEOLVKHU�OLVWV�FDQ�EH�Gevel-
RSHG�EDVHG�RQ�MXGJHPHQWV�RI�WKH�VFKRODUO\�FRPPXQLW\��*LPpQH]-7ROHGR��������*LPpQH]-
Toledo et al.���������:KLOH�LQ�WKHVH�FDVHV�WKH�ZRUNV�DUH�QRW�GLUHFWO\�MXGJHG�E\�H[SHUWV��WKH�
H[SHUWV�QHYHUWKHOHVV�MXGJH�WKH�SXEOLFDWLRQ�FKDQQHO� 
Almost all countries havH�D�FRPSHWLWLYH�SURMHFW�IXQGLQJ�VFKHPH�LPSOHPHQWHG��IRU�WKH�LQ�
FUHDVLQJ�VKDUH�RI�JRYHUQPHQW�IXQGV�GLVWULEXWHG�WKURXJK�FRPSHWLWLYH�SURMHFW�IXQGLQJ��VHH�
Lepori et al., 2007; Lepori et al.���������7KH�VXEPLWWHG�UHVHDUFK�SURMHFWV�DUH�LQ�DOO�LQVWDQFHV�
evaluated by experts. 
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Thus, peer review takes an important part in many evaluation procedures of national re-
search evaluation systems. The role, form, and significance of peer review in the evaluation 
procedure, however, can differ strongly, even within the same country across different 
evaluation procedures. Thereby, the role, form and significance of peer review are mostly 
independent from the type of evaluation procedure that can differ regarding purpose (form-
ative versus summative), perspective (ex-ante versus ex-post) and level (publication, pro-
MHFW��VFKRODU��UHVHDUFK�XQLW��LQVWLWXWLRQ��GLVFLSOLQH�LQ�D�FRXQWU\�� 
The following roles of peer review in evaluation procedures can be distinguished: Peer 
review as the primary method of evaluation; peer review grading as part of a set of indica-
tors; and peer review for assigning levels of publication channels or number of points for 
publication types.  
Peer review can take the following forms in evaluation procedures: peer review in panels; 
independent reviews informing a committee; informed peer review in panels (reviewers 
FDQ�PDNH�XVH�RI�PHWULF�LQIRUPDWLRQ���H[SHUWV�MXGJLQJ�PHWULFV�VXFK�DV�&9V��REMHFWLYHV�RU�
FLWDWLRQ�GDWD��H[SHUW�UDWLQJV�WKURXJK�VXUYH\V��H�J��IRU�MRXUQDO�OLVWV���RU�GLVFXVVLRQV�EHWZHHQ�
experts and the evaluated. Evaluation procedures can also use a combination of different 
forms of peer review.  
The significance of the peer review element in an evaluation procedure ranges almost grad-
ually from deciding how many points are assigned to one single output in an evaluation to 
GHFLGLQJ�RYHU�D�FDUHHU�RU�SURMHFW��7KHUHE\�SHHU�UHYLHZ�FDQ�EH�XVHG�WR�GLVFXVV�ZHDNQHVVHV�
and strengths for the positioning and further development of a candidate or a department 
LQ�IRUPDWLYH�HYDOXDWLRQ�SURFHGXUHV�MXVW�DV�ZHOO�DV�LW�FDQ�Ee used to distribute funding or 
taking decisions over a career by attributing or refusing promotion. 
This short overview shows that peer review is a complex phenomenon that differs between 
contexts. It takes an important function whatever role, form and significance it has as even 
metric procedures base their insights on peer review: it is peer review that decides whether 
DQ�RXWSXW�LV�SXEOLVKHG�LQ�D�VSHFLILF�MRXUQDO��SHHUV�GHFLGH�ZKLFK�FKDQQHOV�DUH�PRUH�SUHVWLJ�
ious ones or research is directly evaluated by some form of peer review. While peer review 
LV�RIWHQ�FULWLFLVHG��LW�LV�LPSRVVLEOH�WR�HYDOXDWH�UHVHDUFK�ZLWKRXW�DQ\�SHHU�MXGJHPHQW – and it 
is difficult to imagine a useful outcome of an evaluation without any peer influence. Thus, 
it is important to undersWDQG�WKDW�DOVR�PHWULF�SURFHGXUHV�DUH�RQO\�VXSHUILFLDOO\�REMHFWLYH�
DQG�WKHPVHOYHV�GHSHQGHQW�RQ�SHHU�UHYLHZ��VHH�DOVR�'RQRYDQ���������,QVWHDG�RI�LQYHVWLQJ�
in metric evaluation to replace peer review or to avoid its negative aspects, efforts should 
focus on a better understanding of how peer review works and how to combine peer review 
and metrics instead of playing them off against each other. More research is needed on the 
roles, forms and significance of peer review in different evaluation procedures within and 
across countries and on how to improve peer review regarding the issues that have been 
LGHQWLILHG��VXFK�DV�VXEMHFWLYLVP��SRWHQWLDO�ELDVHV��PDLQVWUHDPLQJ�DQG�SHQDOLVLQJ�LQWHUGLVFL�
plinary research. Metric procedures can take a role in improving the peer review process 
EXW�QRW�UHSODFH�LW��VHH�DOVR�'RQRYDQ��������5HDOH�HW�DO������8). 
5HIHUHQFHV 
&RU\Q�� &�� /�� 6��� +DWWLH�� -�� $��� 6FULYHQ�� 0��� 	� +DUWPDQQ�� '�� -�� �������� 0RGHOV� DQG�

mechanisms for evaluating government-funded research: An international 
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Executive summary 

Peer review is an important method of research evaluation, and it seems that the only ade-
quate way to evaluate SSH research involves some form of peer review. Even if bibliomet-
rics and other quantitative ways of evaluation may provide information on some aspects of 
SSH research like productivity and publication strategies of research units, metrics-based 
indicators should be used with caution in SSH due to low coverage of SSH fields in the 
standard publication databases and a mismatch between dimensions of quality as defined 
by peers and standard bibliometric indicators. Still, peer review faces many issues and chal-
lenges. This report identifies the challenges particularly relevant for the SSH, such as dif-
ferent and thus often conflicting research paradigms or epistemological styles of reviewers 
and applicants or authors; difficulty in many SSH disciplines to define and evaluate re-
search methodology compared to STEM disciplines; the lack of the idea of linear progress 
and a much longer time span necessary to evaluate academic impact of publications; the 
diversity of publication outputs and specific importance of books or monographs; the im-
portance of local languages; challenges related to recent developments in research and its 
evaluation related to growing interdisciplinarity and the Open Science agenda. To this, the 
general challenges of peer review are added, such as the risk of gender bias, conservative 
bias, workload for all parties involved. 
The report concludes that peer review fulfils different functions and that peer review prac-
tices not only need to acknowledge different disciplinary particularities but also their eval-
uative context. Rather than playing metrics and peer review off against each other, the focus 
should be on their optimal use and combination within different evaluation situations. This 
is especially important when it concerns the SSH because the disciplines falling under this 
umbrella term share the concurrency of different paradigms and a context-dependent, 
sometimes interpretative mode of knowledge generation and the use of a wide range of 
dissemination channels. This leads to a particular challenge regarding the burden of re-
viewers because SSH disciplines often act in a local context in national languages and in-
clude small disciplinary communities. 
The SSH disciplines should develop their own ways to adequately evaluate their research, 
and peer review takes an important part in that. The past has shown that automatically 
copying evaluation procedures from STEM disciplines did not always work out well. How-
ever, the SSH community is well resourced to analyse and remediate the current tensions 
in research policies between funders’ expectations of societal impact and the value of aca-
demic autonomy, between the ambition of mainstreaming of SSH research and the care for 
specific SSH methods and practices, and not least the threatened legitimacy of science in 
the post-factual society. The task of the SSH community should not only be to defend the 
integrity of scholarly disciplines, but to contribute to the development of new practices of 
research assessments that may build bridges between different communities of researchers 
and between the world of research and society at large. 
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Peer Review, Evaluation, Criteria, Societal Impact, Books, Funding, Open Access  
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