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PART II: Issues and Discussions Specific to and Most Relevant for 
SSH Peer Review  

Evaluation Criteria and Methodology 
By Michael Ochsner 
,QWURGXFWLRQ 
Peer review is the most important means for the assessment of academic research in the 
SSH and serves to decide which works, proposals or careers are funded or whether research 
or a career is evaluated as successful or excellent. Yet, while there are many studies on the 
potential ELDVHV�DQG�VXEMHFWLYLW\�RI�SHHU�UHYLHZ��VHH��H�J���%RUQPDQQ et al., 2008; Bornmann 
et al., 2011; Lamont, 2009; Langfeldt, 2006), less is known about what quality of research 
means and how peers (can) identify it. Knowledge on these issues will help to improve peer 
review practices. While there are many aspects relevant for a successful peer review pro-
cess, such as peer selection, technical support of peers, organisation of peer review (blind, 
double-blind, panel decision etc.), this chapter will focus on the aspect of how quality can 
best be recognised in peer review. It is structured as follows: the first part gives an overview 
of concepts of research quality in the SSH, as this is the concept peer review is supposed 
to “measure”; the second part focuses on assessment and issues related to peer review as 
an instrument for the evaluation of research; the last part will draw conclusions and gives 
recommendations for the peer review process regarding evaluation criteria and methods. 
:KDW�LV�4XDOLW\" 
Lamont’s book “How professors think” (Lamont, 2009) describes how experts take the role 
of gatekeepers – RU�HYHQ�RI�³JXDUGLDQV�RI�VFLHQFH´��DV�'DQLHO��������SXW�LW��$�FLWDWLRQ�RI�DQ�
LQWHUYLHZHH�RI�/DPRQW�VXPPDULVHV�KRZ�SHHU�UHYLHZHUV�PRVW�RIWHQ�MXGJH�D�ZRUN�RU�FDUHer: 
“There are different […] kinds of excellence [but I am] pretty confident that I’d know it 
ZKHQ�,�VHH�LW´��/DPRQW��������������(YHQ�WKRXJK�VFKRODUV�MXGJH�WKH�TXDOLW\�RI�WKHLU�FRO�
leagues’ and students’ work on a daily basis, the knowledge about what quality is remains 
tacit. Just as car drivers cannot explain how they got out of a complicated situation they 
PDQDJHG�URXWLQHO\��WKH�H[SHUWV�FDQQRW�WHOO�H[DFWO\�KRZ�WKH\�MXGJH�D�UHVHDUFK�RU�D�FDUHHU�
(for tacit knowledge, see Polanyi, 1967). Yet, unlike the car, in a situation of deciding upon 
FDUHHUV�RU�VFDUFH�IXQGLQJ��LW�LV�LPSRUWDQW�WR�KDYH�D�FOHDU�UDWLRQDOH�IRU�D�IDLU�DQG�MXVW�HYDOX�
ation. However, while there is an abundance of literature on concepts of quality in higher 
education or of research quality in research funding procedures (for an overview, see for 
H[DPSOH�/DQJIHOGW�	�6FRUGDWR���������WKHUH�DUH�RQO\�D�IHZ�VWXGLHV�WKDW�LQYHVWLJDWH�V\VWHP�
DWLFDOO\�ZKDW�FKDUDFWHUL]HV�³JRRG´�UHVHDUFK�IURP�WKH�SRLQW�RI�YLHZ�RI�WKRVH�ZKR�FDQ�MXGJH�
best what “good” research is: the scholars themselves. This is especially true for the SSH. 
$Q�RYHUYLHZ�RQ�SURMHFWV�RQ�66+�VFKRODUV¶�QRWLRQV�RI�UHVHDUFK�TXDOLW\�LQ�(XURSHDQ�FRXQ�
tries conducted by Work Group 1 of the ENRESSH COST-Action showed that there is a 
growing interest in understanding what research quality is, but there are only a few studies 
that investigate in a bottom-up manner how researchers understand and identify the quality 
of SSH research (see Ochsner��+XJ�	�*DOOHURQ, 2017). Yet, when academic peer review is 
making MXGJHPHQWV�DERXW�WKH�TXDOLW\�RI�UHVHDUFK��WKHUH�VKRXOG�EH�DQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�ZKDW�
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quality means, going beyond generic terms like plausibility, scientific value and originality 
(Polanyi, 1967) or the – almost congruent – FULWHULD� IURP� WKH�8.¶V�5$(������� rigour, 
significance and originality that proved to be very imprecise in practice (Johnston, 2008). 
Research on scholars’ notions of quality shows that research quality is a complex, multi-
GLPHQVLRQDO�FRQVWUXFW��VHH��H�J���%D]HOH\��������+HPOLQ��������+XJ et al., 2013; Ochsner 
	�'RNPDQRYLü; Ochsner et al., 2013). Reducing research quality to some aspects might 
OHDG�WR�DGYHUVH�HIIHFWV��VXFK�DV�JRDO�GLVSODFHPHQW��VHH��H�J���%XWOHU��������'H�5LMNH et al., 
������6RXVD�	�%UHQQDQ��������RU�WDVN�UHGXFWLRQ��dH�5LMNH et al., 2016). Such behavioural 
changes have mainly been investigated regarding the use of indicators. But also peer review 
is based on criteria even though they remain often tacit or are reduced to policy goals and 
scholars try to anticipate how they will be evaluated adapting their behaviour accordingly. 
)XUWKHUPRUH��HYHQ�LI�IRUPDO�LQGLFDWRUV�DUH�XVHG�WR�VWDQGDUGLVH�SHHU�MXGJHPHQW�RU�UHQGHU�LW�
PRUH�REMHFWLYH��WKH\�FDQ�EH�XVHG�LQ�VHOHFWLYH�ZD\V�E\�SHHUV�LQ�HYDOXDWLRQV�WR�VXSSRUW�WKH�
decision made without WKHP��VHH��H�J���*R]ODQ�������� 
Some often-used criteria in evaluations are not criteria for scientific quality but rather for 
a way of doing research as research on scholars’ notions of quality shows: Interdiscipli-
narity, collaborative research, internationality and societal impact are not seen as indicative 
of scientific quality but rather of a modern way of doing research. It can be of high as well 
as of low quality (Ochsner et al., 2013). Hence, it is important to distinguish two types of 
evaluation criteria: criteria applied by research funders and research policy makers linked 
to strategic decisions on the one hand and criteria reflecting scientific quality on the other. 
Yet, both types of criteria are often used as quality criteria, also in peer review processes 
(see, e.g., Wissenschaftsrat, 2004; Krull 	�7HSSHUZLHQ, 2016). Such a confounding of dif-
ferent types of evaluation criteria based on different quality conceptions between evalua-
tors and scholars might lead to communication issues and to opposition against evaluation 
procedures as well as to bias in peer review, i.e. if peers should evaluate interdisciplinary 
UHVHDUFK�EXW�LQ�WKHLU�UHYLHZ�WKH\�MXGJH�WKH�UHVHDUFK�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�WKHLU�GLVFLSOLQDU\�VWDQGDUGV�
(see Langfeldt, 2006). Rather, the different types of criteria should be evaluated separately 
so that the different nature of the criteria becomes transparent. 
Societal impact is a special case as it is not directly related to research quality but to another 
aim of research, i.e. to lead to effects outside of academia, and thus should be evaluated 
separately (see, e.g., .RQLQNOLMNH�1HGHUODQGVH�$NDGHPLH�YDQ�:HWHQVFKDSSHQ�[KNAW], 
������9618��1:2�	�.1$:���������,W�KDV�LWV�RZQ�TXDOLW\�FULWHULD�DQG�PD\EH�HYHQ�WKH�
experts or peers might be different, for example proponents of civil society, politics or the 
economy. Yet, there is not much knowledge on how peers evaluate societal impact, or even 
how they define it. Rather, scholars seem to prefer evaluating research quality over societal 
impact (Albert et al., 2012) and when they need to evaluate societal impact, they are even 
OHVV�FRQILGHQW�DERXW�ZKDW�LW�PHDQV��'HUULFN�	�6DPXHO�������� 
$VVHVVPHQW�RI�5HVHDUFK�E\�3HHU�5HYLHZ 
If research quality is a complex, multidimensional construct, how can it be assessed in 
SUDFWLFH"�,Q�WKH�ODVW�\HDUV��VHYHUDO�LQLWLDWLYHV�LQYHVWLJDWHG�KRZ�WKH�TXDOLW\�RI�66+�UHVHDUFK 
– or sometimes research performance in the SSH – could be assessed adequately (see, e.g., 
$QGHUVHQ��������*LPpQH]-Toledo et al.��������*RJROLQ�	�6WXPP��������2FKsner et al., 
2016, 2017; for an overview Ochsner�� *DOOHURQ� 	� ,RQHVFX, 2017). The suggested 



 

 

 
 

European Network for Research Evaluation in the Social Sciences and Humanities. COST action 
15137. www.enressh.eu 

17 

assessment procedures usually involve SSH scholars in the process either as experts in peer 
review systems or as experts in defining output lists (e.g. publication lists or list of publish-
ers). This involvement of peers in the process is important because only about 50% of the 
relevant quality criteria for humanities research can be adequately measured with indicators 
(Ochsner et al., 2012) and likely this is similar for the social sciences. If peers are involved, 
however, it is important that the process assures a fair assessment, i.e. an equal treatment 
using the same rules for all units to be assessed. Peer review as a method for research 
evaluation has been criticised and there are several studies on different biases of peer re-
view, such as low interrater reliability, mediocre predictive validity, factors other than sci-
entific quality like gender or institution of the applicant explaining outcome etc. (see, e.g., 
BoUQPDQQ�	�'DQLHO������D��%RUQPDQQ et al., 2008, ������0XW] et al., 2015; Tamblyn et 
al., 2018). However, there are several methodological issues involved with these criticisms 
of the peer review process (see also Langfeldt et al., 2015): All of them compare outcomes 
without having a clear concept of what the outcome is. First, it is not clear whether a high 
interrater reliability is desirable as it might be a result of unfortunate choice of experts who 
follow the same paradigm and might not accept research drawing from another paradigm. 
Without investigating how the peers arrived at the different ratings, the result is not indic-
ative of the quality of the peer review process. Second, high predictive validity, usually 
measured as difference in citation rates fURP�DUWLFOHV�SXEOLVKHG�FRPSDUHG�WR�UHMHFWHG�EXW�
published elsewhere or comparing citation impact from scholars having received a certain 
IXQGLQJ�FRPSDUHG�WR�WKRVH�KDYLQJ�QRW�UHFHLYHG�WKH�IXQGLQJ��PLJKW�MXVW�EH�DQ�HIIHFW�RI�EHLQJ�
SXEOLVKHG�LQ�WKH�VSHFLILF�Mournal or having received the prestigious funding. The outcome 
LQGLFDWRU�FLWDWLRQV�LV� OLQNHG�WR�DQG�GHSHQGHQW�RQ�PDQ\�WKLQJV��VHH�%RUQPDQQ�	�'DQLHO��
2008b) and is in most cases not a valid measure for a functioning peer review process, 
certainly not in the SSH. Third, a bias that has been identified in a peer review process 
might not be the problem of the peer review but of conditions external to the peer review: 
e.g. researchers at prestigious institutions might have more time to write a proposal, women 
might be less self-confident and submit understated proposals; because men work more 
often at prestigious institutions, both conditions would lead to a bias towards men even 
though the peer reviewers would not favour men as such �VHH��H�J���&HFL�	�:LOOLDPV��2011; 
Enserink, 2015). 
More important for the quality of the peer review process is the intrarater reliability: the 
likelihood that the same reviewer assigns the same score to the same application at different 
points in time, similar to a test-retest reliability, e.g. a reviewer’s rating is independent of 
the order the reviewer reads different proposals (see Ochsner��+XJ�	�'DQLHO, 2017). Thorn-
gate et al. (2009) conclude their comprehensive research on decision making by stating that 
PHULW�VKRXOG�EH� MXGJHG�Veparately along specified criteria in order to achieve consistent 
results. So-FDOOHG� ³KROLVWLF´� MXGJHPHQWV� �L�H��� ³,� NQRZ� LW�ZKHQ� ,� VHH� LW´�� DSSO\�GLIIHUHQW�
weighting functions to different applicants, which opens the door widely for double stand-
ards and biases (Thorngate et al., 2009, p. 26). Furthermore, focusing on a broad range of 
criteria helps to avoid preferring aspects with similar gradings and neglecting aspects that 
follow a different pattern; people tend to look for “consistency”, but an assessment based 
on redundant information is always inferior to an assessment based on more information, 
as Tversky and Kahnemann (1974) explain in a more general context: “Highly consistent 
patterns are most often observed when the input variables are highly redundant or 



 

 

 
 

European Network for Research Evaluation in the Social Sciences and Humanities. COST action 
15137. www.enressh.eu 

18 

correlated. Hence, people tend to have great confidence in predictions based on redundant 
input variables. However, an elementary result in the statistics of correlation asserts that, 
given input variables of stated validity, a prediction based on several such inputs can 
achieve higher accuracy when they are independent of each other than when they are re-
dundant or correlated. Thus, redundancy among inputs decreases accuracy even as it in-
FUHDVHV�FRQILGHQFH�>«@´��7YHUVN\�	�.DKQHPDQQ� 1974, p. 1126). For example, if a re-
viewer finds that an article is well-written and presents interesting findings but has some 
doubts about the methodological rigour, it is likely that the two consistent evaluations of 
“well-written” and “interesting findings” will dominate his or her final KROLVWLF�MXGJHPHQW 
while the “methodological issues” will go under the radar. The more informative combina-
tion would be the “well-written” but “methodologically not rigorous”, simply because the 
category of “well-written” might evoke the category “interesting results”, simply because 
the writing style makes the results look interesting. ,I�HDFK�FULWHULRQ�LV�MXGJHG�VHSDUDWHO\��
“methodological issues” are less likely go under the radar as the criteria catalogue will draw 
attention to it. Additionally, explicit criteria serve transparency: which criteria were used 
IRU�WKH�MXGJHPHQW�DQG�KRZ�ZHUH�WKH\�ZHLJKWHG"�)HHGEDFN�RQ�FULWHULD�PLJKW�WKHQ�KHOS�XQ�
successful authors or applicants improve their next submissions. All these points are im-
SRUWDQW�IRU�WKH�MXGJPHQW�RI�PHULW�WR�EH�IDLU�DQG�FRQVLVWHQW��7KRUQJDWH�HW�DO����������L�H��WKDW�
DOO�DSSOLFDWLRQV��PDQXVFULSWV�RU�RWKHU�REMHFWV�RI�HYDOXDWLRQ�DUH�DVVHVVHG�DFFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�
same standards. This will prevent different forms of bias, such as conservative, gender or 
LQVWLWXWLRQ�ELDV��%\�SURYLGLQJ�D� IUDPHZRUN� IRU�FRQVLVWHQW� MXGJHPHQW�RI� UHVHDUFK�TXDOLW\�
across peers, it also helps preventing the more technical issues such as low interrater relia-
bility or low predictive validity. A rating across multiple criteria helps disentangling dif-
IHUHQFHV�EHWZHHQ�ZHLJKWLQJV�RI�GLIIHUHQW� FULWHULD� IURP�GLIIHUHQW� MXGJHPHQWV�RQ� D� VLQJOH�
criterion. It will also show that low predictive validity (measured by citations) might not 
be the best quality measure for a peer review procedure by showing why an output or pro-
MHFW�ZDV�VHOHFWHG��ZKLOH�FLWDWLRQV�DUH�OLQNHG�WR�PDQ\�RWKHU�WKLQJV�WKDQ�TXDOLW\��H�J��D�PDLQ�
stream topic RU�VL]H�RI�LQVWLWXWLRQ. 
&RQFOXVLRQV 
In the SSH, peer review is the most common and most important way to assess outputs, 
FDUHHUV��SURMHFWV�RU�LQVWLWXWLRQV��:KLOH�WKHUH�DUH�PDQ\�DVSHFWV�UHOHYDQW�IRU�D�VXFFHVVIXO�SHHU�
review process, this chapter focused on the aspect of how scientific quality can best be 
recognised in peer review, one of the mosW�LPSRUWDQW�DLPV�RI�DFDGHPLF�SHHU�UHYLHZ��'HVSLWH�
its general acceptance as an assessment method for many evaluation situations, peer review 
faces some criticisms, such as low interrater reliability, mediocre predictive validity and 
different kind of biases (conservative bias, gender bias, institutional bias). This chapter 
argues that these biases are linked to the fact that there is no clear methodology that links 
the concept “scientific quality” with the procedure. While research shows that scientific 
quality is a complex and multidimensional construct, this complexity is rarely taken into 
account in review practices. At the same time, research on decision making shows that 
PHULW�VKRXOG�EH�MXGJHG�VHSDUDWHO\�DORQJ�VSHFLILHG�FULWHULD�LQ�RUGHU�WR�DFKLHYH�FRQVistent and 
fair results. Holistic approaches to evaluation open the doors widely for different biases. 
Therefore, peer review processes should include a catalogue of explicit criteria that guide 
WKH�MXGJHPHQWV�RI�WKH�SHHUV��(DFK�FULWHULRQ�VKRXOG�EH�UDWHG�Veparately. This has also the 
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advantage that indicators can be assigned to specific criteria for which they can provide 
additional information to peers (informed peer review), which can increase the acceptabil-
ity for the use of indicators among scholars and PLJKW� UHGXFH� VXEMHFWLYLW\� �VHH�
Ochsner et al., 2014). Also, criteria for scientific quality and criteria for policy goals, such 
as interdisciplinarity or societal impact, should be evaluated separately. 
5HIHUHQFHV 
$OEHUW��0���/DEHUJH��6���	�0F*XLUH��:����������&ULWHULD�IRU�DVVHVVLQJ�TXDOLW\�LQ�DFDGHPLF�

research: The views of biomedical scientists, clinical scientists and social scientists. 
Higher Education, 64(5), 661–676. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-012-9519-2 

%D]HOH\��3����������&RQFHSWXDOLVLQJ�UHVHDUFK�SHUIRUPDQFH��Studies in Higher Education, 
35(8), 889–903. https://doi.org/10.1080/03075070903348404 

%RUQPDQQ��/���	�'DQLHO��+�-'�������D���7KH�(IIHFWLYHQHVV�RI�WKH�3HHU�5HYLHZ�3URFHVV��
Inter-Referee Agreement and Predictive Validity of Manuscript Refereeing at An-
gewandte Chemie. Angewandte Chemie International Edition, 47(38), 7173–7178. 
https://doi.org/10.1002/anie.200800513 

%RUQPDQQ��/���	�'DQLHO��+�-'�������E���:KDW�GR�FLWDWLRQ�FRXQWV�PHDVXUH"�$�UHYLHZ�RI�
studies on citing behavior. Journal of Documentation, 64(1), 45–80. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/00220410810844150 

%RUQPDQQ��/���0XW]��5���	�'DQLHO��+�-'����������How to detect indications of potential 
VRXUFHV�RI�ELDV�LQ�SHHU�UHYLHZ��$�JHQHUDOL]HG�ODWHQW�YDULDEOH�PRGHOLQJ�DSSURDFK�H[�
emplified by a gender study. Journal of Informetrics, 2(4), 280–287. 
KWWSV���GRL�RUJ���������M�MRL������������ 

Bornmann��/���0XW]��5���	�'DQLHO��+�-'����������$�5HOLDELOLW\-*HQHUDOL]DWLRQ�6WXG\�RI�
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elling approach to investigating the predictive validity of editorial decisions: do the 
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and Public Policy, 34(8), 565–574. https://doi.org/10.3152/030234207X254404 

Ceci, S. J., 	�:LOOLDPV��:��0�� �������� 8QGHUVWDQGLQJ� FXUUHQW� FDXVHV� RI� ZRPHQ
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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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