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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

Introduction

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 biases and subjectivity of peer review (see, e.g., Bornmann 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.

What is Quality?

Lamont’s book “How professors think” (Lamont, 2009) describes how experts take the role
of gatekeepers — or even of “guardians of science”, as Daniel (1993) put it. A citation of an
interviewee of Lamont summarises how peer reviewers most often judge a work or career:
“There are different [...] kinds of excellence [but I am] pretty confident that I’d know it
when I see it” (Lamont, 2009, 159). Even though scholars judge the quality of their col-
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
managed routinely, the experts cannot tell exactly how they judge a research or a career
(for tacit knowledge, see Polanyi, 1967). Yet, unlike the car, in a situation of deciding upon
careers or scarce funding, it is important to have a clear rationale for a fair and just evalu-
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
example Langfeldt & Scordato, 2016), there are only a few studies that investigate system-
atically what characterizes “good” research from the point of view of those who can judge
best what “good” research is: the scholars themselves. This is especially true for the SSH.
An overview on projects on SSH scholars’ notions of research quality in European coun-
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, Hug & Galleron, 2017). Yet, when academic peer review is
making judgements about the quality of research, there should be an understanding of what
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quality means, going beyond generic terms like plausibility, scientific value and originality
(Polanyi, 1967) or the — almost congruent — criteria from the UK’s RAE 2008, 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-
dimensional construct (see, e.g., Bazeley, 2010; Hemlin, 1993; Hug et al., 2013; Ochsner
& Dokmanovi¢; Ochsner et al., 2013). Reducing research quality to some aspects might
lead to adverse effects, such as goal displacement (see, e.g., Butler, 2007; De Rijke et al.,
2016; Sousa & Brennan, 2014) or task reduction (de Rijke 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.
Furthermore, even if formal indicators are used to standardise peer judgement or render it
more objective, they can be used in selective ways by peers in evaluations to support the
decision made without them (see, e.g., Gozlan, 2016).

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 & Tepperwien, 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
research but in their review they judge the research according to their disciplinary standards
(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., Koninklijke Nederlandse Akademie van Wetenschappen [KNAW],
2011; VSNU, NWO & KNAW, 2016). It has its own quality criteria and maybe even the
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
less confident about what it means (Derrick & Samuel, 2017).

Assessment of Research by Peer Review

If research quality is a complex, multidimensional construct, how can it be assessed in
practice? In the last years, several initiatives investigated how the quality of SSH research
— or sometimes research performance in the SSH — could be assessed adequately (see, e.g.,
Andersen, 2013; Giménez-Toledo et al., 2013; Gogolin & Stumm, 2014; Ochsner et al.,
2016, 2017; for an overview Ochsner, Galleron & Ionescu, 2017). The suggested
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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.,
Bornmann & Daniel, 2008a; Bornmann et al., 2008, 2010; Mutz 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 from articles published compared to rejected but
published elsewhere or comparing citation impact from scholars having received a certain
funding compared to those having not received the funding, might just be an effect of being
published in the specific journal or having received the prestigious funding. The outcome
indicator citations is linked to and dependent on many things (see Bornmann & Daniel,
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 (see, e.g., Ceci & Williams, 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, Hug & Daniel, 2017). Thorn-
gate et al. (2009) conclude their comprehensive research on decision making by stating that
merit should be judged separately along specified criteria in order to achieve consistent
results. So-called “holistic” judgements (i.e., “I know it when I see it”) apply different
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
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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-
creases confidence [...]” (Tversky & Kahnemann, 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 holistic judgement
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. If each criterion is judged separately,
“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
for the judgement and how were they weighted? Feedback on criteria might then help un-
successful authors or applicants improve their next submissions. All these points are im-
portant for the judgment of merit to be fair and consistent (Thorngate et al., 2009), i.e. that
all applications, manuscripts or other objects of evaluation are assessed according to the
same standards. This will prevent different forms of bias, such as conservative, gender or
institution bias. By providing a framework for consistent judgement of research quality
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-
ferences between weightings of different criteria from different judgements on a single
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-
ject was selected, while citations are linked to many other things than quality, e.g. a main-
stream topic or size of institution.

Conclusions

In the SSH, peer review is the most common and most important way to assess outputs,
careers, projects or institutions. While there are many aspects relevant for a successful peer
review process, this chapter focused on the aspect of how scientific quality can best be
recognised in peer review, one of the most important aims of academic peer review. Despite
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
merit should be judged separately along specified criteria in order to achieve consistent 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
the judgements of the peers. Each criterion should be rated separately. 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 might reduce subjectivity (see
Ochsner et al., 2014). Also, criteria for scientific quality and criteria for policy goals, such
as interdisciplinarity or societal impact, should be evaluated separately.
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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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