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Abstract
The knowledge and stance of researchers regarding bibliometric indicators is a field of 
study that has gained weight in recent decades. In this paper we address this issue for 
the little explored areas of philosophy and ethics, and applied to a context, in this case 
Spain, where bibliometric indicators are widely used in evaluation processes. The study 
combines data from a self-administered questionnaire completed by 201 researchers and 
from 14 in-depth interviews with researchers selected according to their affiliation, profes-
sional category, gender and area of knowledge. The survey data suggest that researchers do 
not consider bibliometric indicators a preferred criterion of quality, while there is a fairly 
high self-perception of awareness of a number of indicators. The qualitative data points to 
a generalised perception of a certain rejection of the specific use of indicators, with four 
main positions being observed: (1) disqualification of the logic of metrics, (2) scepticism 
about the possibility of assessing quality with quantitative methods, (3) complaints about 
the incorporation of methods that are considered to belong to other disciplines, and (4) 
criticism of the consequences that this generates in the discipline of philosophy.
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Introduction

The generalisation of the use of bibliometric indicators for scientific evaluation has been a 
constant for a wide range of contexts and disciplines (Butler, 2003, 2007; Geuna & Mar-
tin, 2003; Hammarfelt & Rushforth, 2017; Moed, 2005; Whitley, 2007). And although it 
initially seemed that the humanities would be barred from adopting bibliometric indicators 
because of their epistemological differences, their peculiarities in terms of their research 
practices, publication habits and citation processes (Garfield, 1980; Nederhof, 2006), today 
these techniques are also widely used for this field. It is recognised, however, that the use 
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of metrics for research evaluation can be difficult or problematic for this particular field 
(Hammarfelt & Haddow, 2018; Hug et al., 2014; Thelwall & Kousha, 2015). Its stronger 
national focus, higher use of vernacular languages, predilection for publishing books, sin-
gle author approach, and higher number of publications addressed to a non-scholarly public 
may make the use of this type of techniques inefficient or give rise to imbalances (Borrego 
& Urbano, 2006; Hicks, 2004; Nederhof, 2006; Ochsner et al., 2013). The wide and diverse 
range of disciplines and identities (Hammarfelt, 2017; Laudel & Gläser, 2006; Thelwall & 
Delgado, 2015) is also deemed to make it difficult to measure their quality in a quantita-
tive way (Hammarfelt & Haddow, 2018; Hug et al., 2014; Ochsner et al., 2017). An added 
difficulty is the poor coverage of the humanities in citation databases (Web of Science and 
Scopus) (Hicks, 1999, 2004; Archambault et al., 2006; Martín-Martin et al., 2018, 2021). 
Finally, another central topic regarding the use of bibliometric indicators in the evaluation 
of the humanities also warns us of the effects it can have on the idiosyncrasies of the disci-
pline (Hammarfelt, 2017; Hicks et al., 2015).

Given the widespread use of bibliometric indicators in evaluation, several studies have 
been undertaken on researchers’ perceptions of them, the uses they make of them, and their 
assessments of their strengths and weaknesses. Such studies have been extended to dif-
ferent fields (Buela-Casal & Zich, 2012), some of which are focused on the life sciences 
(Aksnes & Rip, 2009), biomedicine and sociology (Hargens & Schuman, 1990), medi-
cine and physics (Derrick & Gillespie, 2013) or biomedicine and economics (Hammarfelt 
& Rushforth, 2017). A few far more recent studies deal with social sciences (Haddow & 
Hammarfelt, 2019) or the humanities (Bayer et al., 2019; Hammarfelt & Haddow, 2018) 
and, within this field, more specifically with areas such as literature and art history (Hug 
et al., 2014).

The geographical scope of the studies conducted on the reception of bibliometric indi-
cators in the humanities has been both transnational and national. Cross-national studies 
(Galleron et  al., 2017) include work that focuses specifically on the representations of 
young researchers as well as the perceptions of humanities researchers (Jamali et al., 2020; 
Nicholas et al., 2020). On the other hand, there is information available for specific coun-
tries such as Switzerland, Australia or Russia (Hug et al., 2014; Hammarfelt & Haddow, 
2018; Narayan et al., 2018; Grinëv, 2021). For the case of Spain, which is the focus of this 
work, some studies centred on the humanities have been conducted either for the entire 
country (Giménez-Toledo, 2016) or for a particular Spanish institution (Bayer et al., 2019). 
Also for this context as a whole, there is research focused specifically on the perception of 
young people (Rodríguez-Bravo & Nicholas, 2018, 2020).

Studies that focus on analysing the perceptions of researchers in the humanities have 
highlighted a number of aspects. For example, attention has been drawn to researchers’ 
criticism of the use of methods considered to belong to other disciplines, reservations 
about the use of quantification of research quality or the lack of consensus on the qual-
ity criteria shared between different areas (Bayer et al., 2019; Galleron et al., 2017; Ham-
marfelt & Haddow, 2018; Hug et al., 2014). There is also a widespread feeling of frustra-
tion on the part of humanities researchers (Giménez-Toledo, 2016; Hammarfelt & Haddow, 
2018), while others report that humanities researchers show a certain lack of knowledge 
about how journals improve their performance on metrics (Narayan et al., 2018).

However, despite all this abundant literature, much remains unknown about the views 
on the use of bibliometric indicators in the evaluation of the humanities and even more 
so in specific areas such as philosophy and ethics. Apart from some notable data from the 
study by Hammarfelt and Haddow (2018), who warned specifically of the relevance of 
expanding this type of approach, there are not many studies that examine how experts in 
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philosophy and ethics perceive bibliometrics for the scientific evaluation of their field. The 
present study attempts to fill this gap by looking exclusively at these areas. This research 
gains added relevance if we bear in mind that we are undertaking our study in a country 
that is paradigmatic in the use of metrics for the evaluation of its scientists in all branches 
(Jiménez-Contreras et al., 2002; Jiménez-Contreras et al., 2003; Butler, 2004; Fernández 
et al., 2006, 2011; Osuna et al., 2011; Delgado-López-Cózar, 2010; Molas-Gallart, 2012; 
Derrick & Pavone, 2013; Marini, 2018; Cañibano et al., 2018; Rodríguez-Bravo & Nicho-
las, 2018; Bautista-Puig et al., 2020).

In short, with this study our aim is to answer some key questions: What are the bib-
liometric indicators that researchers in ethics and philosophy in Spain know and value the 
most? What are their main concerns or worries? Do they consider that metrics are capable 
of measuring the quality of their publications and, indirectly, their research?

Methodology

The study combines a survey and 14 in-depth interviews in order to gather both quantita-
tive and qualitative data.

Self‑administered questionnaire

The study population comprised university researchers working in the knowledge areas 
of philosophy and ethics in Spain. We identified the members of this academic commu-
nity through a systematic search of the websites of Spanish universities and research cen-
tres. In the vast majority of institutions we were able to identify affiliated members and 
researchers, with only four exceptions. Through these inquiries we identified 541 members 
of researchers, of whom 521 worked in universities and 20 in the research centre CSIC; 44 
universities (37 public and 7 private) took part in the study and responses were received 
from all but three institutions.

The data was collected using Google Forms. The survey went through a previous pilot 
testing process in which 9 researchers from four different categories participated at the 
beginning of 2019 (2 research fellows, 3 lectures, 2 senior lectures and 2 professors). Once 
this validation process was completed, the survey was launched and remained open for 
responses between February and June 2019. On 25 February, a message was sent to the 
institutional email address of the 541 university teachers and researchers identified, fol-
lowed by two reminders, two and four weeks after the initial contact. We also approached 
the main scientific societies and associations for Spanish philosophy professionals—the 
Spanish Association for Ethics and Political Philosophy (AEEFP), the Academic Society 
of Philosophy (SAF) and the Spanish Philosophy Network (REF)—requesting their collab-
oration. In May, these organisations contacted their members by email to encourage them 
to participate in the survey. The survey was closed on 14 June 2019.

The survey included 22 questions, of which 21 were multiple choice questions and 1 an 
open-ended question. The questions were divided into four main sections: (1) information 
search behaviour, (2) communication practices on pay-to-publish and open access (Feen-
stra & Delgado-López-Cózar, 2021b), (3) ethics in scientific publication (Feenstra et al., 
2021), and (4) scientific evaluation and metrics, the latter being the main focus of the pre-
sent study.
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In order to obtain a general idea of the role attributed by our researchers to bibliometric 
indicators, we asked (Q1) about the criteria that would best reflect the quality of a scientific 
publication. This question was formulated in such a way as to include different criteria so 
that we could contrast the hierarchical ranking and the position of bibliometric indicators 
in the participants’ answers. We expressly offered two options: the journal impact indi-
cators, which are the indicators preferentially used in Spain to evaluate publications and 
scientists (Feenstra & Delgado-López-Cozar, 2021a), and citation counts in general. Since 
journal-level metrics are based on citations, we could capture not only the degree of spe-
cific valuation of the journal impact indicators and the citation counts of a publication, but 
also the degree of agreement between the two values.

Q1 Please rate which criteria best reflect the quality of a publication (1 not at all, 5 very 
much).

Adherence to the editorial standards for the presentation of scientific publications
Journal impact indicators in which it is published
Media mentions (press, radio, TV)
Mentions in blogs and social media
Likes and recommendations
The number of citations received
The opinion of scientists as measured by surveys
Presence in bibliographic repertories and databases
The economic repercussion and impact
Social and cultural repercussion and impact
Peer review of the publication
The views and downloads received

Furthermore, the results of this question are compared with those obtained in item 2 
of the survey on publication practices (Feenstra & Delgado-López-Cózar, 2021b), which 
specifically asked about the criteria used when selecting the journal or publisher. This is an 
aspect that allows us to contrast the reliability of the data.

The other question included in our survey refers to awareness and appraisal of biblio-
metric indicators. In this case, we have focused mainly on the journal impact indicators, 
given that they are the most widely used in Spain for scientific evaluation at all levels 
(BOE, 2015). The possible answers also include other indicators such as those that meas-
ure the influence of authors’ publications or their dissemination and public attention. The 
intention behind including this variety of indices is to investigate the consistency of the 
participants’ knowledge as regards the indicators currently promoted in these areas.

Q2 Please rate the bibliometric indicators you are aware of in terms of their relevance (1 
not at all, 5 very much).

H-index
Journal Impact Factor (JCR)
Citescore (Scopus)
SJR (Scopus)
Altmetric Score
RG Score
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As mentioned before, the questionnaire also included an open-ended question where 
respondents could freely express their opinions on the object of study. In the survey data 
collection process, 201 responses were obtained, representing 37.1% of the population sur-
veyed. Responses were received from researchers from 41 universities (35 public and 6 
private) as well as from the CSIC research centre. Table 1 shows the distribution by knowl-
edge area. The open-ended question received a total of 60 detailed responses, of which 24 
answers focused on bibliometric indicators and their use in the areas of philosophy and 
ethics.

Interviews

The interviews took place in September and October 2019. The 14 interviewees were selected 
according to the criteria of affiliation, professional category, gender and disciplinary area in 
order to guarantee the widest possible range of profiles. Seven of the interviewees were men 
and seven were women, and seven worked in the field of ethics and seven in philosophy. The 
profiles of the interviewees included three research fellows, two lecturers, five senior lecturers 
and four full professors.

The interviewees were affiliated to the universities of Barcelona, Castellón, Complutense 
(Madrid), Granada, Murcia, Valencia, Zaragoza and the Basque Country, as well as the Insti-
tute of Philosophy at the CSIC. The semi-structured interviews lasted an average of 35.30 min; 
the shortest was 14.14 min and the longest, 59.10 min. The interviews were conducted indi-
vidually by telephone and always by the same researcher. The conversations were recorded 
and later transcribed for analysis. Questions were posed on five central issues: (1) document 
genre and preferred language of publication, (2) peer review, (3) paying to publish and open 
access, (4) perceptions of research misconduct, and (5) bibliometric indicators and the Span-
ish assessment system. Specifically, for the present study, a generic question was asked about 
their vision on the bibliometrics and their use in the assessment of research in philosophy and 
ethics.

The qualitative data collected from the interviews and from the open-ended question in the 
survey was then subjected to a content analysis, first classifying the verbatim according to the 
main sections of the study, and then moving on to a new coding and classification according 
to the topics raised. The most significant verbatims are included in the results section using the 
acronyms of Table 2.

Table 1  Demographics of the 
survey of Spanish university 
teaching staff and researchers in 
philosophy and ethics

Field Total population Respondents Average 
response rate 
(%)

Philosophy 380 115 30.2
Ethics 161 86 53.4
Total 541 201 37.1
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Results

The perception of the relevance of bibliometric indicators as regards 
the publication and its potential quality

When researchers were asked about the criteria they took into account when measuring the 
quality of a publication, they ranked the bibliometric indicators in secondary positions: the 
number of citations in fifth place (3.2 on a scale of 1 to 5) and the journal impact indicators 
in which it is published in seventh place (3.1 on the same scale) among the possible options 
(Fig. 1). The scores for the bibliometric indicators are very similar to each other, which 
reflects a very high degree of reliability of the responses obtained. It should also be noted 
that, although these quantitative criteria are not the preferred ones, they do obtain a slightly 
positive score. More researchers rate bibliometric indices highly or fairly highly than those 
who rate them poorly or not at all. In contrast, it is very significant that the most important 
criterion for estimating the quality of a publication is peer review (Fig. 1). It is precisely 
this qualitative and subjective criterion, based on the value judgements made by research-
ers, that philosophers consider their favourite.

If we contrast these data with those obtained in a specific study on publication practices 
(Feenstra & Delgado-López-Cózar, 2021b), we can see the consistency of the responses of 

Table 2  List of acronyms
Career stage
Research Fellow Rf
Post-doctoral researcher Pdr
Lecturer L
Senior lecturer Sl
Professor P
Source of information
Open section of the survey
Interview

Fig. 1  Evaluation of the criteria reflecting the quality of a publication by Philosophy and Moral Philosophy 
teachers and researchers at Spanish universities
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this research community, since “impact on number of citations” is not the preferred crite-
rion for researchers when making a decision on the journal in which to publish their work 
(with a score of 3.5 on a scale of 1 to 5). In fact, this criterion is ranked sixth on the list 
provided. Aspects such as prestige, subject orientation, not having to pay to publish, qual-
ity and visibility all score higher.

It is therefore clear that journal impact indicators are not a preferred criterion for 
researchers, although the general assessment of these indices is more positive than nega-
tive. This is interesting, bearing in mind that the very promotion of researchers depends 
to a large extent on their publishing a certain number of articles in high-impact journals 
(Feenstra & Delgado-López-Cózar, 2021a).

Awareness and assessment of bibliometric indicators

Looking at the awareness that researchers in philosophy and ethics claim to have of some 
bibliometric indicators, it is worth noting that this data is higher than might perhaps be 
expected for a discipline that traditionally has not used quantitative indices such as the ones 
reviewed here. The data in our study show an unequal degree of knowledge of the indica-
tors and clearly reflect the existence of two groups of indicators (Figs. 2 and 3). On the one 
hand, there are four indicators (SJR, Journal Impact Factor, H-index and Citescore) that 
are valued by 70% or more of the respondents, while less than 20% are unaware of them. 
The high awareness of SJR is particularly striking if we compare it, for example, with the 
results extracted from Springer, where up to 52% were unaware of this indicator, while 
Impact Factor and h-index were only unknown to 5% and 10% of the participants, respec-
tively (Penny, 2016).

Moreover, our study shows that there are three indicators that are openly unknown by 
respondents (only 40% value them and 40% are not even aware of their existence), namely, 
RG Score (ResearchGate), Almetric Score and SNIP. The lack of awareness of the lat-
ter does not seem strange if we compare it with other studies that observe, for example, 
a lower degree of use or knowledge of indicators such as SNIP (Rousseau & Rousseau, 
2017) or the Almetric Score (Aung et al., 2019; Lemke et al., 2021; Thelwall, 2018).

Fig. 2  Level of awareness of various bibliometric indicators by Philosophy and Moral Philosophy teachers 
and researchers at Spanish universities
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When asked about the evaluation of these indicators, it is worth noting that none of 
them received a very high rating from the researchers. However, four indicators were rated 
positively by respondents: SJR, Journal Impact Factor, Citescore and H-index, with values 
almost half a point higher than those obtained in question 1 (Fig.  1). The highest rated 
indicator is SJR (3, 7 on a scale of 1 to 5), which is generated from the Scopus database. 
The fact that the SJR calculates the impact of Humanities journals, in general, and of a 
good number of Philosophy journals (446)1 probably explains this inclination. It should 
be remembered that the Journal Impact Factor (JIF) is not calculated for Humanities jour-
nals, although some Philosophy journals (no more than 25)—those included in the Social 
Sciences edition—may have impact indices (Sivertsen, 2014; van den Akker, 2016).2 It 
is significant that two indicators for measuring the impact of journals (SJR and JIF) are 
associated with or derived from the Web of Science and Scopus databases, which are the 
most well-known, reputable and widely used by the scientific community. The reason may 
be linked to the use that the Spanish performance evaluation agencies make of them (BOE, 
2015). This conclusion coincides with that observed by Hammarfelt and Rushforth (2017) 
for the fields of biomedicine and economics, where JIFs and h-indices are preferred, in 
their opinion, largely because “they are well-established tools of evaluation within some 
disciplinary communities” (Hammarfelt & Rushforth, 2017, 178). Other recent studies 
show how, in general, for fields such as social sciences, technology and medicine WoS, 
Scopus and Google Scholar gain greater importance as indexing databases (Wijewickrema, 
2021). They also highlight the fact that for the field of social sciences, the Scopus database 

Fig. 3  Assessment of the relevance of various bibliometric indicators by Philosophy and Moral Philosophy 
teachers and researchers at Spanish universities

1 See https:// www. scima gojr. com/ journ alrank. php? categ ory= 1211& area= 1200& type= j& wos= true.
2 On the other hand, it should be noted that the new Journal Citation Indicator (JCI) has been introduced in 
2021, which introduces new features in this respect with the inclusion of journals from the Arts & Humani-
ties Citation Index (AHCI) and ESCI.

https://www.scimagojr.com/journalrank.php?category=1211&area=1200&type=j&wos=true
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is the most important, while WoS and Google Scholar rank second and third in terms of 
importance.

Finally, it should be noted that the data on the assessment of the bibliometric indicators 
lead us to observe that, although researchers say they do not use the number of citations 
received as a priority criterion for defining the quality of a publication, they do exhibit a 
good knowledge and a slightly positive assessment of the two journal impact indicators 
most commonly used in scientific evaluation in Spain (SJR and JCR). These data provide 
us with some key clues as to how researchers evaluate and use the metrics, which should be 
complemented with qualitative material that delves deeper into their perceptions.

Stances of philosophy and ethics researchers as regards the use of bibliometric 
indicators

The number of responses received in the open section of the questionnaire seems to suggest 
that the use of bibliometric indicators is perceived as a crucial issue. Of the 60 responses 
received, a total of 24 focus on bibliometric indicators and their use in the evaluation of 
researchers. In general, the qualitative material of our study (survey and interviews) show 
that the stance of researchers as regards the use of metrics for scientific evaluation reaches 
a high level of rejection that can even become or mutate into a certain level of viscerality. 
In this section we group together some of the most prominent stances in an attempt to col-
lect a large number of voices due to their high level of exposition.

Positive assessment: an exception in the qualitative part of the study

It should be noted that in the qualitative instrument as a whole, only two voices are clearly 
positive regarding the use of bibliometric indicators and one voice can be classified as 
rather neutral. Thus, one participant in the study describes “adopting metrics that cannot 
be controlled only by one’s buddies” as a clear attempt to put an end to an academic system 
defined as patronage-based (Rf.1-survey). Another considers that there is no real problem 
with a scientific evaluation model based on journal citation metrics, stating that:

I honestly do not think that excessive attention to quality indices is the problem in the 
area of moral philosophy, quite the contrary: many people still do not publish (and 
do not even try to) in quality journals that are well positioned in JCR or SCIimago. 
(L.1-survey)

Finally, another participant pointed out that although the system could be improved, it is 
not really problematic.

Overall I think the (metrics-based) evaluation system leaves a lot to be desired, but it 
is better than having no system at all. (L.9-survey)

It is noteworthy that all three voices come from researchers who are in the early stages of 
their careers. This is significant given that studies that extract data on the position of young 
people seem to note a greater predilection (or at least a greater use and knowledge) of met-
rics by this group. This is, for example, borne out by multidisciplinary studies (Nicholas 
et al. 2020b), as well as those focused on the humanities, where Hammarfelt and Haddow 
noted that academics, and especially those with a 5–15 year track record, “were the most 
frequent users of metrics” (Hammarfelt & Haddow, 2018, 931).
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Critical voices: a majority and with disparate arguments

In general, philosophy and ethics researchers are mostly critical of bibliometric indi-
cators, practically identified with journal-level metrics, when they express their opin-
ions qualitatively. The arguments are varied, but we can group them into four central 
ideas: (1) disqualification of the logic of metrics, (2) scepticism about the possibility of 
evaluating quality with quantitative methods, (3) complaints about the incorporation of 
methods that are considered to belong to other disciplines, and (4) criticism of the con-
sequences for the discipline of philosophy. It is relevant to note, however, that the criti-
cal voices are mainly expressed with regard to the specific use of metrics in the Spanish 
context, as can be seen in points 2, 3 and 4 below.

Disqualification of  the  logic of  metrics First, there are researchers who criticise the 
citation counting system in general. These comments are in line with the literature that is 
critical of the limitations of bibliometrics (e.g. Baum, 2011; Moed, 2005; Moed & Van 
Leeuwen, 1996). Some voices indicate, for example:

Indices are a mere convention. (Sl.15-survey)
(…) I think quartiles are like a soap bubble. (P.3-interview)
The difference between high impact journals and low impact journals is what, 
twenty citations? … (Sl.3-interview)
The “ranking” systems (e.g. SJR) that change every year are a disaster. (P.8-survey). 

The quality of  philosophical research as  something not  “quantifiable” The pre-
dominant argument of philosophy and ethics researchers is focused on pointing out the 
inadequacies of using “quantitative” indices to measure the “quality” of philosophical 
research. In this respect, there is a generalised rejection. The statements stand out for 
their categorical nature and for focusing on the specific use of bibliometric indicators by 
Spanish evaluation agencies. In this sense, we can read, for example:

The root of the problem is quantitative evaluation. This is already well diagnosed 
even in the field of experimental sciences. There is the famous California DORA 
declaration [sic], where biologists, physicists and mathematicians, journal editors, 
etc. said that decisions regarding professional and research careers (promotions, 
recruitment, etc.) could not be made based solely on quantitative indicators, which 
is precisely what we are doing in Spain. We are evaluating careers on the basis of 
publications (…) in indexed journals, which are evaluated as the famous quartiles. 

In other words, the evaluators do not actually read the texts. Qualitative evaluation 
has been eliminated from the entire university system. (…) and that is the big prob-
lem we have. (…) It would be an important change to recover quality (P.1-interview)

It is supposed to assess the quality of research, but in practice it only takes the quan-
tity into account, so in time everyone ends up slipping through the net. (Sl.21-survey)
Being asked for Q1 journals is a purely quantitative criterion that does not reflect the 
researcher’s worth. To do things properly, what they should do is to actually read the 
person’s articles, and not look at whether it is Q1 or Q2. Because, the fact that you 
don’t have the talent to know which journal to choose… It’s a question of knowing 
how to find your way around, or knowing how to manage, or having friends in cer-
tain journals. (L.2-interview)
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Impact is a joke that has nothing to do with academic quality. Impact means that 
a journal has been cited forty times in a year… and what does that mean? (…) for 
example, there is no Italian or Spanish journal (in philosophy) that is Q1 and there 
are some very good journals. (Sl.3-interview)

(…) quality indices and soft soap (with respect), which are pure window dressing. 
The quality of a shoe has to do with the quality of its materials, how its structure 
is designed, how its different parts are sewn and adapted to the whole. It will never 
depend on the shop window where it is displayed. (Sl.2-survey)

The proliferation of quantitative indices in no way guarantees the quality of what is 
published. (Pdr.1-survey)

Research in certain areas, such as Philosophy, is not going to be compatible with sub-
mitting it to “objective” criteria of productivity and scientific quality. (L.15-survey)
Content should be more important than figures. (Pdr.2-survey)

What journal rankings (JCR) do is measure impact, the impact by the citations they 
receive (…) this idea that quality is based on the number of citations received seems 
to me to be a random criterion (…) The exclusive quantitative criterion of impact 
seems to me to be reductionist and counterproductive (…) (Sl.5-interview)

True quality has nothing to do with what is understood in academia as quality cri-
teria. The current system of acreditación3 and sexenios4 does not improve quality. 
(L.13-survey)

As in the case of French universities, it is essential that the Spanish university system, 
and in particular the accreditation agencies, abandon the current criteria of scientific-
ity imposed by Anglo-American and German publishing holdings. (L.9-survey)

The evaluation of the quality of knowledge, in any field of expertise, must be carried 
out in a qualitative manner by peers who are experts in the field and do it publicly. 2) 
Quality assessment should not be confused with intellectual censorship, but should 
be compatible with respect for ontological, epistemological and ethical-political plu-
ralism, especially in the humanities and social sciences. (P.6-s)

It is clear that Kant today would have problems to have sexenios or to be accredited 
(i.e. to be promoted). (Sl.6-survey)

The criticism of the quantitative measurement of quality coincides with other studies. 
Some of those focused on the perception of researchers in the field of the life sciences have 
noted that scientists in this branch also discuss this possibility and point out how “some 
emphasised that citations only reflect intellectual influence among the academic commu-
nity and do not represent a balanced indicator of quality” (Aksnes & Rip, 2009, 905).

Within the humanities and social sciences, resistance to the quantification of qual-
ity seems to be even stronger (Bayer et  al., 2019; Hammarfelt & Haddow, 2018; Hug 
et al., 2014; Ochsner et al., 2017). Moreover, studies examining the perceptions of young 
researchers note that ‘arts and humanities and social science ECRs rated reliance on quan-
tifiable metrics lowest’ (Nicholas et al., 2020a, 7). Likewise, within the field of philosophy 

3 Acreditación is a tenure review for promotion.
4 Sexenio is an individual bonus based on the recognition of research performance assessed by a committee 
every six years.
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itself, there have also been reports of resistance to this phenomenon of quantification of 
research results. In this regard, Hug, Ochsner and Daniel pointed, by way of example, to 
the unease of Australian philosophers in relation to the journal ranking in the Excellence in 
Research for Australia (ERA), who considered that ‘those standards cannot be given sim-
ple, mechanical, or quantitative expression’ for disciplines such as philosophy (Hug et al., 
2014, 46). Similar concern was expressed in 2020 in an open letter written by the Institute 
of Philosophy of the Russian Academy of Sciences concerning the use of a metric-driven 
assessment system proposed by the Ministry of Science and Higher Education of the Rus-
sian Federation.5

The participants in our study seem to agree with the assessment of the discord generated 
by using quantitative methods. As other authors have pointed out for the humanities (Hug 
et al., 2014; Ochsner et al., 2017), there are strong disagreements about what research qual-
ity means and how (and even whether it is possible) to measure it.

Colonisation of philosophy by numbers The rest of the interventions collected mention 
aspects linked to the specific use of metrics in the evaluation of philosophy. In this sense, 
what is considered to be a clash between disciplines appears on a recurrent basis. Here, the 
arguments appear in two directions: (a) the problems derived from measuring philosophy 
with the parameters of other sciences, and (b) the need to look for evaluation criteria specific 
to the scientific branch of philosophy. This type of criticism ties in with the warnings that 
point both to the specificities of the humanities (Hicks, 2004; Nederhof, 2006) as well as to 
the plural range of disciplines and identities that compose it (Hammarfelt, 2017; Laudel & 
Gläser, 2006; Thelwall & Delgado, 2015).

The researchers themselves put it this way:

There are specialities in Philosophy that cannot be equated with the Sciences – there 
are no patents, etc. It is another type of research, but still RESEARCH. (Sl.13-sur-
vey)

The application of the research criteria of the experimental sciences to philosophy is 
detrimental. (Sl.19-survey)

Humanistic publications cannot be assessed on the basis of the criteria applied to 
the sciences, where work is done in a different way. The decisive criterion should be 
internal (the objective quality of the content of publications), not external (journal 
quality indicators, impact indices, etc.). (Sl.9-survey)

(…) I believe that the evaluation of articles and journals in philosophy should not be 
measured in the same way as scientific ones; their dimension is very different and so 
are their objectives. This is due to the fact that positivism predominates today. The 
humanities, without losing their quest for rigorousness, must be faithful to their own 
idiosyncrasy. And it is this idiosyncrasy that should mark the quality indices. This is 
why it is important to find specific rather than generalist evaluation scales. (L.4-survey)

It is necessary to limit the importance of impact indices and allow the studies them-
selves to be read and criticised by the authors, taking into account, in turn, the char-
acteristics of our area of study. (L.8-survey)

The most appropriate scientific criteria must be sought for each speciality. (Sl.11-
survey)

5 See https:// iphras. ru/ pismo_ 06_ 02_ 2020. htm.

https://iphras.ru/pismo_06_02_2020.htm
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It has something of a whirlwind that is alien to the demands of quality work in phi-
losophy. (Pdr.3-survey)

An agreement is needed to unify the evaluation criteria in each subject area. (P.1-
survey)

Criticism also extends to areas within philosophy itself. Thus, several voices consider that 
the current use of bibliometric indicators is prioritising (and promoting) some areas over 
others. In other words, it is believed that a clash between specialisations in philosophy is 
being encouraged (Sl.10-survey, Sl.7-survey, P.3-interview).

The effects on the internal dynamics of philosophical science A final aspect widely com-
mented on by researchers derives from the consequences that they observe regarding the 
effects that the specific use of bibliometric indicators has on their discipline. This idea ties 
in with a whole specific literature on the effects of evaluation policies (Aagaard et al., 2015; 
de Rijcke et al., 2016; Hicks et al., 2015; Wouters, 2014; Wouters et al., 2015). In this case, 
researchers from the fields of philosophy and ethics in Spain show that the evaluation system 
affects research behaviour in a significant way: the transformation of research agendas, the 
modification of publication practices (document type and language of publication), the neglect 
of teaching work, a perception of increasing research misconduct and, finally, a negative effect 
on mental health. Although to a lesser extent, other consequences included increased research 
productivity and enhanced transparency and impartiality in academic selection processes. The 
large number of effects observed and the specificity of the topic have led to this issue being 
researched in a specific study on research misconduct (Feenstra et al., 2021) and on the general 
consequences of the Spanish evaluation system (Feenstra & Delgado-López-Cózar, 2021a).

Discussion/Conclusions

This study has shown that bibliometric indicators are not a preferred criterion for research-
ers when it comes to defining what is considered to be the quality of a publication and, 
indirectly, of research. However, despite the fact that the indicator of the number of 
citations is not regarded as a preferred criterion, we have also been able to see how the 
researchers give it a slightly positive evaluation on a scale of 1 to 5. The evaluations are 
very similar (3.2 for the definition of quality and 3.5 for the journal selection criterion), 
which would indicate a fairly consistent judgement and would also confirm the reliability 
of the data from the quantitative material.

These data do not reflect a decided rejection of the citation measurement indicator but, 
on the other hand, they seem to show that the penetration of bibliometric indicators among 
Spanish philosophers is rather modest (at least for the time being); indeed, the research-
ers themselves place it below other criteria in their decision-making and preferences. It is 
also worth contextualising these data in an evaluation system that establishes the need for 
researchers to publish a minimum number of articles in high impact journals in order to 
have a chance of promotion in their academic careers (for example, 20 publications in Q1 
or Q2 JCR or Q1 SJR in order to aspire to a professorship in ethics with the highest like-
lihood of success. See ANECA, 2019). Moreover, Spanish universities themselves often 
encourage and monitor the bibliometric results of their researchers (Bautista-Puig et  al., 
2020). Despite this, it does not seem to condition the researchers’ decision-making, or at 
least that is how they express it at the moment.



 Scientometrics

1 3

Likewise, when asked about their opinion of the indicators, they show a strikingly good 
awareness of them, and especially of the journal impact indicators. Although it may be 
surprising that researchers in philosophy and ethics show this degree of knowledge, these 
data coincide to a certain extent with those provided in some of the few studies that exist 
on these fields. In this sense, when asked about the use of metrics in evaluation or self-
promotion in applications and CVs among different areas of the humanities, Hammarfelt 
and Haddow (2018) found that the “areas of ‘philosophy, ethics, and religion’ averaged 
above the rest of the areas with almost 37%, compared to an average of 32% or 24% in 
art”. These data led them to conclude that “The importance of (international) journal pub-
lishing in these fields, especially in philosophy and ethics, is one possible explanation for 
the relatively frequent use of metrics” (Hammarfelt & Haddow, 2018, 928). However, it 
is also worth noting that our survey data were focused on the researcher’s awareness and 
specifically the self-perception of their relevance for reflecting the quality of a publica-
tion. Our responses do not allow us to assess the exact extent of this knowledge, which is 
an attractive issue to be addressed in future studies. Moreover, it would also be interesting 
to conduct future research that analyses to what extent and at what level Spanish philoso-
phers regularly monitor and make use of bibliometric indicators in the Web of Science and 
Scopus databases. In this case, our data show that those indicators used in the evaluation 
are the best known, which seems logical, bearing in mind that their progression in their 
academic career depends on this. Furthermore, the survey shows that the indicators used by 
the national evaluation system are not only the best identified but also the most highly val-
ued. In this sense, the SJR is the indicator with the highest rating (3.7/5), which is under-
standable, moreover, due to its greater coverage of the journals in this field. These data as a 
whole can be interpreted, as we have pointed out earlier, within the Spanish evaluative cul-
ture that, by prioritising these indicators, has generated a social and academic environment 
in which even researchers in the fields of the arts—such as Philosophy and Ethics—are 
aware of these indicators and know of their relevance in their immediate environment. On 
the other hand, it cannot be ruled out that these responses are to some extent conditioned 
by an effect of wishing to continue with the requirements of the evaluation system.

The study has also made it possible to observe aspects highlighted in the qualitative 
part that contextualise the information from the survey and allow more in-depth analyses. 
In this section, it is worth highlighting the generalised rejection of the indicators, although 
this rejection is expressed more with regard to the specific use of these indicators. It is 
not so much the bibliometric indicator that generates rejection as its preponderance in the 
Spanish system for evaluating philosophy, the imbalances it generates and its effects on 
the discipline. Opinions that reflect strictly upon the indicators are very scarce, with the 
metric-driven evaluation process being the one that attracts the most attention. Even in the 
moments of the study where participants were free to express themselves on any subject 
(such as the open-ended question of the survey), this was the predominant issue. It can-
not be ruled out that some voices with more pro-indicator views may not have expressed 
their opinion during this study, or that in the future these positions may become more sig-
nificant in these areas, especially among younger people. Future panel studies would there-
fore allow us to assess this evolution. However, the general trend perceived in this study 
even shows a certain degree of viscerality in the qualitative setting of the research. The 
arguments that are outlined—such as complaints about the use of methods that are consid-
ered to belong to other disciplines or scepticism about the possibility of assessing quality 
quantitatively—are arguments that have already been observed by other studies for differ-
ent branches of the humanities (Hammarfelt, 2017; Thelwall & Delgado, 2015; Thelwall 
& Kousha, 2015). Thus, philosophy and ethics researchers in Spain state that qualitative 
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evaluation is the most appropriate method for the evaluation of their field, a stance that we 
know is generally expressed for the humanities (Galleron et al., 2017; Hammarfelt & Had-
dow, 2018). It is also significant that when asked in the survey about which is the best qual-
ity criterion, peer review was the one most highly valued by researchers, with the qualita-
tive criterion based on reading and evaluation being precisely the one that is recognised as 
specific to the discipline.

Our study allows us to observe, in short, how the essential origin of criticism or frustra-
tion is linked to the quantitative way of assessing philosophical quality and what is seen as 
a colonisation by the latest metrics. Once again, the debate arises about the complexity of 
measuring the quality of a branch of the humanities in numerical terms and the call for a 
set of its own consensus criteria, which is a goal that has long proved elusive (Hug et al., 
2014; Ochsner et al., 2017),
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