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There appears to be definite demand from the scientific world for alternative evaluation methods 
whereby the societal quality of research can also be taken into consideration. This is true for a 
wide variety of fields that are often inter- or trans-disciplinary in nature, such as medical sciences, 
genomics, technical sciences and agricultural sciences. But there is also a felt need in the 
humanities and social sciences for other methods, as witnessed by the recent reports from the 
SWR and de RGW3 and the AWT.4 This trend is also internationally visible.

This subject has also been given priority by the Dutch Minister of Education, Culture and Science 
(OCW). In a letter to the boards of directors of all Dutch universities, the minister lobbied for the 
use of methodologies that chart the societal quality of science, such as the sci_Quest method.5 

The time seems ripe to stimulate a breakthrough in the field of measuring the societal quality of 
research. An ‘initiative committee’ with representatives from COS, the Council for Universities 
of Applied Science (HBO-Raad), KNAW, NWO, QANU and VSNU, called the Context Group, has 
therefore suggested a plan of action that connects to the recognized need of both institutions and 
the minister. The plan of action “Evaluating Research in Context” (ERiC) grew out of a COS project 
that dealt with the measurement of Societal Quality of Research, under whose auspices the sci_
Quest method was developed.6 This method provides an image of a research group’s performance 
in every domain in which the group is active – not only in scientific fields, but also in the areas of 
society, policy, the market and industry. The method has been successfully employed in a number 
of university pilot evaluations. The universities of applied science sector, in which a pilot was 
carried out in relation to the evaluation of so-called ‘knowledge circles’, is also represented in the 
initiative committee.

The plan of action “Evaluating Research in Context” (ERiC) directs its attention to two major goals. 
The first is to further awareness by sharing knowledge with directors of research universities and 
universities of applied science, as well as their scientific staff members, regarding the possibilities 
for examining the societal quality of research. Methods that fit within the frame of the SEP or that 
might be developed for universities of applied science are of special interest here. The second is 
to stimulate international exchange of knowledge and methodological development in this area.

3 Social Sciences Council (SWR) and Council for the Humanities (RGW) (2005). Both councils are part of the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences. 
4.  AWT advice 70 Alfa en Gamma stralen (Humanities and Social Sciences shine)  The Hague, AWT.  
5.  As a result of AWT advice 62 De Waarde van Weten (The Value of Knowing)  The Hague, AWT, the Minister of Education, Culture and Science sent 
 a letter to the lower house of Parliament in 2006 in which the letter from the universities was acknowledged.
6 Jack Spaapen and Huub Dijstelbloem (2005), Evaluating Research in Context. The Hague, COS.
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The desire for societally relevant scientific research has long been on the political and science 
policy agenda. There has been growing interest recently in the way in which this societal quality 
of research can be evaluated. And while attention is growing, it is becoming clear that we 
possess insufficient knowledge regarding how to chart societal quality.

The sci_Quest method was developed as an instrument for measuring and making visible 
the societal quality of research. The method is suitable for both research universities and 
universities of applied science. It is a simple and flexible method that can be integrated into 
already existent systems of research visitations, such as the Standard Evaluation Protocol 
(SEP). The SEP is the national evaluation system that is now widely used for the evaluation of 
publicly funded research in the Netherlands.

The background and development of the sci_Quest method can be found in Evaluating 
Research in Context, the second edition of which appeared in June 2007.1 A practical guide for 
potential users of the method was also published in June 2007, entitled Zichtbaar maken van 
maatschappelijke relevantie van kennis (Making the societal relevance of knowledge visible).2 
This booklet is being published to mark the publication of these two publications. 
It introduces the reader to the publications and gives an impression of the sci_Quest method.

ERiC measures the societal quality of researchMeasure! The societal quality of research
The sci_Quest method developed and put into practice
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 Points from the ERiC plan of action and their current (2007) status are:
 » A review in the area of international methods for the societal quality of research (ongoing).
 » The preparation and publication of the second edition of the book Evaluating Research in  
  Context (published).
 » The preparation of a practical guide for institutions that would like to evaluate their research  
  according to broader criteria, including a handbook for using the sci_Quest method (published).
 »  The organization of seminars for institutions (researchers and policy makers) who would like to 

have societal criteria considered as part of research evaluation (first seminar 12 June 2007 in 
Amsterdam).

 » The organization of an expert meeting on the evaluation of scientific research in societal  
  context. The goal of this is knowledge-sharing and methodological development   
  (9 November 2007 in Amsterdam).
 »  An investigation into the need for a support desk for the evaluation of the societal quality  

of research, as a support for institutions that want to evaluate their research more broadly 
(ongoing).

The Context Group dedicates itself to supporting the development of instruments that can be 
integrated with relative ease into already existing procedures, such as the SEP for universities.  
The Context Group wants further to support researchers and other involved parties in the   
development of skills and instruments in order to realize a societally directed approach.

The second edition of the book Evaluating Research in Context and the practical guide Making  
the societal relevance of knowledge visible have been published. This booklet is being  
published simultaneously and offers an introduction to these two publications. They can be  
ordered via the website www.ERiC-project.nl. Information about the other elements of the 
ERiC plan of action can also been found on the website.

Evaluating Research in Context describes (the development of) the sci_Quest method. It also 
examines the broader context: why is a method needed for measuring the societal quality of 
research?

Rapprochement between science and society
The distance between the worlds of science and society has shrunk in the last decades. 
A variety of political and economic causes have influenced this process in different periods. 
In the 1970s, the distance lessened because of diminishing governmental budgets in the face 
of the oil crisis, on one hand, and the growth of the academic sector as a result of the influx of 
baby boomers on the other. Globalization and increasing international competition during the 
1980s and 1990s led to a number of trends, such as large financiers (such as the European 
Commission) who emphasized socio-economic goals. There also arose possibilities for 
alternative or supplemental financing, such as from industry and societal organizations, which 
led to debates over the independence of scientific research. In this century, there is increasing 
interaction between science and society through the growth of the ‘global economy’. In Europe, 
members of the EU have made a number of ambitious agreements in the hope of forming the 
most competitive economy in the world. In 2000 the “Agenda for the knowledge economy” was 
promulgated in Lisbon; in Barcelona in 2002 it was agreed that member states would dedicate 
3% of their GNP to this goal.

For many scientists it is thus (or has become) important to cooperate and communicate with 
groups outside the academic world, such as industry, government, international organizations, 
NGOs and the public at large. But the trend goes even further. Science has left the ivory 
tower and/or society has entered it. In any event, the boundaries between government, 
commerce, culture and science are becoming less sharp. The same can be said for the 
boundaries between universities, subsidy-granting institutions, government agencies, industrial 
R&D divisions and other institutions of knowledge. Knowledge is increasingly developed in 
an interactive process in which feedback is given, results are tested and improvements are 
suggested by the various involved parties.

The need for new evaluation methods
The last decade has seen a growing need for instruments that measure the societal quality 
as well as the scientific quality of research. These instruments are, as yet, barely developed, 
perhaps because the development of such a measuring instrument demands knowledge of the 
heterogeneous context of scientific research as sketched above. 

Evaluating Research in Context
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This context is, naturally, just as variable and changeable as science itself. And while the 
evaluation of scientific quality largely involves the scientific community, the evaluation of its 
societal quality involves society as a whole. It is generally concluded that the measurement of 
the societal quality of research is difficult but necessary. Various researchers have inspired the 
development of new evaluation methods through their own work. Callon et al., for example, 
designed the compass card in which five social domains are distinguished in the context of 
a research program. A separate set of evaluation criteria was developed for each of these 
domains. Guba and Lincoln proposed that stakeholders who are closely involved in the 
research carried out by a given research group ought also to be involved in the evaluation 
of that research. Finally, Den Hertog et al. suggested that the relation with and influence of 
stakeholders vary during different phases of the research process.7 

Research evaluation in the Netherlands
In the mid 1980s the Dutch government made a first attempt at stimulating Dutch universities 
to become more efficient and to strive for greater relevance in the research they carried out. 
They did this by introducing the ‘Conditional Finance’ system. One of the greatest innovations 
entailed in this system was that it made room for criteria other than scientific relevance in 
its evaluation scheme. Evaluation committees were given the freedom to use criteria such 
as social and economic relevance in their evaluations. Non-scientists could also serve on the 
committees. This was of special interest for areas and disciplines linked to a social practice, 
such as medicine and technical sciences. Researchers in these fields commented that 
‘traditional’ evaluation committees were not capable of recognizing the true value of their work, 
partially because they relied on international publications as the most important criterion of 
judgment. In the ‘Conditional Finance’ system, the value of research for society was established 
as an explicit criterion. Unfortunately, it was never made clear how to measure this. In most 
cases, then, it was simply passed over.

The new VSNU protocol from 1994 maintained social relevance as one of its four prime 
criteria, but again there was no attempt to advise evaluation committees on how to measure it. 
Once again, then, this criterion was largely ignored.

The Standard Evaluation Protocol (SEP) that has been used since 2003 not only names societal 
quality as one of the most important criteria, but includes it in the checklist given to evaluation 
committees, making it more difficult to ignore. It further requires that evaluation committees be 
broadly composed. 

But here too no indication is given as to how to evaluate technical and socio-economic impact 
in relation to important social developments and societally rooted questions.

Dutch universities of applied science must also contend with research evaluation. Since 2001 
these institutions have included a research function for their staff, with ‘knowledge circles’ of 
instructors formed around a central ‘lector’. Beginning in 2009 a national system of research 
evaluation aimed at these ‘knowledge circles’ will commence. 
Of special interest here is that the research function of these universities of applied science is 
explicitly directed toward the region’s small and medium sized enterprises and regional societal 
questions.

Societal quality of research: developing the sci_Quest method
In 1998 sci_Quest was asked to develop an evaluation method for the Agricultural University of 
Wageningen.8 This method had to do justice to both the scientific and societal value of research. 
For sci_Quest this meant that the relations between a research group and its relevant context 
had to be investigated. How does the group relate to its environment?  What is the role of various 
stakeholders in the environment? It quickly became clear that many (non-scientific) parties were 
involved with the research such as farmers, local and national government and consumers. At the 
same time the research obviously must satisfy international criteria of scientific quality.

A second pilot project followed this one in 2003.9 The Universities of Utrecht and Groningen 
wanted to supplement the SEP with this method in the evaluation of the pharmaceutical 
sciences. Here it also became clear that various stakeholders were involved with the research.

A third pilot began in 2006, in which the lectorates of a university of applied science were 
evaluated.The University of Applied Science of Utrecht calls this pilot ‘sci_Quest/Lect’. In 
this pilot special cognizance is taken of the specific character of lectorates, in contrast with 
university research. Cooperation with stakeholders is of great importance for lectors; they are 
expected to cooperate with stakeholders in order to contribute to applied research. Additionally 
it is important to build up knowledge networks.

The sci_Quest method has been under development for the past ten years and continues 
to develop further. Information from pilot projects is used to improve the method further. A 
second edition of Evaluating Research in Context was published in 2007 to record the most 
recent developments.

7 M. Callon, P. Laredo, P. Muster, A.M. Birac and B. Fourest (1991), Defining the Strategic Profile of Research Labs: The research compass card method, A.F.J.  
 v. Raam (ed.), Science and Technology in a Policy Context. Leiden: DSWO Press; E.G. Guba and Y.S. Lincoln (1989), Fourth Generation Evaluation. Newbury  
 Park, CA: Sage Publications; P. den Hertog et al (1996), User Involvement in RTD.  Concepts, Practices and Policy Lessons. Apeldoorn: TNO/STB. 

8 The contract was given by COS and NRLO, in cooperation with the Agricultural University of Wageningen.
9  The contract was given by COS and RGO, in cooperation with the Universities of Utrecht and Groningen.
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Figure 1: steps 1-4 from the sci_Quest method
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The sci_Quest method is presented in a practical way in Making the societal relevance of 
knowledge visible, the choices that have to be made before starting, the steps pertaining to 
the method and the organization of the evaluation. 

The most important points from the guide book are listed below. Its essence is here laid out 
through a short description of the method in four steps.

The sci_Quest method in four steps
The sci_Quest method is composed of four steps. These are schematically presented in figure 
1, followed by their description.  

Making the societal relevance of knowledge 
visible: the sci_Quest method in practice
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Step 1: Orientation – establishing the mission and self-image
In the first step, involved parties are asked to determine what they take the mission of the 
research group’s research to be. It is then decided to what extent this is directed toward 
various domains.The self-image of the research group is then made explicit.

The mission of the research group to be evaluated is first established. In order to construct a 
mission for this purpose that is manageable, a check list is set up. Moreover, there will
no doubt be many research groups that already have an established mission.

It is next determined in which domains the group is active and in which it should therefore be 
evaluated. 
Five domains were distinguished in the original method, namely:
» Science: validation of knowledge claims by the scientific community (peers)
» Education and training: production of trained researchers and skills
» Innovation and professionals or professional practices: knowledge production for industry  
 and the commercial sector
» Management and policy: knowledge and skill production in the service of policy and societal  
 objectives
» Cooperation and visibility: Here the ‘internal’ orientation and performance as regards   
 contribution to the research group’s objectives are compared to other Dutch and foreign   
 institutions.

Each research group chooses its domains such that they cover the group’s knowledge 
production or research activities as fully as possible.It isn’t necessary to fill in all the domains 
all the time. In previous pilots, five (Agricultural University of Wageningen), three (pharmacy) and 
four domains (University of Applied Science of Utrecht) were chosen respectively.

The following three domains are now prescribed for universities:
» Science
» Market and Industry
» Society and Policy

In connection with the specific tasks of lectorates, the following domains are now prescribed for 
universities of applied science:
» Professional practice
» Science
» Education
» Society

The final part of step 1 involves sketching a self-image. This self-image can be generated with the 
help of a list of questions and responds to three elements:
» Estimation of research time in each domain
» Stakeholder influence in each research domain
» Appreciation for the interests of stakeholders (per domain)

Step 2: Quantitative portion – group profile
The research profile of the group is established in step 2 on the basis of quantitative data, 
based on the research group’s situation within its surroundings and the quality of its research.

Concrete indicators are chosen for each domain in this step, such as: 
» Output (publications and knowledge products)
» Impact (citations and use)
» Mobility of graduates and researchers
» Financing from various funding sources
» Cooperation
» Use of research results, knowledge products, patents and royalties
» Contribution to training and education

A so-called REPP (Research Embedment and Performance Profile) is developed in this step. 
The REPP is an empirical reconstruction of the research group’s most important knowledge 
products and its performance. A group’s performance is compared with an imaginary average 
group. Upon this basis, it can be determined whether a research group scores high, middle or 
low for each indicator.

The assembled data is used to create a visualization in the form of a radar graph or a +/- 
table. This image can be used in a later stage to examine the performance or quality of a 
research group in relation to its chosen research strategy. Here is an example of a radar graph 
and knowledge table of one and the same group.
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Legend REPP-benchmark scores in average expected level
- - < 50%  + 100 - 125%
- 50 - 75%  ++ > 125%
= 75 - 100%  

Table 1: Example of a +/- table (for three domains and five indicators)
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Commercial/innovative environment

Productivity: professional publications
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Figure 2: example of the radar graph of a research group for three domains

Domain: Society and Policy

Domain: Market and Industry

Domain: Science
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Is it easy to use the sci_Quest method?
When choosing a method, it is important to consider the cost of its use – in time, extended effort 
and money – along with its potential results. This is considered here for a number of factors.

Collecting data
The knowledge activities of a research group are charted in the steps described here through 
a systematic collection of data. There must be a relatively easy way to collect the necessary 
data. Evaluations cannot be allowed to entail any unjustified burdens on the group. Luckily the 
last ten years have seen the development of methods for the administration and reporting of 
research within institutions that are increasingly in keeping with national science policy, external 
data banks and bibliographical conventions. Sci_Quest utilizes these findings.

The pilots and interviews indicate that the majority of needed data for universities can be 
generated using METIS (the national data collection system in the Netherlands). For the 
universities of applied sciences, the SKO has data on quantitative measures as well as 
qualitative information regarding the visitation of lectorates for use in the evaluation of 
universities of applied science. The yearly reports of institutions and faculties provide further 
information. Information regarding the mobility of graduates and researchers is currently stored 
in and available from institutional and faculty HRM/CRM systems. The current financial systems 
of institutions and faculties contain information regarding the financing of research according 
to type of funding source (1st, 2nd and 3rd money stream). A question list was developed for a 
small number of indicators in step 2, directed toward the research group itself. 

There are also questionnaires developed for steps 1 and 3, both for the research group and for 
users of their research. Table 2 provides an overview of the source of available data and other 
data to be gathered via these questionnaires.

Step 3: Qualitative section - stakeholder analysis
The third step is a qualitative description of the research group, based on interviews with 
users. Here the research is viewed from the perspective of its environment.

First the total network is identified. With whom does the research group collaborate? Who 
exercises influence on the research?  Here one must take stakeholders from the various 
domains into account as well as the different roles they play (colleague-researcher, 
intermediary, end-user, etc.).

Next a portion of the stakeholders are questioned regarding:
» The nature of and reasons for their interaction with the research group
» The user’s role and influence
» The user’s appreciation for the research

The results of this qualitative section provide a description of stakeholders’ involvement with 
the group’s research. Moreover it offers information regarding the relevance of the research for 
users and their appreciation of it.

Step 4: Reflection
In this last step, the previous three steps are brought together. This synthesis and reflection have 
two goals:
» A comparison between the quantitative performance (step 2: the REPP) and the qualitative   
 judgment provided by the environment (step 3: the stakeholders research).
» The integration of these parts of the evaluation process, such that it is possible to compare the  
 empirical results of steps 2 and 3 with the research group’s mission (step 1).

The profile (REPP) and the stakeholder analysis make it possible for the research group 
to reflect on the extent to which their self image exhibits congruence with the profile and 
the qualitative description obtained from the environment. The research group can (as in a 
‘strengths and weaknesses analysis’) formulate the most important discussion points that 
should arise during the assessment by an evaluation commission, by commenting on the profile 
and the stakeholder analysis.

The emphatic purpose of this last step is to trigger an evaluation of the content of the research 
group’s profile by the commission. Ideally this commission will include more than just peers, 
but also have stakeholder representatives. This enables a broad evaluation of research through 
‘extended’ or ‘evidence based’ peer review. Not only is contribution to the discipline evaluated. 
The Applications and valorization are also considered as elements of the research’s quality.
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Step Source of available data Inventory through research 
group’s questionnaire

Inventory through 
user’s questionnaire

1 Perception of involved parties 
per domain

3 Inventory and forms of 
involvement

Involvement

2 Publications (METIS/SKO)
HRM/CRM and FIN

Indicative activities, relations 
and yields

4 Analysis of above/no data 
collection

LUW-pilot of ����
The first official pilot was carried out in 1998 for twelve research groups at the Agricultural 
University of Wageningen (LUW). This study was carried out partly in relation to the fusion 
between the university and DLO institutes, out of which the Knowledge Center Wageningen 
was created.  

A domain was included in the REPP’s design that provided information about the degree of 
cooperation between the involved research groups and DLO institutes.10 In this way the sci_
Quest method was tailor-made to the local situation, which allowed questions about the fusion 
to be answered in the evaluation. The study was carried out at the behest of the Agricultural 
University of Wageningen, the NRLO and the COS and was carried out as a supplement to the 
VSNU research visitation. In fact, it was a self evaluation avant la lettre. All the method’s steps 
were carried out including a broad users’ investigation. The research groups’ societal impact 
was determined and evaluated here by the international commission.

Pharmacy pilot of 200�
In 2003 a pilot was carried out in the context of the inauguration of the SEP that same year 
as the nation-wide evaluation instrument for scientific research. This time it was used to 
evaluate research in the pharmaceutical sciences field. Research was done at the Universities 
of Groningen and Utrecht. As was the case with Wageningen, this pilot was intended as a 
supplement to the standard evaluation and was particularly directed toward charting the 
societal aspects. The method was improved and simplified in a number of ways. This was 
especially true of the REPP: the number of indicators was reduced to fifteen (from an original 
thirty), the number of domains was restricted to three (instead of five) and the radar figure was 
replaced by a graphic representation in the form of a +/- table.

HU-pilot of 200�
The University of Applied Science of Utrecht (HU) took the initiative in 2005 to commission a 
system for the evaluation and quality control of lectorates and knowledge circles. The so-called 
sci_Quest/Lect was developed together with staff members of the department for quality 
control and the lectors, and was put to the test in a number of knowledge centers. Additionally, 
this initiative was disseminated to and implemented by other universities of applied science 
(The Hague and Fontys). The results of these pilots have not yet been (externally) reported.

10 In 1999 the Agricultural University of Wageningen merged with a number of applied research institutes in that sector, called DLO institutes, to form the 
 Wageningen University and Research Center. The new institute was meant to be a knowledge center for ‘fundamental, strategic and applied science that studies 
 the complex relations between man and his environment’, as stated in a message to the press.   

The factors time, resources and capacity
It can be seen from previous pilots that one needs to contend with the fact that it takes 
between nine and twelve months to complete all four steps. If this method is coupled with an 
SEP evaluation, the self evaluation is already partly done. It goes without saying that the time 
needed to complete the process depends on the number of participating research groups, the 
complexity of the research program and the nature and size of the research staff involvement.

It is possible to let external advisors or professional ‘quality organizations’ completely or 
partially measure the societal impact. This is especially the case for steps 2 and 3. It is worth 
insisting that steps 1 and 4 be organized and carried out by the research group.

Based on the literature and interviews, it appears that measuring societal impact is a labor 
intensive process. As these measurements become increasingly standardized and automated 
in the coming years and the number of measurements (quickly) grows, the needed time and 
capacity are bound to decrease (quickly).

The current costs related to having an external body carry out an evaluation reflect its labor 
intensive nature and run between 10 and 35k € for an average sized research program. These 
costs exclude the organization and meeting of the evaluation commission. Key actors see 
between 1.0 – 1.5% of the (total) research costs as an acceptable sum to set aside for the 
quality evaluation process. In the long run, these costs are recouped in terms of the improved 
quality of both research groups and the entire system.

Testing the method in pilots
The sci_Quest method was developed at the end of the 1990s. Since then, various pilots 
have been carried out. Discussions with the field have led to the enactment of improvements 
and simplifications, especially in the past few years. A few pilots were conducted alongside 
regular research visitations that carried out (the current) SEP evaluations. This saved time and 
produced a (much) broader image of the research group and its research. An overview of the 
most important pilots follows.

Table 2: The relation between the sci_Quest method’s three steps and data sources
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http://www2.wau.nl/welcome.html
METIS: research information data base system for universities and researchers
http://www.onderzoeksinformatie.nl/en/oi/metis
NRLO: National Council for Agricultural Research
http://www.agro.nl/nrlo/ 
NWO: Netherlands Organization for Scientific Research
http://www.nwo.nl 
OCW: Ministry of Education, Culture and Science
http://www.minocw.nl/ 
QANU: Quality Assurance Netherlands Universities
http://www.qanu.nl/ 
REPP: Research Embedment and Performance Profile
RGO: Advisory Council for Health Research
http://www.gr.nl/rgo.php 
RGW: Council for the Humanities / Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences
http://www.knaw.nl/cfdata/advisory/advisory_detail.cfm?orgid=122 
SEP: Standard Evaluation Protocol
SKO: Foundation for Knowledge Development
http://www.skohbo.nl/ 
SWR: Social Sciences Council / Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences
http://www.knaw.nl/cfdata/advisory/advisory_detail.cfm?orgid=87  
VF: Conditional Finance System
VSNU: Association of Universities in the Netherlands
http://www.vsnu.nl/web/show/id=26111/langid=42 


