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Editorial 
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n the last decade, research assessment has become a crucial dimension of academic 
life, in Italy as elsewhere in Europe. Today, career advancements, research fund 
granting or department ranking, are increasingly dependent on research assessment 

as one of the key indicators. Individual and collective evaluations are thus mixed up to 
achieve the declared objectives of more efficient use of public funds, on the one hand, and 
more innovative and advanced research, on the other. 

This IPS issue hosts the contributions presented at the Round Table on research as-
sessment in a comparative perspective, held at the SISP annual conference, in September 
2016. The IPS community will certainly benefit from the experience of the distinguished 
international scholars who participated in the Round Table, namely Matthew Flinders 
(PSA), Rudy Andeweg (ECPR and Dutch association for political science), Catherine Pa-
radeise (Professor emerita UPEM-LISIS) and Daniele Checchi (member of GEV-13 for 
Research Quality Evaluation (VQR) 2004-2010). SISP President Simona Piattoni, who 
organized this Round Table, is the guest editor of this issue. We thank them all for having 
contributed to the on-going debate, providing food for thought from the European aca-
demic environment. 

This is not the first time that IPS has focused on research evaluation and VQR. The 
very first issue coordinated by the current IPS co-editors was devoted to “Evaluating the 
Evaluation. The pros and cons of ‘VQR’ in social and political research”, in IPS Volume 8, 
Issue 1 of June 2013, which addressed controversial issues such as the conceptualization of 
quality (i.e. quality as an objective fact or as a social construction), the ex post adoption of 
evaluation criteria, the fact that “the number of citations may reflect the level of subordi-
nation of scholars who cite, instead of indicating the degree of innovation, originality and 
explanatory power of the cited publication”, etc. 

Four years later, the third VQR assessment edition has ended, and research assess-
ment as a tool has been generally accepted by Italian scholars (to be precise, fewer than 
10% of them abstained from the VQR). Yet, the debate on research assessment in social 
sciences is still faced with several dilemmas: qualitative versus quantitative evaluation, 
quantitative indicators privileging single products or journal quality (e.g. journals with IF), 
the definition of internationalization of research, which does not simply mean publishing 
in English, etc. Alongside that, periodic research assessment has an impact on academia 
both in individual and systemic terms, on an individual’s academic profession and on 
departments in terms of ranking and fund distribution. 

It remains to be seen whether an article is quoted because of the popularity of the au-
thor, the relevance of the topic, the impact of the journal or the quality of the article itself. 
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Paradoxically, once peer-review has become widespread, recruiting peer-reviewers has 
become a hard task, because peer-review is not regarded as a rewarding activity, it is a 
‘hidden’ prestige and not many scholars are happy to remain behind the scenes. Moreo-
ver, peer-review methods rely upon the subjectivity of reviewers. The introduction of a 
peer to peer-review might be useful to evaluate the evaluators. 
The comparative perspective provided by this IPS issue helps to foster the Italian debate 
on research assessment and to better understand the criticisms of research assessment, 
which can be useful in academic advancement and should not risk becoming an individual 
or systemic hindrance. 
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everal European countries – UK, Sweden, Spain, Norway, Netherlands, Italy, Ire-
land, Hungary, Germany, France, Finland and Belgium – conduct by now periodic 
research assessment exercises. In particular, the Italian university system has al-

ready conducted three such rounds of assessment, the last two (2004-2010, 2011-2014) 
according to particularly formalized procedures. And yet the very idea of assessing the 
scientific production as if it were a specific output of the university systems still meets 
with considerable resistance and skepticism. Many doubt that such assessment has any 
consequence at all (while it does have a financial repercussion on the distribution of funds 
from the Ministry of Education, which departments can use to expand their teaching 
staff) and most fear that it simply lends itself to constructing rankings of little scientific 
significance, but potentially great political import. The controversy is particularly intense 
in the social sciences and humanities, therefore in political science, an area in which the 
so-called bibliometric indicators are more difficult to apply and assessment is mostly qual-
itative. We think that the time has come for a collective reflection on the pros and cons of 
such exercises and on the potential repercussions that they may have on the academic 
profession and the discipline of political science. 

We have invited four distinguished colleagues from four different university systems 
– UK, Netherlands, France and Italy – to discuss about these issues and to bring their par-
ticular experience and points of view to fruition of the Italian political science community. 
We asked them to comment on and report their experience on the following aspects of 
research assessment: 

1. Have research assessment exercises in your country been met with enthusiasm 
and collaboration or with suspicion and resistance? What were the arguments pro 
and against? What was the return rate? 

2. Which aspects have been pinpointed as being particularly problematic: a) use of 
quantitative indicators (such as single product/journal impact factor); b) interna-
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tionalization (often coinciding with “publishing in English”); c) publishers’ pres-
tige; etc.? 

3. Which consequences – monetary or otherwise – have these exercises had on: a) 
single scholars; b) departments; c) universities? 

4. Which aspects have been reformed/improved from one round to the next? Have 
the problems encountered in early rounds been amended in successive rounds? 

5. What impact have these exercises had on the academic profession in political sci-
ence? Have they prompted a higher rate of international submissions? Have they 
improved overall production rates? Have they encouraged publications of journal 
articles as opposed to monographs? 

6. What is your overall assessment of research assessment in your country? 

Roundtable participants: 

§ Prof. Matthew Flinders (Political science, University of Sheffield, UK), Chair of the 
Executive Committee of the Political Studies Association (PSA). 

§ Prof. Rudy Andeweg (Political science, Leiden University, Netherlands), Chair of the 
Executive Committee of the European Consotrium for Political Research (ECPR). 

§ Prof. Catherine Paradeise (Sociology, Université Paris Est-Marne-la-Vallée), Profes-
sor emerita UPEM-LISIS (Laboratoire Interdisciplinaire Sciences Innovations 
Sociétés). 

§ Prof. Daniele Checchi (Economics, University of Milan), member of the Group Expert 
Evaluator in Economics (GEV-13) for the Research Quality Evaluation (VQR) 2004-
2010. 

Moderator: 

§ Prof. Simona Piattoni (Political science, University of Trento), President, Società Ital-
iana di Scienza Politica, member of the Group Expert Evaluator in Political and Social 
Sciences (GEV-14) for the Research Quality Evaluation (VQR) 2011-2014. 
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t the 2016 SISP annual meeting, in Milano, we held a roundtable on the topic of 
research assessment in comparative perspective. Leading European scholars, 
both expert of evaluation and with significant experience at the helm of their re-

spective national associations, took part in this roundtable: Prof. Matthew Flinders, Chair 
of the Executive Committee of the Political Studies Association (PSA); Prof. Rudy An-
deweg, Chair of the Executive Committee of the European Consortium for Political 
Research (ECPR) and former Chair of the Dutch political science association; Prof. Cathe-
rine Paradeise, Professor emerita UPEM-LISIS (Laboratoire Interdisciplinaire Sciences 
Innovations Sociétés) and expert of academic evaluation; and Prof. Daniele Checchi, 
member of the Group Expert Evaluator in Economics (GEV-13) for the Research Quality 
Evaluation (VQR) 2004-2010. They were asked to share their experience with research 
assessment in their countries and to contribute their points of view to the discussion of the 
impact of research assessment in the social sciences, and particularly in political science. 
As organizer of the roundtable, I asked them to comment on and report their experience 
on the following aspects of research assessment: 

1. Have research assessment exercises in your country been met with enthusiasm 
and collaboration or with suspicion and resistance? What were the arguments pro 
and against? 

2. Which aspects have been pinpointed as being particularly problematic: the use of 
quantitative indicators (such as single product/journal impact factor); the pres-
sure towards internationalization (often coinciding with ‘publishing in English’); 
debatable rankings of publishers’ prestige, etc.? 

3. What impact have these exercises had on the academic profession in political sci-
ence? Have they prompted a higher rate of international submissions? Have they 
improved overall production rates? Have they encouraged publications of journal 
articles as opposed to monographs? 

4. What impact have these exercises had on the academic profession in political sci-
ence? Have they prompted a higher rate of international submissions? Have they 
improved overall production rates? Have they encouraged publications of journal 
articles as opposed to monographs? 

A 



PIATTONI, The Impact of Research Assessment on the Profession and the Discipline of Political Science 
 

 2 

5. Which aspects have been reformed/improved from one round to the next? Have 
the problems encountered in early rounds been amended in successive rounds? 

The context for such an analysis is the fact that several European countries – UK, 
Sweden, Spain, Norway, Netherlands, Italy, Ireland, Hungary, Germany, France, Finland 
and Belgium – conduct by now periodic research assessment exercises. In particular, the 
Italian university system has already conducted three such rounds of assessment, accord-
ing to particularly formalized procedures. We therefore thought that the time had come 
for a collective reflection on the pros and cons of such exercises and on the potential reper-
cussions that they may have on the academic profession and the discipline of political 
science, as the very idea of assessing scientific production was met with considerable re-
sistance and skepticism in many countries, Italy included. Some are opposed in principle 
to the idea of assessing scholarly products as if they were just any other product, implicitly 
rejecting both the logic of accountability (how are public or private/public funds spent) 
and the logic of monitoring. Others have misgivings about the specific way in which this 
assessment is carried out, and in particular about the construction of (increasingly) indi-
cators-driven excellence rankings of departments, scholars and disciplines. A handful 
doubt that such assessment has any consequence at all (while it does have a small financial 
impact on the distribution of funds from the Ministry of Education, which departments 
can use to expand their teaching staff), while many object to the mostly undesired conse-
quences that these exercises have on the development of the academic profession. The 
controversy is particularly intense in the social sciences and humanities, therefore also in 
political science, areas in which the so-called bibliometric indicators are more difficult to 
apply and assessment must therefore remain mostly qualitative. 

The articles that follow are the much elaborated and refined texts of the interventions 
presented at the roundtable. The article by Flinders sketches the long history of British 
research assessment and warns against the subtle and paradoxical effects of the potential 
excesses of a productivity-driven assessment of academic activity. The articles by An-
deweg and Paradeise show how other European countries tailor research assessment to the 
specific needs and particularities of the national organization of academic and research 
institutions. And finally, the article by Checchi provides abundant data on the Italian ex-
perience with the VQR (Valutazione della Qualità della Ricerca), allowing the readers to 
draw their own conclusions. In thanking again the participants for their generous contri-
bution of time, knowledge and ideas, I would like to draw attention to a few common 
themes that emerge from these articles: 

1. The managerial logic that inspired these assessment exercises, particularly in the 
UK but also in other European countries, was mostly implemented over the heads 
of the academic profession as a way of curtailing what were perceived to be outdat-
ed privileges; the academic profession has been mostly sidelined in the 
elaboration and implementation of these procedures and has shown either skepti-
cism and resistance or indifference to the idea of assessing scholarly production; 
this is particularly shocking in the case of political science, as political scientists 
have been marginalized in one of their putative fields of expertise – the politics of 
academic policy-making; 
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2. Assessment of research products tends to increasingly rely on quantitative indica-
tors and rankings of journals and publishing houses – an aspect which is contested 
also, e.g., in France and in Italy – in a mimetic attempt to emulate the hard scienc-
es; such indicators increasingly acquire a life of their own, being often used as 
summary indicators for the scientific worth of Departments and scholars; 

3. Research assessment exercises introduce a number of potential distortive ele-
ments: a) peer-reviewed journal articles tend to be assessed better than edited 
volumes and monographs, regardless of their real value; b) joint works tend to be 
preferred over single-authored works, inducing the artificial inflation of multi-
author products; c) all other things being equal, works in English attract greater 
readership and gain higher impact factors than works in national languages, 
which affects particularly academic communities which do not use English as 
their first language; d) research assessment rankings of Departments and schol-
ars induce ‘gaming strategies’ that create further distortions (strategic hiring, 
discouragement of teaching, creation of two-tier academic milieus) that do not 
necessarily secure better scholarship; d) the advantages of creating a culture of as-
sessment, peer-review and accountability may be more than offset by the costs, in 
terms of time and money, of the assessment exercise itself; 

4. The impact of research assessment on departmental funding is highly uneven 
across Europe – small but meaningful in Italy and France, inexistent in the Neth-
erlands (where cuts and increases in funding follow a different logic) and indirect 
in the UK (through the effect that rankings have on the attractiveness of depart-
ments for scholars and students is remarkable) – while the impact on the nature 
and pressures of being in academia are momentous (described in one of the con-
tributions as ‘going MAD’); the relevance of political science for society may have 
paradoxically suffered from this attempt to make it more socially accountable, as 
the energy and attention of scholars has been in part diverted from the pursuit of 
interesting, cross-disciplinary research questions to the production of formally 
more polished and marketable works; 

5. Subsequent reforms of the exercise have, in certain cases, tried to correct some of 
the perceived distortions by adding, e.g., teaching assessment or by correcting the 
number and selection of works to be assessed, but these corrections run the risk of 
introducing new distortions of their own. 

In conclusion, while research assessment throughout Europe addresses the issues of 
transparency, comparability and accountability in the academic world, it also carries chal-
lenges of its own that affect particularly the social sciences and the humanities. Italian 
political science is neither alone nor unique in experiencing some difficulties in having its 
production being assessed through such methods, yet it would be difficult to argue that the 
assessment should cease and that the academic world should deprive itself of this instru-
ment of self-evaluation and accountability towards society. The one overarching lesson 
that we may perhaps draw from this comparative analysis is that political scientists need 
to pay greater attention to academic politics and policy, and should attempt to play a more 
proactive role in defining the standards and goals of academia. 
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The Tragedies of Political Science: 
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in the United Kingdom 

Matthew Flinders 
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he Tragedy of Political Science is the title of a 1984 book by David Ricci that made a 
bold argument concerning the evolution of the discipline. Ricci’s thesis, put simp-
ly, suggested that as political science had become more ‘professionalised’ 

throughout the twentieth century so it had also become less relevant, more verbose, less 
engaged, more impenetrable, increasingly distant from practitioners of politics and the 
public. The discipline had simply not lived up to the high hopes of C. Wright Mills for the 
social sciences – as set out in The Sociological Imagination (1959) – but had, if anything, 
become ensnared in a trap of its own making. In 1967 the Caucus for a New Political Sci-
ence (CNPS) was created in the United States in order to encourage social engagement 
and activism amongst political scientists in direct rejection of the American Political Sci-
ence Association’s (APSA) commitment to political neutrality and refusal to engage in 
major social debates. The ‘tragedy’ as both David Ricci and the CNPS argued was that at a 
historical point when American society desperately needed the evidence and insights that 
political science could deliver the discipline apparently either did not want to engage or 
had little to say. Political science – to paraphrase C. Wright Mills – had failed to deliver on 
its early promise. 

To offer this disciplinary narrative is to offer little that is novel or new. The flaying of 
political science has emerged into a popular intellectual pastime in recent years and there 
are clear exceptions to this broad account in the form of individual scholars or sub-
disciplines that have retained a clear social connection. Engaged scholars, however, argu-
ably became very much the exception rather than the rule in a profession that incentivised 
sub-disciplinary balkanisation, methodological hyper-specialism, theoretical fetishism 
and the development of esoteric discourses. This is, of course, an account of American 
political science that came to a head with the emergence of the Perestroika Movement in 
2000 with its demands for greater methodological pluralism (within the discipline) and 
greater social engagement (beyond the discipline). While political science beyond the 
United States was never quite so seduced by the promises of rat-choice, quantitative, large-
n, mathematical methodologies to fuel a ‘raucous rebellion’, the issue of whether and how 
the discipline should be required to demonstrate its non-academic relevance, social im-
pact or public value has become a global challenge for the discipline. This, in turn, has 
spawned a growing pool of scholarship on the structural and contextual factors underlying 

T 
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political science’s apparent ‘relevance gap’ and, from this, how to ‘make political science 
relevant’ (Gilberto Capano and Luca Verzichelli (2016; see also 2010). 

The focus of this article is more specific, provocative and future focused. It concerns 
an analysis of the impact of arguably the most explicit and potentially far-reaching exter-
nally-imposed research audit process in the world – the United Kingdom’s Research 
Excellence Framework (REF). As such this article reviews the REF assessment process 
before then exploring the impact and unintended consequences of this incredibly domi-
nant and demanding ‘meta-governance’ framework for British higher education. It then 
locates the ‘politics of’ research assessment within a far broader and innovative account of 
the changing nature of scholarship in the United Kingdom. The core argument is that over 
thirty years since the publication of Ricci’s Tragedy of Political Science it is now more ap-
propriate to survey the tragedies of political science in the sense of an apparent failure by 
the discipline to adopt a strategically selective and politically astute approach to navigating 
a changing socio-political context. Political science, put simply, frequently appears very 
poor at utilising the insights of its own discipline. The tragedies of political science there-
fore exposes the discipline’s own lack of political guile. 

Could it be that this analysis makes the classic mistake of over-generalising from a 
single case study? What relevance does the REF have for scholars based beyond the shores 
of an island of less than a quarter-of-a-million square kilometres off the coast if Northern 
Europe? The answer is simple. As already mentioned, concern regarding the social benefit 
of publicly funded scholarship has moved up the political agenda in recent years and 
shows no sign of abating (quite the opposite). Add to this the fact that the UK has for some 
decades been a world-leader in terms of imposing market-based managerialist reforms in 
higher education that often have a subsequent ripple-effects beyond its shores and the 
relevance of this article for debates about scholarly relevance becomes clear. REF-like – or 
what might more accurately be described as REF-lite – procedures have or will be imple-
mented in a large number of countries during the next decade and to be forewarned is to be 
forearmed. It is for this reason that this article is divided into three main parts. 

Part I provides a descriptive account of the introduction and evolution of research as-
sessment frameworks in the United Kingdom. Part II then dissects this chronological 
account to expose the unintended consequences and intellectual pathologies of this pro-
cess. The argument is not that research assessment frameworks are a ‘bad thing’ of that 
they do not deliver positive impacts but it is to emphasise the manner in which new 
frameworks have to be very carefully calibrated in order to avoid negative over-steers and 
short-term gaming of the system. The final section – Part III – argues that any under-
standing of the impact of research assessment frameworks has to be located within an 
account of the wider context of higher education and the rapidly shifting sands of scholar-
ship. The main concluding argument is therefore not about research assessment per sebut 
about how research assessment is contributing to the break-up of academe and the splin-
tering of disciplines along diverging pathways. The tragedies of political sciences are 
therefore converging to create the unravelling or unbundling of both the discipline and the 
nature of scholarship. It is this innovative macro-political argument that forms the main 
contribution of this article. 
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1. The Meta-Governance of Research 
Although a far simpler and more accurate title for this section might be ‘Tragedy and 
Farce’, the main argument is simply that it is impossible to separate the introduction of 
externally imposed assessments of research by governments (either directly or indirectly) 
from broader debates concerning the distribution of political power in a polity. Therefore, 
although APSA may well have been at fault for failing to position political science more 
strategically or to ensure that evidence of clear social benefit and relevance for the disci-
pline was not always conveniently at hand it is also true that large sections of the right-
wing political elite in the United States treated universities, in general, and political sci-
ence departments, in particular, with a mixture of disdain and distrust. The attempts 
between 2009 and 2014 to block or restrict federal funding to political science in the Unit-
ed States may therefore have been couched in terms of economic prioritisation in times of 
austerity but they actually veiled deeper ideological views about the role and independence 
of scholars and universities. In many ways, the decision by the Conservative Government 
to introduce a new Research Selectivity Exercise in 1986 was a similarly charged exercise 
in pressure politics. Mrs Thatcher had become Prime Minister in 1979 on the basis of a 
need for public sector control, discipline and cutbacks. The belief in the capacity of the 
market over the state led to what David Marquand (2014) termed ‘the decline of the public’ 
in the sense of an assault on those basic anchor institutions within society that were de-
signed and intended to promote collective values over individualised notions of society. 
The politics of ‘the public’ was rapidly eviscerated by a new politics of ‘the private’ that not 
only limited the powers of collective-bargaining institutions such as the trade unions but 
that also imposed neo-liberal values across the public sector in the guise of ‘New Public 
Management’ (NPM). 

NPM was a broad set of managerial methods that all shared a simple faith in the ca-
pacity of the market to drive-up performance, increase efficiency and expose shirking. 
The promise was ‘a government that worked better and cost less’ but – as the prize-
winning scholarship of Christopher Hood and Ruth Dixon (2015) has revealed – rarely 
lived up to its rhetorical promises. A neo-liberal philosophy of management that was sup-
posed to banish bureaucracy and increase dynamism actually gave birth to new forms of 
ever more elaborate and organisationally suffocating rules, regulations and red tape. The 
universities were, however, more of a challenge to the Conservative governments of the 
1980s due to their historically embedded independence from direct government control. 
But Mrs Thatcher was very much a conviction politician. Her time at the University of 
Oxford has convinced her that universities were complacent institutions that were overly 
protected from market forces. The public deserved better – in terms of both performance 
and accountability – and it was her job as Prime Minister to find a way to make that hap-
pen. Constrained by intra-party tensions during her first government (1979-1983) her 
capacity to intervene was limited to introducing fees for overseas students in 1981. By her 
second term in office – 1983-1987 – Mrs Thatcher was in a far stronger position in terms of 
her grip on the Conservative Party and could therefore use this stable foundation in order 
to institute more radical measures. 

Lacking direct control capacity the obvious lever for affecting change lie in relation to 
public funding. In short, if Mrs Thatcher (or, more precisely her government) could not 
easily impose reforms on the governance of universities she could impose requirements 
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and controls upon the distribution and use of public money. The shift was therefore one of 
meta-governance (i.e. ‘the governance of governance’ or ‘rules of the game’). The Univer-
sity Grants Committee (UGC) had existed since 1918 with a remit to act as a buffer 
between higher education and the government of the day. Its main role had been to dis-
tribute block Treasury grants to universities (with the remainder of university funding 
coming from tuitions fees paid in full one every student’s behalf by his or her local authori-
ty). The UGC was, Thatcher believed, a committee made-up of academics to distribute 
large amounts of public money to academics and although the body did oversee the im-
plementation of the first ‘Research Selectivity Exercise’ in 1986 it was abolished in 1989 
with its power transferring to a new University Funding Council (UFC) on which academ-
ics were a minority. 

The shadow of central government control had therefore become far tighter and the 
UFC oversaw the introduction of a classic NPM framework involving contracts, perfor-
mance monitoring and league tables. With the benefit of hindsight it is possible to suggest 
that one historical tragedy was the failure of British universities to divert, subvert or shape 
that Thatcherite revolution; their general position of obstinacy combined with predictions 
of impending crisis that ultimately proved woefully inaccurate simply reinforced the Con-
servative governments’ belief that universities leaders were out of touch and radical 
reform was necessary. And while possibly not immediately interpreted as a radical act the 
introduction of the first Research Selectivity Exercise (RSE) in 1986 can now be viewed as 
a crucial initial wedge or crack in the governance of universities that has subsequently 
developed into a core feature of academic life in the UK. The degree to which this initial 
‘crack’ or ‘wedge’ has been expanded is clear from the manner in which the RSE involved 
the UGC creating subject specific sub-committees that would review just five research 
outputs – books, articles, papers, etc. – from the past five years on which the department in 
question would be ‘content for its total output to be assessed’. In addition to these outputs 
departments were invited to submit up to four pages of general description about their 
research strengths. This really was ‘light touch’ to the extent that one subject committee 
was so confident that it already knew all it needed to know about each university’s depart-
mental quality, it produced a provisional classification before it received any submissions 
and ‘when it got all the extra evidence it saw no reason at all to alter any of the classifica-
tions’.1 As a point of comparison the most recent assessment (REF2014, discussed below) 
required four outputs for every member of staff returned, plus extensive datasets on a 
whole range of topics, plus a range of environment documents plus a number of inde-
pendently verifiable ‘impact case studies’. 

It is therefore possible to identify a rather rapid process of ‘regulatory creep’ with all 
the usual unintended bureaucratic and organisational implications. The existence of an 
academic ‘expert body’ (i.e. the UGC) controlling a process that was implicitly designed to 
shed light on the previously murky world of academic funding allocation did not go unno-
ticed. In 1986 This was exactly the insider-elite sort of horse-trading, pork-barreling that 
Mrs. Thatcher was so personally committed to abolish across the public sector. By 1989 the 
UGC had been abolished and replaced by a ‘non-expert’ UFC and by the 1989 exercise – 
now labeled the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) – universities were permitted to 
return two pieces of work for each member of staff and information was also sought on the 
total volume of a department’s research outputs. Other changes involved as shift from the 
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original 37 subject specific sub-committees were replaces by 152 subject units assessed by 
nearly 70 panels who would, in turn, apply a new five-point scale to assess the quality of 
research. (Interesting a recommendation made by the chief executive of the UFC for non-
academic impacts achieved by each department to be evaluated and therefore incentivized 
was rejected.) 

The decision to end the binary division between research-focused universities and 
teaching teaching-focused polytechnics in 1992 created new challenges for the assessment 
of research. Some ‘new’ universities were clearly committed to developing research-
related reputations in some fields but the overall pot of research funding was not going to 
be increased. The RAE therefore had to become far more robust and rigorous which, in 
effect, meant the rapid creation of a body of administrative law around higher education 
research assessment. Some of the decisions that were produced by the 1992 RAE were 
subject to challenge in the courts and although the UFC successfully defended their deci-
sions the view of the judiciary was clear: academics could no longer make decisions of 
what was ‘good’ or ‘bad’ research based upon their claimed professional expertise and 
subjective judgements. 

The response was a doomed attempt to replace normative judgement with adminis-
trative and technical precision. Rules, regulations and methodologies were codified and 
procedures and processes formalized but all this achieved was an ever-greater bureaucrat-
ic burden on universities, research managers and academics. Peer review by specialist 
disciplinary panels remained the core method for assessing research quality. Moreover, as 
the results of RAE developed important (indirect) league-table implications for the re-
cruitment of students, particularly international students, it became clear that a football-
like transfer market was emerging within higher education. Inflated salaries could be de-
manded by a small number of research-intensive scholars who would, in turn, secure 
research-only positions that effectively ensured their ‘elite’ status, insulated them from 
pressures (such as teaching or administration) that might threaten their position and 
thereby reinforced their high-market value. By the 2001 RAE new rules were therefore 
being implemented about universities ‘poaching’ staff towards the end of an assessment 
period in order to claim outputs that had in reality been researched and written at a differ-
ent institution. By 2008 the situation had become even more complex with an attempt to 
attempt to disaggregate departmental performances. Prior to this date all departments 
received a simple assessment grade – with 1* being the lowest and 5* the highest – but 
there was widespread game-playing in the sense that the overall grade could hide a multi-
tude of weaknesses within a department. Many departments would have ‘a long tail’ in the 
sense of a fairly large number of staff who were simply not research active or undertaking 
work that was deemed of insufficiently quality. In 5* departments these ‘long tail’ staff 
would effectively be over-graded and over-funded because the department received (and 
were funded based upon) a flat score (i.e. 4*). Conversely in a largely teaching-focused 
department that did have a small number of excellent research active staff these academ-
ics would be unfairly penalized (and under-funded) by being captured within the overall 
grade of a weak department. 

The answer was to adopt a more refined process based upon ‘quality profiles’ that re-
flected the performance of all staff and made more refined calculations on the basis of 
excellent research performance even if it was found in relatively small pockets. The aim 
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being to encourage dynamism and to penalize those departments that did in effect carry ‘a 
long tail’. The problem was that as the research assessment process became more ‘robust’, 
‘fine-grained’ and ‘professional’ it also became more demanding upon academics and 
universities in terms of both administrative costs and emotional distraction. The benefit 
of this historical ‘long view’ is that it provides an almost perfect representation of Parkin-
son’s Law of Bureaucracy – that every reform to reduce bureaucracy and increase 
organizational performance will inevitably have the opposite effect. The RAE had become 
‘the tail that wags the dog’ (a typically befuddling English phrase that simply means that a 
secondary or subservient object, process or operation is in fact dominating an issue). A 
major review was initiated under the chairmanship of Professor Sir Gareth Roberts in 
2003 and led to the recommendation that teaching-focused universities be given the op-
portunity to opt out of the RAE in return for a guaranteed base level of funding. This was 
rejected by the institutions it was intended to help due to a concern by them that taking 
such an ‘opt out’ would send out the wrong message to potential students and research 
funders. Put slightly differently, the Roberts’ ‘opt out’ was interpreted as reflecting a lack 
of ambition by any university who opted for it and in an increasingly aggressive and mar-
ket-driven environment this could be a suicidal strategy. 

Even the efforts of the Treasury failed to trim the bureaucratic costs of research as-
sessment and in 2008 the government estimated that simply participating in the exercise 
was costing English (note, not Irish, Welsh or Scottish universities) nearly 50 million 
pounds of public funding that could otherwise have been dedicated to the primary tasks of 
the institutions (i.e. Research and teaching). The Treasury did, however, isolate a new 
option in the form of metrics that could in theory reduce the bureaucratic burdens on uni-
versities. This would involve the adoption of a set of metrics such as citation statistics, 
journal Impact-Factor scores, and other quantitative methods as proxies for research qual-
ity therefore removing the need for time-consuming and elaborate procedures for peer 
review that were in themselves highly normative. The constant analysis of specific metrics 
could even remove the need for five-yearly research assessment cycles and provide more 
accurate and up to date information on which funding decisions could be made. In 2006 
the then Chancellor of the Exchequer, Gordon Brown, made a surprise announcement 
that the next RAE was to be a metric only exercise and that it would be for the Higher Edu-
cation Funding Council for England (HECFE) to decide the specific details for this 
process. Unfortunately the Chancellor had not forewarned HEFCE (which had itself been 
created in 1992 to assume the functions of the UFC) of this announcement and a period of 
intense confusion reigned until a compromise situation was agreed whereby although it 
was too late to change the criteria for the 2008 RAE the 2014 exercise – now retitled the 
‘Research Excellence Framework’ (REF) in an attempt to escape from some of the negativ-
ity that had emerged around the RAE – would for the first time include a new ‘impact’ 
component in return for the Treasury dropping its proposals for metrics. 

The meta-governance of research funding within higher education has therefore 
been transformed since the mid-1980s from essentially an internal, informal and elitist 
system of financial distribution (i.e. the UGC) through to the external imposition of an 
incredibly extensive audit and assessment framework with huge associated costs. 
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Table 1. The Evolution of Research Assessment Exercises in the UK, 1986-2014. 

 

The evolution of this framework was criticized by the unions as little more than the 
advancement of marketization into the university sector but was reluctantly accepted by 
university leaders who seemed almost unable to frame a coherent response or to influence 
the agenda in a manner that may have smoothed some of the rough edges of the process. 
However, before examining some of these costs and ‘the politics of’ this process in more 
detail, and therefore how the nature of academic life and scholarship has and is changing 
in the UK, it is worthwhile briefly charting the REF2014 framework and results. With this 
in mind, possibly the most significant element of REF2014 was the introduction of a sig-
nificant assessment component for the social impact of scholarship (see Figure 1, below). 
Each department or unit would now have to deliver a number of ‘impact case studies’ that 
could be independent verified and clearly demonstrated the link between research outputs 
and some significance element of non-academic impact. This was significant for a num-
ber of reasons but not least due to the simple fact that ‘impact’ was a new and potentially 
game-changing part of the assessment process. Most institutions had become adept at 
managing the publication profiles of its staff, of managing the existence of ‘long tails’ and 
making claims regarding the existence of a dynamic, collegial and stimulating research 
environment. Demonstrating non-academic impact was a new piece of the assessment 
framework that would dwarf the marginal gains delivered by tinkering with publications 
management and could therefore transform the results and subsequent league tables. How 
exactly the introduction of this major new component could be reconciled with REF2014’s 
stated objective of ‘[reducing] significantly the administrative burden on institutions in 
comparison to the RAE’ was unknown but would (perhaps not surprisingly) surface as a 
major issue in the wake of the process. 
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Figure 1. The REF2014 Assessment Structure. 

 
 
In order to fulfil the assessment framework each ‘unit of assessment’ (i.e. a depart-

ment or part of an academic school that wished to be assessed in a certain discipline) was 
expected to make a formal submission consisting of five main elements. Part 1 related to 
information and data regarding the number of staff that were being submitted (propor-
tions, exemptions, etc.); Part 2 detailed the publications (up to four) that were being 
submitted for assessment by each member of staff. Part 3 then required the submission to 
describe the unit’s approach to enabling non-academic impact from its research and case 
studies providing specific examples. Part 4 harvested a range of data about the broader 
research environment of an institution such as the number of research degrees awarded, 
research income, etc. Part 5 featured a narrative statement prepared by each unit about the 
research culture, environment and momentum that was in place (plus strategies for de-
velopment in the future). As Table 1 illustrates, the scale of the exercise was extensive with 
154 universities making nearly 2,000 submissions involving over 50,000 staff. The results 
were interesting in general terms and very positive for Politics and International Studies 
as a discrete discipline due to the manner in which more than sixty-eight per cent of the 
overall research quality of the discipline was assessed as 4* or 3* (i.e. either ‘world-leading’ 
or ‘internationally recognised’). When the various percentages are combined to produce a 
grade-point average (GPA) – a simple measure of the overall or average quality of research, 
which takes no account of the number or proportion of staff submitted -the overall score 
for the discipline of 2.90 reflects a marked increase on the comparable score of 2.34 in the 
2008 RAE. Moreover, nearly all politics departments witnessed substantial improvements 
on their 2008 scores, with those at Leeds, Strathclyde, Southampton, Westminster and 
York enjoying the biggest increases. And, on the basis of the discipline’s GPA score of 3.22 
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in the specific area of ‘impact’, political scientists demonstrated that their research has 
real-world meaning and relevance. 

Table 2. REF2014 Politics and International Studies: Top Ten Institutions. 

 
 
Not surprisingly, however, a number of alternative formulae have been developed in 

order to tease out the deeper insights of the basic REF 2014 data. ‘Research power’, for 
example, relates to issues of scale and provides a measure of volume of research multiplied 
by quality. The effect, as shown in the first column of Table 3, is to reward the largest de-
partments, with King’s College London jumping to top of the rankings thanks to the 98 
researchers submitted to the Politics and International Relations sub-panel. ‘Research 
Intensity’ takes into account the proportion of full-time staff that were returned to the 
REF2014 process by a department and therefore attempts to correct for strategic submis-
sions in which a significant number of staff are left out of the audit process. 

Table 3. REF2014 ‘Research Power’ and ‘Research Intensity’: Top Ten Institutions. 

 
 

Debates concerning the most appropriate or credible way of understanding and pre-
senting research assessment data has almost spawned its own sub-field of political 
science. The simple facts are that: (1) no research assessment process is perfect; (2) differ-
ent formulae will inevitably produce different results; and (3) institutions will cherry pick 
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those interpretations of performance that benefit them the most. But the problem is that 
the debates go far beyond the analysis and presentation of the results and down into pro-
cedural issues of ‘measurement controversy’ over how specific outputs are graded by a 
REF sub-panel (procedures for the ‘double-weighting’ of books, for example); through to 
‘patronage controversy’ over who was appointed to serve on or chair the sub-panels; and 
‘sampling controversy’ over who was selected by departments to form part of the submis-
sion, and on what basis. Some departments were inclusive and returned almost 100 per 
cent of staff on the basis of a mixture of collegiality and confidence. In some cases, ‘univer-
sal returns’ were the product of a failure of senior staff to make tough decisions and 
‘blaming the REF’ became a useful lightning-rod for long-standing institutional weak-
nesses. In other departments a rather centralized and uniform decision-making system 
was imposed whereby anyone with outputs that were deemed to fall below the 3* threshold 
were simply not returned. Under ‘research intensity’ those departments that were more 
selective fell back down the rankings but the long-and-short of it is that due to institutional 
selectivity the units of assessment were not being assessed on ‘a like-for-like’ basis as that 
would have required all units to return all eligible staff. 

What then does this largely descriptive account of research events in the UK tell us 
about the tragedy of political science? The main answer to this question must be that there 
has been no one singular ‘tragedy’ and it might therefore be more appropriate to explore 
the existence of an inter-woven set of tragedies. 

• Tragedy 1: The inability of British university leaders to influence, shape, moderate 
or control the evolution of increasingly bureaucratic research assessment pro-
cesses since 1986 [T1]. 

• Tragedy 2: The manner in which playing the research assessment ‘game’ has ar-
guably become more important than promoting the vibrancy of scholarship itself 
[T2]. 

• Tragedy 3: The failure of political science to utilize the insights of the discipline in 
order to challenge the imposition of an assessment model that was infused with 
neo-liberal values [T3]. 

• Tragedy 4: The manner in which political science has (and is) going MAD [T4]. 
• Tragedy 5: Disappointment in the sense that political science has not developed a 

‘new politics of political science’ in order to turn challenges and problems into 
positive opportunities for the discipline [T5]. 

It is neither possible nor necessary to examine each of these tragedies in turn apart 
from noting the manner in which some relate to the broader qualities of higher education 
in the UK and are not discipline-specific (T1, T2) whereas others are more disciplinary 
focused (T3, T4, T5). At the broadest level, there is little doubt that the professional repre-
sentation of higher education to the government (i.e. its ability to speak to power with one 
clear and loud voice) has been and remains hampered by the existence of a number of uni-
versity groupings that, in effect, attempt to protect the interests of their members rather 
than of the university sector as a whole. This was to some extent acknowledged with the 
creation of the Council for the Protection of English Universities in 2012 but the pressure 
politics landscape for higher education remains fragmented and therefore diluted. The 
second tragedy is hard to substantiate in solid, data-driven form but as C Wright Mills 
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argued, ‘Scholarship is a choice of how to live as well as a choice of career; whether he 
knows it or not, the intellectual workman forms his own self as he works toward the per-
fection of his craft… you must learn to use your life experience in your intellectual work’. 
With this sentiment echoing in my mind I can say with some confidence that a second 
tragedy, particularly for political science, is the manner in which it has allowed itself to 
become – whether it admits it or not – a REF-driven discipline. It is far from unique in this 
regard but there is something slightly more troubling about a discipline that was born with 
a commitment to engaged scholarship and contributing to the broader health of democra-
cy being so easily and compliantly trapped within an external assessment process. It 
might be thought that those full-time students of politics who stake their claims to profes-
sional respect and credibility on having a sophisticated grasp of both politics ‘in theory’ 
and politics ‘in practice’ might have been slightly better equipped to shape, respond and in 
some cases reject some of the external pressures that have been brought to bear. To some 
extent that professional collective spirit was being undermined by the introduction of a 
brand of managerialism in which academics and academic institutions were implicitly 
incentivized to compete and not to share best practice, research capacities, impact net-
works, etc. That is not to say that the shared public ethos of British universities was or has 
been wiped away but it is to make a strong argument that it has been eroded and replaced 
by an ever more aggressive form of ‘gaming in targetworld’. 

Phrased slightly differently it could be argued that one of the tragedies of political sci-
ence is therefore how it has succumbed to a form of professional MADness. MAD in this 
sense being an acronym for the phenomenon known as ‘multiple accountabilities disor-
der’ which hollows-out and undermines institutions or disciplines by ensuring that their 
time is spent accounting to an ever-growing number of political, professional, regulatory 
and bureaucratic organisations to the detriment of being able to focus on their core and 
primary tasks. Failure, frustration and disillusionment are therefore almost the guaran-
teed symptoms of going MAD. The final tragedy is therefore one that focuses on the 
adaptive capacity of political science in the sense of developing a ‘new politics of political 
science’ that is vibrant and sophisticated and recognizes both the opportunities and chal-
lenges for the discipline presented by the changing contextual landscape. This ‘new 
politics of political science’ is something that will be discussed in more detail in Part III 
(below) but the next section explores some of the unintended consequences of the re-
search assessment framework in the UK. 

2. Unintended Consequences 

The aim of this article is not to offer a polemical critique of the research assessment pro-
cess in the UK. There is no doubt that the evolution from RSE to RAE and most recently to 
REF has delivered some positive outcomes in terms of acting as a driver of research quali-
ty, delivering greater public accountability and the opportunity to lever new funding 
resources through partnerships. Within organisations research assessment has also led to 
the recalibration of resources in order to maximize the value of funding in an increasingly 
constrained financial environment. Whether this process is viewed as ‘fine tuning’ or 
crude short-term intellectual engineering is a matter of intense debate but there seems 
little doubt that there has been an overall upturn in the quality of the UK research base 
(e.g. articles in the top 1% of citations up from 11% in 1996 to 16% in 2012). And yet to as-
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sume an obvious causal link between the introduction of external research assessment 
processes and these performances based statistical indicators arguably reflects the nature 
of the problem – the adoption of an incredibly narrow, technical and arguably self-
defeating view of scholarship. This is, if anything, the deeper tragedy that risks polluting 
each and every discipline due to the almost dampening effect that the assessment process 
can have on what C Wright Mills would call ‘the sociological imagination’ – that intellec-
tual spirit of curiosity and freedom, the ability to trespass across inter-disciplinary and 
professional boundaries, a belief in the innate value of knowledge and learning without 
needing to rationalize each and every module against the demands of the economy. When 
stripped down to a core and basic conclusion the main unintended consequence of the 
research assessment process has arguably been the imposition (and academic acceptance) 
of a brand of academic managerialism that is almost designed to squeeze-out intellectual 
innovation, creativity and flair in favour of a ‘tick box’ ‘REF-return-first’ mentality. 

This is, of course, my own and highly personalised view of the impact of research as-
sessment processes in the UK. It could be completely wrong but I would argue that there is 
sufficient evidence to underpin my position. Indeed, it would be possible to make an even 
stronger argument and suggest that ‘the politics of the RAE, REF (or whatever it will be 
called in the future)’ has never been sufficiently exposed in ways that combine to facilitate 
a fundamental challenge of the process itself. That is not to say that some form of research 
assessment is not completely legitimate in light of the public funds committed to universi-
ty research or that such processes cannot have positive outputs and outcomes. It is, 
however, to suggest that the experience of the UK provides a salutary tale of a process of 
bureaucratic creep, accretion and sedimentation to the extent that its impact upon re-
search and universities risks becoming dysfunctional – ‘MAD’. The aim of this section is 
therefore to shed light on the ‘hidden politics’ of research assessment in the UK but in 
many ways this is just the precursor to a far larger argument about the changing nature of 
academic life that is made in the next and final section. What then does the ‘hidden poli-
tics’ of research assessment look like? What are its main components? Table 4 provides 
some answers to these questions and the remainder of this section looks at each of them in 
turn. 

The main issue to understand from Table 4 is that none of the themes are isolated is-
sues, they are interwoven into the fabric of the research assessment process and to some 
extent they are the natural consequences of the imposition of a crude bureaucratic struc-
ture upon higher education. Take, for example, Theme 1 ‘bureaucracy’ – the original 
architects of the Research Selectivity Exercise had no intention of creating a system of 
assessment that would by 2014 cost universities around a quarter of a billion pounds 
(£246m to be precise) to administer. That the 2008 RAE imposed an administrative bur-
den of around £66m on universities provides some sense of the manner in which a reform 
that was intended to increase organizational efficiency and effectiveness has actually 
spawned a bureaucratic leviathan. And yet to some extent the research assessment process 
is actually no longer simply about ‘research’; the league tables and rankings that are gen-
erated from the assessment process have actually become more like proxies of overall 
institutional standing that, in turn, are critical in terms of the recruitment of international 
students and recruiting the very best academic staff. This is a critical point: the politics of 
research assessment has expanded far beyond research itself. 
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Table 4. Unintended Consequences: The Politics of Research Assessment in the UK. 

 

This flows into our second themes and the notion of shadows (T2, Table 4). To some 
extent Mrs Thatcher’s initial foray into increasing central government’s grip on British 
universities was a classic example of the manner in which governance really does take 
place in the shadow of hierarchy. But the shadows of the research assessment process are 
particularly long and distinctive in the sense that not only do departments become almost 
‘REF-driven’ to the extent that all procedures and processes are designed to (implicitly or 
explicitly) feed into a carefully managed REF planning process but that the rules, expecta-
tions and standards of the assessment process are to some extend imbibed by those 
institutions. Recruitment panels do not appoint the ‘best’ candidate but the ‘safest’ candi-
date when assessed through a REF lens; decisions about the use of new resources or 
funding are rarely taken on the basis of pure unadulterated intellectual ambition but on 
the basis of providing an evidence base for claims that were either made in the environ-
ment statement (i.e. the ‘REF5’ document within submissions) of the previous 
assessment or might be made in the next. The sphere of scholarly thinking has, I would 
argue, narrowed as a direct result of the research assessment processes that have cast an 
ever greater and direct shadow over the nature of higher education in the UK. There is, so 
it is said, a silver-lining to all clouds but when it comes to shadows I am told they are com-
pletely dark and in relation to research assessment there is a dark side that has received 
incredibly little open discussion – the impact of rejection (T3, Table 4). 

What happens if your research is judged to be of an insufficient quality to form part of 
an assessment return? The formal position has always been that RAE/REF processes are 
completely separate to institutional promotion systems but the reality is far more com-
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plex. Rejection (i.e. Theme 3, Table 4, above) can have significant career implications. As 
Tables 1, 2 and 3 each in their own ways demonstrate, different universities and depart-
ments have come to very different conclusions about the inevitable quality-quantity trade-
off that any exercise like RAE/REF inevitably brings with it. The rational actor model 
would incentivise a unit ‘going tight’ and putting in the smallest number of staff with the 
highest perceived quality rating (i.e. focusing down on the narrow GPA score and rank-
ing); however, an equally rational actor model might consider that the short-terms gains 
of ‘going tight’ did not outweigh the ‘long-term’ gains of ‘going broad’ in terms of potential 
‘research power’ and ‘research intensity’. But there is another reason for being inclusive in 
research assessment planning in the sense that ‘cutting off a tail’ in the sense of rejecting 
members of staff from a submission is potentially an incredibly divisive decision. Moreo-
ver, those staff who do not ‘make the cut’ (usually at the 3* border) are inevitably likely to 
face potentially unfair knock-on consequences from this decision. ‘If Professor X was not 
returned at the last REF why should we want to appoint them?’ If Dr. Y’s research was not 
viewed as being REF’able then on what basis should they really be considered for promo-
tion?’ There are, of course, lots of reasons beyond a scholar’s relationship with a fairly 
arbitrary five-year research assessment process should not prevent them either being 
promoted or moving institutions but – just has occurred at the wider institutional level – it 
is possible to suggest that an individual’s REF status has assumed a far broader signifi-
cance as a proxy of overall scholarly status. 

The problem with this development is that whether the Research Excellence Frame-
work actually identifies and rewards ‘excellence’ (i.e. T4, above) is a moot point (but one 
that rarely finds expression in open academic debates). The research assessment frame-
works in the UK prioritise and therefore incentivize a very specific definition of research 
excellence that is generally a narrowly scientific idiom encased in verbosity and jargon 
and that speaks to a tiny scholarly audience. To publish in the types of scholarly outlets 
that are likely to be highly prized in the assessment process is to narrow ones focus to a 
level of hyper-specialisation or methodological masturbation. Peer review is taken as a 
sign of quality despite the well-known risk-averse, conservative predilections of such pro-
cesses and in this context single-author books become (ironically) almost risky, especially 
if claims for double-weighting are rejected. Contributions to edited collections are the 
intellectual equivalent of persona non grata as are generally articles in special editions of 
journals (due to concerns about the rigor of review processes around commissioned arti-
cles on a specific theme). It is therefore with a mixture of great sadness and regret that I 
cannot help but agree with the argument made by Michael Billig in his book Learn to Write 
Badly: How to Succeed in the Social Sciences (2013). As Chair of the Political Studies Asso-
ciation of the UK I received several informal complaints and request for advice in the wake 
of REF2014 from academics whose research had been assessed at achieving the 3* stand-
ard that was widely used as an institutional boundary for submission but they had still 
been left out of their University’s submission to the Politics and International Studies 
Panel due to a perception amongst senior staff that it did not quite ‘fit’ the profile the insti-
tution was trying to offer. The research might not have been published in the ‘right’ 
journal or might actually be adopting an unorthodox position in relation to major themes 
and issues. In some cases universities made strategic decisions to submit eligible political 
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scientists to cognate assessment panels – such as Area Studies or Business and Manage-
ment Studies – due to a belief that these were ‘softer’ sub-fields in terms of assessment. 

The point being made is simple: although research assessment processes have un-
doubtedly incentivized a strong focus on research and publication within higher 
education, the definition of ‘excellence’ is arguably fairly narrow. It deifies a specific type 
of scholarship to the detriment of other equally valid forms of research (a point discussed 
in some detail in Part III, below). The impact of this – to come to our fifth theme (T5, Table 
4, above) – is that scholars who do not or refuse to work within this fairly narrow idiom of 
highly technocratic impenetrable scholarship are put at a significant disadvantage. And 
yet what was unique about REF2014 was the inclusion of an explicit component of assess-
ment based upon the non-academic value, social impact or public value of research. In 
many ways the introduction of an impact component, as demonstrated through the sub-
mission of ‘Impact Case Studies’, was an attempt to re-orientate research back towards 
having some applied, engaged or real-world relevance. The challenge, however, is that the 
dominant notion of impact was derived from the STEM subjects (i.e. Science, Technology, 
Engineering, Mathematics) and embraced a rather simple and linear process of knowledge 
production through to knowledge application that can be traced and demonstrated through 
the creation of new products, patents or medications. Only very rarely does the social sci-
ences have such direct and clear impacts on society and yet the research assessment 
process is almost forcing scholars to either gravitate their choice of research topics to those 
where demonstrable impact might arise or to play a more dubious game in the sense of 
making rather doubtful claims about the links between a specific research project and 
some claim to socio-political change or legislative amendment. 

Once more the argument is not that the requirement to demonstrate the non-
academic impact of publicly funded research is a ‘bad’ thing – many of the impact case 
studies submitted to the Politics and International Studies Panel offered convincing nar-
ratives of positive social engagement. Nevertheless there is a need to be aware of the risks 
of politicizing political science by over-incentivising user-engagement around a fairly nar-
row definition of impact which itself must be linked to a fairly narrow definition of 
research ‘excellence’. The creation of perverse incentives is actually likely to stimulate a 
set of strategic responses that political science, notably within the fields of public admin-
istration, governance and public policy, has spent several decades studying and warning 
against. Extensive ‘gaming’ of the research assessment framework is therefore the sixth 
(T6, Table 4, above) unintended consequence and takes a number of forms from ‘buying 
in’ research grants and publications through high-level appointments, by closing down 
departments or units where staff are viewed as never going to be able to play the ‘REF 
game’, using rolling-temporary contracts to reduce the number of formally ‘eligible’ staff. 
Other elements of gaming include basing returns not on assessments of research quality 
but on assessments of how many viable impact case studies a unit has and working back-
wards from that to assess the optimum of staff that should be submitted (a classic example 
of ‘a tail wagging the dog’). The selective submission of only a small proportion of staff is 
one of the most common gaming strategies as is hiring a number of overseas research ‘su-
perstars’ on fractional contracts in order for them to be able to be returned within the 
hiring institution’s submission. This is generally a very positive development for the over-
seas scholar who is effectively ‘double-dipping’ in terms of the utilization of their research 
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but it is bad news for early career researchers who cannot get tenure or even a first step on 
the professional career ladder. As the next and final section will highlight, one major ele-
ment of this gaming is that academics whose research is deemed to be only ‘recognised 
internationally’ (i.e. 2* or less) may be pressurized into accepting teaching-track positions 
in order to make them illegible for external assessment processes. 

These pressures are particularly problematic for scholars who work at the nexus or in-
tersection of different disciplines. The research assessments in the UK have always 
adopted traditional disciplinary silos as their main tool of sifting and assessing research 
and this is a major problem for inter-disciplinary or simply less orthodox scholars who 
wish to range across intellectual landscapes. This is a particular puzzle given the emphasis 
of the UK funding councils in research years and their emphasis on encouraging inter-
disciplinary research because those scholars who do actually respond to the signals, take 
risks and refuse to be intellectual pigeon-holed then find themselves defined as ‘high risk’ 
in assessment terms. Therefore the politics of research assessment contains a whole set of 
embedded inequalities that almost prevent an open, dynamic and inclusive approach to 
intellectual diversity – at exactly a point in history when such approaches are badly need-
ed. Moreover these inequalities are not just disciplinary. The research assessment process 
arguably maintains a set of gender-based and ethnicity orientated inequalities that have 
not yet been the topic of sustained analyses or discussion. Long-standing concerns about 
political science in the UK in terms of social representation and diversity were to some 
extent replicated within REF2014 returns. Women were less likely to be returned than me, 
as were scholars from black or other ethnic minority backgrounds. Male professors sub-
mitted more monographs, female professors more co-authored articles. The fragmentary 
force of external research assessments upon the discipline and upon higher education is 
the focus of the next and final section but before proceeding to that topic is it necessary to 
comment upon the ninth and final theme from Table 4 (above) – ‘over-steer’. 

One of the most important insights from recent experience in the UK is that research 
assessment has not evolved as research evaluation exercise: it has evolved into a powerful 
incentive system that sets the ‘rules of the game’ (the meta-governance) that institutions 
feel they must play. It is not a survey and evaluation of research outputs but has come to 
signify a proxy rating of institutional excellence. The language and terminology of REF 
was particularly significant in the sense that it was a ‘framework’ (i.e. a permanent incen-
tive structure intended to shape the sector) rather than a more isolated or discrete 
‘exercise’ as was the case with the RAE. Furthermore, it could (and has) been suggested 
that the dominant interpretation of ‘excellence’ encourages a scholarship of risk-averse 
mediocrity rather than a scholarship of discovery that challenges foundational ways of 
understanding the world. But in many ways the introduction of research assessment pro-
cesses has certainly succeeded in its core aim of encouraging universities to think about 
the management and governance of research funding. The unintended consequence, 
however, was a perception that an ‘over-steer’ had occurred within the sector whereby 
research became the focus and teaching became almost a nuisance or a distraction, some-
thing to be avoided or undertaken at the lowest common denominator in order to 
maximize research focus. 

Unsurprisingly, whether this ‘over-steer’ has actually occurred and whether students 
are actually disappointed in the standard of teaching they have received is a contested 
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issue. My own personal experience over the past twenty years would definitely lead me to 
support an argument that suggested research was very much the primary focus within the 
main established universities in the UK. That does not mean that teaching standards were 
not upheld or that academics did not attain a huge amount of satisfaction from teaching 
but it is to admit that the realpolitik of university life meant that tenure and promotion 
were driven by research assessments not teaching evaluations. Teaching did not enjoy 
equal status with research but was almost a second-class endeavour. The perception of the 
current Conservative government in the UK is certainly that a significant degree of re-
balancing is required and in November 2015 the Universities and Science Minister, Jo 
Johnson, announced plans for the introduction of a Teaching Excellence Framework 
(TEF). The aim of this new initiative being to ‘build a culture where teaching has equal 
status with research, with great teachers enjoying the same professional recognition and 
opportunities for career and pay progression as great researchers’. Not surprisingly the 
announcement that in future the REF would be partnered by a parallel teaching-focused 
assessment called TEF was not met with rejoicing in the lecture theatres or seminar 
rooms. Even students were unconvinced that there was a major problem with teaching 
standards that required such potentially drastic action. The government has promised to 
ensure that the TEF is a ‘light touch’ review process but similar commitments were made 
about research assessment when it was first introduced in the mid-1980s. Moreover, the 
politics of TEF has links to broader concerns about the impact of REF in terms of increas-
ing central government control over universities and facilitating a market-based 
managerialist logic. The introduction of TEF is therefore attached to plans to lower the bar 
to ‘market entry’ in order to allow new universities to emerge; as well as potentially allow-
ing institutions to increase tuition fees where they are assessed to be delivering a 
particularly high standard of teaching. 

The introduction of research assessment in the UK has therefore led to a range of 
‘negative externalities’ that have come as no surprise to scholars of public administration 
or regulatory governance. The tragedies of political science – like so many other disciplines 
and with the universities as a collective institutional endeavor – revolve around a failure to 
mount a politically astute strategy that may have framed or managed the imposition of 
these external pressures in a more appropriate, sensitive or proportionate manner. And 
yet the final argument of this article is that it is very difficult to understand the impact and 
implications of research assessment without having some broader grasp of how it forms 
just one element of a ‘bigger picture’ that highlights a set of issues that when taking to-
gether focus attention on a potentially catastrophic tragedy for political science in the 
future. That is the unbundling or unraveling of the discipline. 

3. Gaps and Splinters 
In order to fully understand and expose the politics of research assessment it is necessary 
to stand back from a focus on tools of research assessment or specific governance frame-
works in order to reflect upon how this topic sits within a far broader professional profile. 
By this I mean the manner in which the nature of scholarship has and is changing and 
therefore how the notion or meaning of being a ‘University Professor of Politics’ – to use 
the phrase adopted by Bernard Crick in his ‘Rallying Cry to the University Professors of 
Politics’ that formed a new part of the second edition of his classic In Defence of Politics in 
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1981 – is also changing. How can scholars understand their role within and beyond aca-
deme? Why and in what ways have the professional pressures placed upon academics 
altered? What can they do to stop themselves going MAD? To make this apparently flip-
pant statement about madness is actually to provide a link into an important topic – the 
rise of mental illness amongst UK academics. 

A study of academics discovered that job stresses had increasing significantly in re-
cent years and levels of job satisfaction and professional support had declined (see, for 
example, Kinman and Jones 2010). What this seam of scholarship reveals is that the in-
troduction of research assessments in the UK is just one part of a broader story concerning 
the gradual imposition of an ever-expanding array of expectations and responsibilities 
upon university staff. I sometime find myself envying former colleagues who now enjoy a 
more leisurely existence as emeritus professors and who held tenured appointments when 
the pace of academic life was certainly slower.  

This ‘slowness’ may well have been exactly what Mrs Thatcher interpreted as a rather 
over-protected and under-productive charmed scholarly life but my deeper concern rests 
with the manner in which scholarship is being stretched to breaking-point and one way of 
understanding and conceptualizing this role expansion is through the notion of an expec-
tations gap (Figure 2 below). As the most eagle-eyed reader will immediately have spotted, 
this is a rather simple heuristic that is never likely to be judged complex enough for a 
REF’able piece of work. But the simplest frameworks are often the best and in this regard 
Figure 2 illustrates how a ‘gap’ might be formed by the variance between the realistic level 
of capacity given the available resource package (i.e. lower bar) and the public or political 
expectations placed upon an individual, organisation, community, discipline, etc. 

Figure 2. The Expectations Gap 

 

It could be argued that the existence of a small ‘expectations gap’ may well be positive 
in the sense that it encourages ambition, reflects external confidence, forces institutions 
to consider innovations and adaptations, etc. And yet the existence of a large expectations 
gap also risks becoming pathological in the sense that institutional overload and burnout 
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become real risks. Placed in the context of academe, in general, and political science, in 
particular, Figure 2 encourages a form of ‘gap analysis’ whereby the demands and pres-
sures placed upon academics and their disciplines (i.e. upper bar) is assessed against some 
reasonable conception of realistic capacity (i.e. lower bar). 

As already mentioned, the breadth of this article in terms of ‘the future of political 
science’ embraces a broad range of countries, sub-fields and institutions. The pressures on 
predominantly teaching-only universities or liberal arts colleges, for example, are likely to 
be very different (but not necessarily less) than those facing Ivy League, Group of Eight or 
Russell Group Universities in the United States, Australia and United Kingdom (respec-
tively). Indeed, the ‘expectations gap’ might be quite different in nature or size in different 
parts of the world or between different parts of the higher education landscape within a 
polity. But the simple fact is that from Sheffield to Sydney vice chancellors are increasing-
ly speaking out about the existence of an untenable gap between supply and demand (see, 
for example, Burnett, 2016).2 In this context the options for closing the gap include: 

• Option 1: Increasing Supply (moving the bottom-bar up); 
• Option 2: Reducing Demand (moving the top-bar down); 
• Option 3: A Combination of Options 1 and 2 (closing the gap from above and be-

low) 

The argument in relation to the UK is that an ‘expectations gap’ as emerged within 
British higher education and that this is having a splintering affect upon academic careers 
that has not been fully acknowledged. The simple position is that over recent decades the 
upper bar has been pushed upwards without a significant increase in resources. Higher 
education expansion underlines this claim. In 1950 just 3.3 per cent of young people in the 
UK went to university; by 1970 the rate was 8.4 per cent; and in 2015 the rate was nearer 
fifty per cent (over half a million young people taking up a university place). In the 1960s 
and 1970s small group teaching would generally take place in an academic’s office and 
involve no more than a handful of students; in the 1990s small groups had expanded to ten 
or twelve students; and today small groups are often closer to twenty-five or thirty students 
in number. (The one-to-one tutorial system that has been at the heart of Oxbridge teach-
ing system for centuries is under increasing financial strain.) One early impact of the TEF 
is that universities have engaged in almost a bidding war to increase levels of teaching 
contact time for students that will have obvious knock-on consequences for staff research 
capacity. The research assessment processes therefore form just one element of this grad-
ual process of role accretion or sedimentation. Take, as a starting point, the five main 
components of an academic position in a British university: 

1. Research: As displayed through international peer-reviewed publications and sig-
nificant external research grant income. 

2. Teaching: Evidence of excellence in teaching as displayed through student feed-
back and external audit processes. 

3. Administration: The capacity to undertake significant administrative and mana-
gerial responsibilities within and beyond your home department. 

4. Impact: The ability to demonstrate that your research has achieved a clear, direct 
and auditable ‘impact’ on non-academic research-users and/or the public. 
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5. Citizenship: A clear contribution to professional ‘good citizenship’ through activi-
ties such as journal editing, external examining, pastoral responsibilities, 
government or parliamentary service, leadership of learned societies, etc. 

To undertake world-class 4* research, to demonstrate ‘excellence’ in relation to the 
teaching of evermore demanding students, to successfully apply for competitive research 
funding and fellowships while also managing an ever-increasing bureaucratic burden… 
while also delivering ‘impact case studies’ that could withstand almost forensic analysis as 
to their veracity and showing evidence of professional engagement beyond your own uni-
versity. The new work demands in higher education are possibly becoming untenable and 
to some extent the splintering or fragmentary effect that forms the focus of this final sec-
tion is a fairly obvious consequence. For those readers who think that it is me that is over-
inflating the contemporary situation in the UK it is worth thinking in a little more detail 
about the expectations placed upon early career researchers in political science: 

• To trespass across disciplinary and professional boundaries while also displaying 
increased hyper-specialisation; 

• To enjoy ‘academic autonomy’ and ‘intellectual freedom’ in an increasingly di-
rective and constrained environment; 

• To increasingly engage with quantitative methods and ‘big data’ while also pro-
ducing nuanced, accessible and fine-grained analyses; 

• To manage the temporal misalignment between academe timescales and politics 
in practice; 

• To be able to ‘talk to multiple publics in multiple ways’ while acknowledging a 
constant pressure to ‘tech-up’ within political science; 

• To cope with a system where the incentive structure still pushes scholars towards 
‘pure’ scholarship and peer reputation rather than ‘applied’ scholarship or public 
reputation; 

• To navigate the problematic relationship between facts and values, and the pre-
vailing rhetoric of neutrality in research; 

• To innovate and share ‘best practice’ while also working in a competitive market 
environment; 

• To deliver world-class research and writing while also providing excellence in 
teaching; 

• To provide a personalized student-centred learning experience in a climate of 
mass and often digitally refracted access; 

• To take risks in what is generally a risk-averse professional environment; 
• To balance a traditional focus on ‘problem-focused’ political science with external 

demands for ‘solution-focused’ political science; 
• To ensure that research informs public debate without being ‘dumbed down’ or 

co-opted by partisan actors; 
• To be responsive to ‘students-as-customers’ while upholding academic standards 

and relationships; and 
• To achieve some notion of a personal, private or family life while fulfilling the de-

mands of the role. 
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Turning back to the focus of Part II (above) what has in reality occurred in the UK in 
recent years is a REF-driven focus (bordering on obsession) with research as the primary 
component of an academic role. The TEF is therefore an attempt to rebalance higher edu-
cation back towards teaching while both TEF and REF will inevitably increase the 
administrative burden on individuals and departments. It would at this point be possible 
to locate this shift in the context of Ernest Boyer’s ‘Taxonomy of Scholarly Endeavour’s’ 
but I have done this elsewhere (Flinders, 2017) and the real focus of this section is on pro-
fessional splintering as both a gaming strategy and a personal coping strategy. What I 
mean by this splintering is that the notion of an ‘all rounder’ scholar who undertakes re-
search, teaches and plays a leading role in the administration of either their department or 
their disciplinary learned society is eroding and is being replaced by an increasingly frag-
mented community of political scientists – the modern ‘specialist scholar’. 

Traditionally British universities have maintained a broadly egalitarian approach 
whereby all staff are expected to undertake at least some element of teaching and admin-
istration. The exception to this was generally where staff had secured teaching ‘buy outs’ 
through external research grants but in the last two or three years a bifurcation between 
teaching-only and research-only staff is beginning to emerge. Between and betwixt these 
two extremes exists an increasingly large academic ‘precariat’ consisting generally of 
younger new entrants to the profession who are expected to accept either a succession of 
temporary (and generally teaching-focused) contracts or to undertake an even more pre-
carious academic existence on the basis of a portfolio of fractional roles undertaken 
concurrently at several different universities. Escaping ‘the precariat’ revolves around 
securing tenure but even here a professional pathology exists in the form of a pressure to 
‘publish or perish’ that inevitably incentivizes a combination of hyper-specialisation and 
self-plagiarism. This, in turn, does little to nurture intellectual ambition and even less in 
terms of building confidence amongst non-academic user-groups that political science has 
the capacity to respond to allegations of irrelevance. The flip-side is that exploring new 
approaches, developing new theories, demonstrating relevance or public value, investigat-
ing the nexus between disciplines, etc. – all of those main activities that funders, research-
users and governments around the world prioritise – demand time and the acceptance of 
positive inefficiencies (e.g. risks that do not pay off, roads to relevance that turn out to be 
cul de sacs, etc.). The contemporary tragedy of political science – to paraphrase Ricci 
(above) – is double-edged: the young fresh minds with the most to offer are immediately 
squeezed into a system that could have been designed to squeeze-out ambition and creativ-
ity and incentivizes ‘playing safe’; while the profession as a whole offers little space for 
positive inefficiency, no matter how positive the returns might be. 

4. Conclusions, and few suggestions 
Those with an awareness of very recent shifts within British higher education might re-
spond that my analysis is out-dated. ‘Doesn’t he know that ‘publish or perish’ has been 
replaced by ‘quality over quantity’? I hear them cry. This is certainly the new mantra 
amongst vice chancellors and deans but the reality beneath this rhetoric is a professional 
sphere in which very few academics are brave enough (or have the intellectual headspace) 
to step-off the publication production line. And yet at the other end of the spectrum it is 
possible to identify the recent emergence of a very small cadre of tenured ‘high impact’ 
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academics who enjoy a visibility within the practitioner and media spheres. The ‘stretch’ 
or ‘span’ of an academic career has therefore widened significantly in response largely to 
the imposition of external audit regimes and higher expectations. The malleability of 
some institutions has reached breaking point and this is reflected in the manner in which 
some teaching focused universities have dropped out of the REF process and some re-
search-focused universities are threatening to boycott the forthcoming TEF process (see 
Havergal, 2016). And yet my sense is that this fragmentation appears to be locking-in ra-
ther than challenging a number of pre-existing inequalities within the discipline. For 
example, the research professors and ‘high-impact’ professors generally make little con-
tribution in the sphere of institutional or academic governance and undertake little (if 
any) teaching. They are also generally men. 

The real tragedy of political science (or a central tragedy for political science) is that is 
has so far failed to acknowledge the existence of the politics and management of this ex-
pectations gap surrounding scholars, or to acknowledge its splintering dynamic which 
leads me to suggest that the future of political science depends upon the emergence of ‘a 
new politics of political science’ that seeks to control and manage external pressures – to 
somehow close the expectations gap – for the collective good of the discipline. This would 
involve a new professionalism that permeates down from national learned societies, pro-
fessional associations and funders, through institutional units and to individual scholars. 
That is a new politics that is – quite simply – more aware of the external context in which 
sciences takes place and that balances internal expertise and external engagement. More 
specifically the nexus between academe and society must form the focus of greater atten-
tion and, as a result, the role of an academic is likely to change. As the Brexit debate in the 
UK illustrated, politicians will always ignore or seek to reinterpret research that does not 
suit their partisan needs but there is a far wider community of potential research users 
than the discipline generally recognises. The dominant perception of a clear qualitative 
distinction between ‘pure’ and ‘applied’ research will have to be re-cast in a more dynamic 
mode of understanding. More specifically, there will have to be some understanding of the 
manner in which ‘impact’ can actually underpin, nourish and nurture excellence in terms 
of both research and teaching. Once again, the ‘new politics’ or ‘new professionalism’ will 
have to understand the knowledge ecosystem in ways that have largely been forgotten but 
must now be rediscovered if the discipline is to prosper. The exact nature of this new dis-
ciplinary strategy will be for national associations and institutions to decide, but in terms 
of offering elements of this ‘new politics’ the following ideas are worthy of consideration. 

Firstly, political science cannot and should not adopt a victim mentality but a more 
robust and confident professional persona. In this regard, the role of the main learned 
societies is vital as the source of external promotional activities and more specifically as 
the driver of proactive knowledge-brokerage, knowledge-filtering and knowledge-framing 
activities. Put within the framework of Figure 1, the role of learned societies and profes-
sional associations has to support the discipline in terms of raising the lower bar of 
realistic capacity where possible while paying far more attention to their exter-
nal/strategic role in actually managing the expectations of the public and policy makers 
vis-à-vis the upper bar (i.e. Option 3, above). Simply stated, learned societies and profes-
sional associations must take the lead in closing the expectations gap from above and 
below. In this regard, relatively simple steps can yield significant returns. Of particular 
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significance, for example, given the temporal misalignment between academe timescales 
and politics in practice is a clear approach to horizon-scanning so that translated packages 
of research can be prepared and delivered to research users (media, practitioners, etc.) at 
specific ‘windows of opportunity’ when the demand for such information will be high. 
Moreover, learned societies, in partnership with funders and research-users, should also 
take the lead in terms of innovating in relation to both training and bridging activities. 
Take, for example, the Political Studies Association of the United Kingdom’s annual Total 
Exposure competition.1 It would be almost impossible to design a more simple initiative: 
academics receive support, training and guidance on how to ‘pitch’ an idea to broadcasters 
based around translating their research into a documentary or series of documentaries for 
television or radio. Academics can submit ideas on their own or in small teams, inter-
disciplinary ideas are encouraged and the overall emphasis is on creativity and intellectual 
energy. A panel of senior commissioning executives then sifts applications and selects 
twelve finalists who are then invited to London to make their pitches in person during a 
face-to-face sixty second slot in front of the broadcast specialists. 

There is no ‘prize’. No broadcaster is ever going to guarantee to commission a project 
through an open competition. But what Total Exposure does achieve is an opportunity for 
academics to learn new translational skills and to expose themselves – personally and 
intellectually – to a new professional audience who approach the value of scholarship from 
a very different perspective. Three things are worth noting about Total Exposure. First, it 
has proved to be an incredible success. Of the twelve pitches shortlisted in 2016 nine re-
ceived ‘call backs’ to discuss their ideas in more detail with commissioners and one pitch 
was taken straight into production (Cathy Gormley-Heenan’s documentary on ‘the poli-
tics of peace walls’ around the world); in 2017 eight of the nine short-listed pitches 
received call-backs and several look likely to move into production. Secondly, just like poli-
tics a lot of the real work takes place not within the sixty-second pitch or the subsequent 
discussion but in the coffee breaks and over lunch. The commissioners often have ideas 
for new programmes and are looking for new faces, new voices and new talents with the 
capacity to engage, inform and entertain in equal measure. Rejected pitches may well lead 
to unexpected opportunities at a later date. The final twist of Total Exposure takes us back 
to the issue of equality and diversity and flows into a set of debates concerning demograph-
ic change. Younger scholars, women and individuals from black or ethnic minority 
backgrounds have dominated the list of finalists. As such, the social composition of the 
short-listed candidates tends to be far more representative of society at large and therefore 
decidedly unrepresentative of the political science community in the UK. Total Exposure 
therefore not only takes the very best social and political science and translates it for dis-
semination through mass access broadcasting platforms but it also appears to have 
somehow short-circuited some of the traditional professional blockages that prevent 
equality of participation and opportunity. 

Put slightly differently, projects such as Total Exposure, led by the national learned 
society, begin to add tone and texture, even substance, to a ‘new politics of political sci-
ence’ that is founded on an understanding of the manner (1) the discipline has evolved to 
contain and sustain significant structural inequalities, (2) that these inequalities cannot 

                                                
1  See also: https://www.psa.ac.uk/totalexposure. 
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be ignored and that (3) each of Boyer’s forms of scholarship are mutually supportive and 
combine to sustain a rich intellectual ecosystem. 

A second element of this ‘new politics of political science’ might take this more ambi-
tious, coherent and holistic approach one step further through a generational approach to 
student recruitment that moves the focus down the educational pipeline so that students 
in schools and colleges appreciate exactly what the study of politics involves and why it 
matters, its potential in both intellectual and vocational terms and the available profes-
sional career paths via higher education. This educational pipeline provides a critical tool 
through which to understand and address long-standing issues concerning diversity and 
inequality and – beyond this – to democratise the study of politics to exactly those sectors 
of society who appear to have become disenchanted. Scholars in the field of political 
(dis)engagement have for some years outlined a shift in modes of political expression and 
activity from traditional party-based, mass member, formalized, etc. [i.e. ‘old’ modes] 
towards more individualized, issue-based, direct, digital and informal ‘new’ modes. But 
political science has arguably failed to utilize these insights when it comes to proactively 
promoting or demonstrating the value of their discipline. School ‘outreach’ events there-
fore tend to continue to be held in the traditional institutions of politics – the city halls and 
parliaments – but rarely exhibit the creative dynamism that young people crave by ‘reach-
ing-out’ within exactly those new political arenas, like music, film or literature festivals, 
where debates, discussion and recruitment takes place. Even the language of politics needs 
to be considered within this new politics of political science. ‘Outreach’ and ‘reaching-out’ 
arguably bring with them subtle but subliminal connotations, the former somewhat cold, 
formal, distant (exactly those characteristics that ‘disaffected democrats’ level at politics) 
the latter perhaps far warmer, friendly, engaging. 

A third element is highly political and involves the colonisation of the broader re-
search community in terms of places on the boards of research bodies, government 
advisory bodies, international non-governmental organisations, media organisations, etc. 
My sense is that other disciplines have been far more professional and ambitious in terms 
of monitoring when places on influential organisations are advertised and then encourag-
ing (and supporting) members of their discipline to apply. This allows the discipline to be 
embedded and have tentacles far beyond the university sector and to have ambassadors in 
key posts. Once again, this regular vacancy monitoring and proactive encouragement is 
fairly low cost but potentially incredibly important for the external profile and visibility of 
a discipline. The targeting of professional appointments can also be built into a more am-
bitious equality and diversity agenda, while also being of value to the individual academic 
in terms of their ‘good citizenship’ requirements and the need for impact-related or re-
search-related networks. (This targeted approach to recruitment also works in the 
opposite direction in the sense that professional associations and learned societies might 
also usefully include a number of non-academic research users on their boards.) What 
these three elements really point to is the manner in which the ‘scientific’ and the ‘politi-
cal’ (or the ‘academic’ and the ‘public’) components are both mutually inter-dependent – 
almost positively parasitical in the sense that they feed upon each other – within a modern 
academic career where the professional responsibilities of academics to the public who 
fund their work are increasingly explicit. In this regard claims to be delivering more re-
search of a higher quality will carry little weight if that research does not percolate through 
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into the public sphere in accessible and purposeful ways. Without this ‘new politics’ politi-
cal science will be politically disadvantaged (and therefore structurally disadvantaged in 
resource terms) vis-à-vis other disciplines in a climate of already shrinking resources. That 
really would be a tragedy. 
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Two Decades of Political Science 
Research Assessment: 
the Dutch Experience 

Rudy B. Andeweg 
LEIDEN UNIVERSITY 

A High Level of Acceptance 
Today, there is a general acceptance of, or at least resignation about, Dutch Research As-
sessments, whether in political science or in other disciplines. Research assessment 
exercises started in the Netherlands in 1993, and are held every six years. To a large extent, 
research assessments are a non-issue. In comparison to the experience of political scien-
tists in many other countries, this may seem surprising, but several factors help account 
for this counter-intuitively high level of satisfaction. 

The single most important factor underlying the acceptance undoubtedly is the sim-
ple fact that the role of the government in organizing, administering and supervising the 
assessments is marginal. A recent report by an independent think tank concluded that 
nowhere in Europe is the involvement of the government or other state actors as minimal 
as it is in the Netherlands (Van Drooge et al. 2013). The universities alone are responsible 
for the assessments. The Standard Evaluation Protocol (SEP), which outlines the aims and 
procedures of the research assessments, has been developed by the Dutch Association of 
Universities (VSNU) together with the Dutch Science Foundation (NWO) and the Royal 
Academy of Sciences (KNAW), organizations that are beyond the direct control of the 
government. The introduction to the latest edition of the Standard Evaluation Protocol 
(2014) mentions that it was presented to the Minister of Education, but merely out of po-
liteness. Neither the Minister nor her civil servants had been involved in setting the 
evaluation criteria, and even the obligation to send a copy of each completed assessment 
exercise to the Education Minister has been dropped several years ago. 

The universities define the research units that are to be subjected to an assessment 
exercise; each university decides whether its research units will be assessed in a stand-
alone exercise, or whether they will be part of a nation-wide comparative assessment of 
research in that particular discipline. The most recent Political Science Research Review 
(Verdun et al 2014), for example, did not include the Department of Political Science at 
Radboud University Nijmegen, because that university had opted for a stand-alone as-
sessment of its political science research programme. The universities decide on the 
composition of the peer review committee that will conduct the assessment, as long as it is 
an international committee and its members have no conflict of interest with any of the 
departments, and often the university executives will delegate the search for committee 
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members to representatives of the departments concerned. The universities also provide 
logistic and administrative support to the assessment committees, and through the Dutch 
Association of Universities they have set up an independent agency QANU (Quality As-
sessment of Netherlands’ Universities) which specializes in offering such support. It is 
fair to conclude that the Dutch Research Assessments are free from governmental inter-
ference. 

A second reason for the general acceptance of the research assessments is that they 
hardly have any direct consequences for the scholars whose work is evaluated. To some 
extent this is related to the lack of government interference. The government could still 
use the reports, which are made public, to shape its funding decisions, but it does not. Even 
the universities do not attach direct consequences to the assessment outcomes. Doing so 
would contravene the twin aims of the assessment exercises: accountability for the use of 
taxpayer money, and improvement of the research units involved. These aims are explicit-
ly stated by the universities themselves, which limits their ability to punish a research unit 
for poor assessment results by reducing funding or closing down departments. The only 
direct consequence that I have been able to find is for the accreditation of Research Master 
Programmes. In the Netherlands, Master programmes in all but a few disciplines are one 
year programmes. Ministerial permission is required for the start of a two-year Research 
Master catering to selected talented students, primarily potential PhD candidates. The 
Minister bases such decisions on the recommendation of (re-)accreditation panels, and 
one of the criteria used is having obtained high scores in the most recent research assess-
ment exercise. 

There are more indirect consequences. Departments take the research assessments 
very seriously because they affect their reputation. Getting a bad evaluation, or even a good 
evaluation that is significantly below the evaluations of other departments in the same 
discipline, has a negative effect on the department’s reputation, which is feared to weaken 
a department’s potential to recruit good PhD candidates and faculty, and to weaken its 
potential to receive research grants from the science foundation. Still, it would seem that 
the absence of direct sanctions helps explain the relative satisfaction. 

In the Netherlands, there is a parallel scheme for the assessment of teaching quality, 
and there seems to be more concern about the nature and aims of those reviews. In any 
given six-year cycle, most departments will be evaluated twice, once on the quality of their 
research, and once on the quality of their teaching. Although the teaching quality assess-
ments are also organized by the universities themselves, the reports are used by the 
Minister of Education and her Inspectorate. In 1994-1995, such an assessment report was 
used by the Inspectorate and the Minister to threaten to withdraw the accreditation of the 
Bachelor programme in political science at Radboud University Nijmegen – a threat that 
was lifted only after the University promised major reforms. Moreover, the outcomes of 
the teaching quality assessments are used by others, including commercial publishers, 
who draw up rankings of Bachelor programmes to aid prospective students in choosing 
which university to go to. As the funding of universities, and of departments within uni-
versities, is largely determined by student numbers, a poor teaching quality assessment 
may have immediate effects on the intake of students, and thus on the funding, of depart-
ments. So the immediate consequences of the teaching quality assessments are much 
more important than those of the research quality assessments. 
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Criticisms 
The fact that research assessments are hardly controversial in Dutch academia does not 
mean that there are no criticisms of aspects of the assessment exercises. Some of the criti-
cisms have led to adaptations in the regularly updated Standard Evaluation Protocol, but 
on others the process has been less responsive. 

Administrative burden 
A major complaint refers to the administrative burden. For each assessment, a depart-

ment has to hand in a self-evaluation report. Such a report should contain quantitative 
information on the research input and output, conforming to very specific standardized 
criteria. Occasionally this requires collecting new data or transforming existing data to meet 
the Standard Evaluation Protocol’s criteria – for example when a university employs differ-
ent definitions of peer-reviewed/non-peer-reviewed publications, or national/international 
publications for its internal use. In addition, the self-evaluation report should contain a qual-
itative reflection by the department of its own research policy, publication strategy, etc. This 
should be presented in the form of a SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, 
Threats) analysis, and often prompts lengthy deliberation on finding the right balance be-
tween being honest and being strategic: being very honest makes it easy for the assessment 
committee to expose the department’s weaknesses; being too strategic may prompt the 
committee to distrust the self-evaluation and to dig deeper itself. 

An often used strategy to deal with this dilemma is to be quite honest about the de-
partment’s weaknesses, but to start reforms to address these weaknesses just before the 
committee arrives for its site visit. The site visit itself is disruptive for a department, but 
it is brief. More work awaits the department after the assessment report has been pub-
lished, as most university administrations will request a follow-up report from the 
department to show what will be done with the committee’s recommendations. Moreo-
ver, most universities fear the effects of a negative assessment on their reputation, and 
require departments to organize a midterm assessment themselves in order to be able to 
address any vulnerabilities before the real assessment takes place. Although this is less 
burdensome than the real research assessment, it still requires compiling a self-
evaluation document and discussing it with an external assessor, usually a trusted col-
league from a university outside of the country. 

Given the fact that assessments of research and teaching quality follow quite similar 
procedures, most departments have to write two self-evaluations, two follow up reports, 
and organize two midterm assessments in any given six-year cycle. Nothing has been done 
to alleviate this administrative burden. 

The Improvement/Accountability Dilemma 
As mentioned above, the stated aims of the Dutch research assessments are account-

ability and improvement. These aims are not contested, but in practice they are difficult to 
reconcile. In terms of accountability it is necessary that the assessment reports are given 
wide publicity, and include the evaluations of all research units in a given discipline. This 
makes it easy for the interested taxpayers to see what was done with their money. But such 
public and comparative reports may lead to posturing by departments rather than to frank 
SWOT analyses in their self-evaluation reports. Such reticent self-evaluations will hamper 
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assessment committees in identifying weaknesses and developing useful suggestions for 
improvement. Since 2003, universities are allowed to organize stand-alone research as-
sessments, and an example of such an assessment exercise in political science was 
mentioned above. Even if such non-comparative assessments are made public, they do not 
attract the same amount of attention that the comparative reports attract. It could well be 
argued that stand-alone reports are preferable in terms of searching for improvement of 
research quality as there is less need for a department to act strategically. However, this 
comes at a cost in terms of accountability. Moreover, withdrawing from the national and 
comparative research assessment exercise is generally interpreted as an admission of 
weakness by one’s colleagues. Nevertheless, the number of stand-alone research assess-
ments has increased considerably. Across all disciplines 222 research assessments have 
taken place between 1994 and 2012, 136 of which were confined to just one university or 
research unit (Van Drooge 2013: 7). In political science, with the exception mentioned, 
comparative assessment exercises are still the norm. 

One size fits all? 
Originally, the assessment protocols made no allowance for differences between dis-

ciplines. The assessment criteria were largely based on what was customary in the 
technical and natural sciences. Research assessments were not alone in having this bias 
towards a publication culture that favours journal articles over books, English-language 
over Dutch-language publications, and multi-authored over single-authored publications. 
This bias has had a marked impact on the publication culture within political science. 
Gradually, however, the protocols allow for greater variety and fine-tuning to the needs of 
the discipline being evaluated. In the most recent political science research assessment, 
for example, it was decided to use bibliometric data from Google Scholar rather than Web 
of Science, as the first has a better coverage of political science publications than the latter. 

A recent report of the Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences advocates to 
find a balance between uniform assessment criteria and taking into account the variety 
within the social sciences, by adopting a simple 2×3 table of assessment categories, and 
leaving it to each discipline to fill those categories with indicators that are relevant to that 
discipline (Bensing et al. 2013). 

 

 
 
It is too early to say whether this recommendation will be implemented and assess-

ment criteria will be furthered tailored to the publication culture and the specific needs of 
political science and the other social sciences. 
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The Problem of Proxies 
Research quality is a largely subjective concept for which no clear and generally ac-

cepted indicators are available. As a consequence, all indicators that are used in 
assessment exercises are proxies, and usually proxies of a quantitative nature: the number 
of publications, citation scores, the amount of external research funding, etc. There is in-
creasing dissatisfaction with such quantitative criteria that almost by definition imply 
that ‘more is better’. The concern is that it will lead to strategic behavior: mutually adding 
colleagues as coauthors so that all members of the department have more publications. In 
at least one Dutch political science department it has become the rule that the PhD super-
visor is automatically listed as a coauthor of all publications of the PhD candidate. This led 
the most recent Assessment committee to conclude that ‘there are questions for each of 
these Institutes about whether PhD candidates in their Programmes should publish to-
gether with their supervisors (and if so whether those publications should form part of 
their dissertation work)’ (Verdun et al. 2013: 13). 

Here too there has been some responsiveness to those concerns. Research units are 
asked to list what it considers its five best publications over the past six years, and assess-
ment committees are expected to read them, although it is not always clear from the report 
that the committee actually did so. Of the four quality indicators used so far: (scientific 
quality, scientific productivity, societal relevance, and viability), the most quantitative 
indicator – productivity – has been dropped, and research integrity has been added. 

Outcome inflation? 
Although the research units that are assessed do not complain, it is perceived by poli-

cy-makers as a problem that the average scores that are used to summarize a department’s 
research quality have gone up over the years, leaving very little variation between the re-
search units that have been assessed. So far, the scores have been expressed on a scale of 1 
to 5. On the indicator of quality, for example, the average score went up from 3.65 in the 
first assessment cycle in the 1990s to 4.39 in the most recent 2009-2015 cycle (Van Drooge 
2013: 10). Cynics might surmise that this increase is correlated to the increase in stand-
alone assessments, but a comparison between the average scores used in comparative and 
in stand-alone assessments shows that this is not the case. 

In the most recent Political Science research assessment (Verdun et al. 2014) the var-
iation in scores across departments is indeed small: 

 

 
 
In response to what is perceived as ‘score inflation’, the scale has been redefined sev-

eral times. From 1=poor, 2=unsatisfactory, 3=average, 4=good and 5=excellent, to 
1=unsatisfactory, 2=satisfactory, 3=good, 4= very good and 5=excellent. In the next round 
the scale will be reversed and range from 4=unsatisfactory, 3=good, 2=very good, to 1= 
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world leading. It is hoped that such changes will also produce more variation in the scores 
awarded to various research units. 

However, it is not clear whether the higher and more homogeneous scores indeed re-
flect score inflation. After all, it is one of the explicit aims of the research assessments to 
help improve the research quality at Dutch universities. If, after over twenty years of re-
search quality assessments, quality would not have improved, this would not reflect well 
on the utility of the whole exercise. Similarly, as the room for improvement was greater for 
departments that started out with relatively low scores, it should not come as a surprise 
that there is less variation two decades later. 

Impact 
As they hardly have any direct consequences, it is not possible to measure the impact 

of the research assessments. Moreover, the introduction of research assessments in the 
early 1990s was but one element in the general professionalization of political science in 
the Netherlands. This professionalization was not only imposed from above by research 
assessments, by reducing the income that universities receive from the state directly, 
making them more independent on the competition for external research funding, etc., 
but it has also been initiated from below, by political scientists who sought to maintain or 
strengthen their reputation in an increasingly international environment. A recent over-
view of the development of Dutch political science is entitled ‘from politicization to 
professionalization’ (Andeweg & Vis 2015), and describes how professionalization has also 
been a reaction to political scientists growing tired of the ideological conflicts that plagued 
some of their departments (the two universities in Amsterdam and Nijmegen university 
in particular) from the 1960s to the 1980s. In that light, the undoubtedly positive outcome 
of professionalization and internationalization can only in part be attributed to the re-
search assessments. 

The other side of the coin is that the downside of professionalization and internation-
alization can also be blamed only partially on the research assessments. One of these 
negative side effects is the shift in the publication culture towards co-authored English-
language articles in peer-reviewed journals. There are no intrinsic reasons for this shift 
from books to journals and for the increase in the average number of coauthors. It has less 
to do with increasing quality than with succumbing to the temptation to measure research 
quality by readily available bibliometric indicators. We have allowed ourselves to be taken 
hostage by a commercial firm: Thomson Reuters and its Social Science Citation Index! 

The trend to publish more internationally, i.e. in English, does not have only negative 
consequences. After all, an English language publication is accessible to a much wider 
readership than a publication in Dutch, which brings a higher level of scrutiny and debate. 
This can only have beneficial consequences in terms of research quality. However, the 
shift in publishing from Dutch to English, and the higher threshold to readers because of 
the more sophisticated methodology used, has also meant that political science plays a 
significantly less prominent role in public debate in the Netherlands: science for science, 
rather than science for society. In the media, we see that historians and constitutional 
lawyers increasingly replace political scientists when journalists need expertise to explain 
current events. 
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The changes that already have been made to the Standard Evaluation Protocol, and 
the further changes that have been advocated, can be seen as efforts to address the nega-
tive effects of professionalization and internationalization: less emphasis on productivity 
and more attention to research integrity may help stop some of the strategic publishing 
choices that have emerged, and more attention to societal relevance may induce political 
scientists to invest in contributing to the domestic public debate by – also – writing in 
Dutch and for a wider public. We shall see: the next assessment of research quality in polit-
ical science is scheduled for 2019. 
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1. A historical overview 
The French higher education and research system is based on a double divide of missions, 
statuses and recruitment procedures. On one side, over 30 public research organizations – 
whose permanent scientific staff varies from about 300 to over 12.000 – differentiate them-
selves from higher education (HE) institutions. On the other, the HE sector itself is made of 
about 80 universities and about 200 grandes écoles.1 The structure of the system results from 
the French history of universities, which were suppressed as territorial entities then recreat-
ed as a collection of disciplinary ‘faculties’ co-managed from Paris and settled in about 13 big 
cities during the Napoleonic times. Grandes écoles (named schools below) were created at the 
turn of the nineteenth century to educate state engineers on a very selective basis. A school of 
public administration was added to the list in 1945. Business schools were added in the sev-
enties. Research organizations were built up after the Second World War to face the 
weaknesses of both types higher education institutions in research. Since the 1990s, various 
reforms have first incrementally contributed to integrate education and research in both 
schools and universities, then radically pushed towards building consortia or even entering 
mergers between higher education institutions. 

Although interrelations between these poles developed over time and job contents to 
a certain extent became more similar, this historical divide remains. Radical reforms oc-
curred at the turn of the twentieth century, which drew these institutions and their 
evaluation systems nearer to each other but, although they experienced some conver-
gence, they still remain institutionally distinct. 

Regarding research units located in higher education institutions, no formal assess-
ment took place outside the “associated research centers” (URA) between universities and 
CNRS, which emerged in 1965 and largely muted to stronger partnership in “joint re-
search centers” (UMR) between Centre national de la recherche scientifique (CNRS) and 
HE institutions (UMR account for about 90% of all CNRS research centers at the turn of 
the 2000s). Such units were subjected to a four-year assessment according to CNRS pro-
cedures. No other assessment was required, except by ad hoc committees for individual 

                                                
1 This number refers to the grandes écoles that are accredited by the Conference des grandes écoles among 
over 400 which deliver post-baccalaureate education. 
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scholars applying for recruitment and promotion, or public research call for tenders. This 
state of affairs changed with the radical reforms of the 2000s.2  

For its part, not much has changed in the evaluation of teaching. Although rules 
changed several times since the sixties, recruitment and promotion in universities are basi-
cally handled at two levels. First, a national body, the Conseil National des Universités (CNU) 
subdivided into partly-elected, partly appointed disciplinary committees, is in charge of 
awarding “qualifications” to candidates on top of their doctorate (for associate professors) or 
habilitation (for full professors). Second, local disciplinary ad hoc committees are in charge 
of recruiting single faculty members (Paradeise ESF 2010). Most schools employ a small 
permanent faculty and a large number of high-level adjuncts who are hired on short-term 
contracts while being permanent members of universities, research centers, administra-
tion, business and industry. As in universities, the academic staff is usually not assessed 
after recruitment, except for promotion. Evaluation occurs at recruitment and promotion 
only. Should they not fit the needs of the school and students’ evaluations, their contracts 
would not be renewed. Research organizations are the only institutions, which carry out a 
periodical formal assessment since their foundation. They evaluate both their research cen-
ters and their full-time researchers, usually on a four-year basis, based on partly peer-
elected, partly appointed committees in each large disciplinary field. 

As elsewhere in Europe and in many countries worldwide, radical reforms followed, 
starting 2006, the incremental phase of the 1980-90s. The issue of evaluation had already 
been considered in the 1970s and more and more in the 1980s. Yet the need to assess all 
academics, universities and research centers only became consensual in the 1990s 
(Merindol 2008). Consensus developed as a counterpart of a rising awareness that more 
autonomy would benefit all stakeholders of universities, which were still highly dependent 
from state authorities. In 1983, four-year contracts on research and teaching were first 
introduced between the state and each university, bringing the latter to be identified as an 
assessable organizational body of its own, able to strategize and plan its future and to argue 
for its funding application. The Comité National d’Évaluation (CNE) was set up in 1985 – 
with little resources and major ambitions – to improve transparency on HE institutions 
performance. An Observatory of Sciences and Techniques (OST) was founded in 1990 to 
forge indicators of performance, with the purpose to progressively better support alloca-
tion decisions. 

The 2006,3 2007,4 and 20135 legislative acts ruled on the autonomy and accountability 
of universities. Although it was at first perceived as a major break-through, it only granted 
a limited autonomy as compared to other European countries (EUA 2011), but it did impel 
the foundation of systematic tools and methods backing assessment on performance, and 
allocation on assessment. 

                                                
2 CNRS is the largest basic research organization. It is followed, in term of scientific staff numbers, by 
two targeted research centers, the Institut national de la recherche agronomique and the Institut nation-
al de la recherche médicale (INSERM). 
3 Loi de programme No. 2006-450 du 18 avril 2006 pour la recherché. 
4 Loi No. 2007-1199 du 10 août 2007 relative aux libertés et responsabilités des universités (so-called 
LRU). 
5 Loi n° 2013-660 du 22 juillet 2013 relative à l’enseignement supérieur et à la recherché (so-called loi 
ESR). 
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On the one side, a national funding agency, Agence nationale de la recherche (ANR) 
was set up in 2006 with the purpose to increase the share of competitive public funding of 
research, partially based on research programs and partly on open programs. Moreover, 
the creation of a Commissariat aux investissements d’avenir (CIA, General Commission 
for future investments) in 2012, stressed the importance of large competitive funding of 
many institutional and operational levels of excellence consortia of universities (IdEx), 
laboratories of excellence (LabEx), excellence facilities (EquipEx), etc. This investment 
program, which starts its third round in 2017, has already dedicated 22 billion euros to 
“excellence initiatives” in higher education and research across the country. 

On the other side, public authorities set up in 2007 an evaluation agency, Agence 
d’évaluation de l’enseignement supérieur et de la recherche (AERES) renamed in 2013 Haut 
comité à l’enseignement supérieur et de la recherche (HCERES). Its main duty is to assess 
all components of public higher education in all fields and at all levels outside individual 
scholars (HE institutions, research organizations, research centers and degrees). A (poor-
ly) called “SYMPA formula” was elaborated at the same time by the ministry bureaus to 
translate performance in terms of funding allocation. It was intended to base a proportion 
of universities block grants (about 20%) on their outputs in teaching and research, in addi-
tion to the 80% based on their inputs (number of students in various fields, etc.). The 
internal allocation of university block grants was to be handled by the single universities 
themselves. 

2. Reception and impact of assessment 
The accountability turn accelerated the production of tools as a basis for resource alloca-
tion. In addition to the introduction of cost accounting, autonomous universities created 
their own management dashboards to back their strategic decision-making. The evalua-
tion agency disseminated its own lists of detailed indicators on universities, research 
centers and curricula,6 in order to assess their organization, governance, funding and per-
formance.7 Indeed such indicators inform the assessment, which is yet based on the 
evaluation drawn up every four years by ad hoc visiting committees using basically few 
metrics. As far as universities are concerned, such committees are required to synthetize 
their evaluation under a set of dimensions, covering governance, leadership and manage-
ment, and strategy in research, knowledge transfer, teaching, student life, external and 
international relationships and communication. Curricula are assessed according to their 
goals, context, organization and results. Research centers are assessed on six dimensions: 
scientific production and quality, reach and attractiveness, interaction with the social, 
economic and cultural environments, internal organization and life, involvement in 
teaching research, and strategy and five-years programme. 

                                                
6 More units are assessed, where for instance federal structures or consortia of universities (and possi-
bly schools) have been set up. 
7 Such as number and status of academic and management staff, organizational chart, decision-making 
procedures, etc.; attractiveness and placement of curricula; grants captured, patents and publications 
(based on a list of ranked refereed journals built up by disciplinary ad hoc committees), etc. 
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2.1. Reception of assessment and its consequences on assessment tools and 
processes 

IS THE ASSESSMENT AGENCY LEGITIMATE? 

A heated debate first developed about the issue of accountability. Each discipline used 
its own channels of influence to seek better arrangements for itself. Strong and politically 
threatening lobbies such as Sauvons la recherche brought together individual and collec-
tive discontent, based on shared protest against the so-called neo-managerial or neo-
liberal turn in higher education. Such pressure groups resisted the use of assessment tools 
as a basis for funding, and they claimed the need to adjust evaluation criteria to the speci-
ficities of disciplines. The most radical individuals and groups disseminated the 
recommendation to boycott invitations to join ad hoc committees or to resist English 
speaking in such committees. At the end of the day, they organized political pressure to get 
rid of the agency and its tools. 

Collectively, the attractiveness of protest varied depending on how much assessment 
was individually and collectively considered as a threat. Collectively, the less accessible the 
fields to international journal rankings – either because they belong to “non-nomothetic 
fields” such as the social sciences and humanities (Passeron 1991) or because they deal 
with professional knowledge as in law studies, accounting and engineering prone to prag-
matic knowledge rather than academic publications – the more threatened they felt. 
Individually, the more scholars cumulated disadvantages such as being low-publishers 
and having lower academic statuses, the more they were likely to reject the assessment-
driven model. The more disturbing reforms for the social exchange model they had built 
up with their own university, the more they were likely to raise their voice (table 1). 

Table 1. Contributions of scholars, expected returns and reception of assessment. 

 
 
The assessment frame evolved over time under such pressures, but the general ra-

tionale of the reform remained untouched. Indeed the assessment agency (AERES) was 
theoretically discontinued to comply with lobbies during the 2012 presidential campaign, 
but was practically immediately reopened under the 2013 ESR act with a new name 
(HCERES) and with a slightly renewed legal status, which kept though almost exactly the 
same jurisdiction as before. 
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WHAT SHOULD BE ASSESSED AT THE NATIONAL LEVEL? 

One first struggle about assessment concerned the selections of entities to be assessed 
by AERES/HCERES. Each institutional actor – research organizations, the university sys-
tem and schools – argued that it already implemented its own individual assessment. Their 
coalition, backed by individual scholars, led to finally leave them out of reach. The same 
fight occurred on research centres, but it was unsuccessful. It was indeed a major stake for 
the government to arrange uniform tools allowing for the development of research incen-
tives, whether or not associated with any public research organizations. By linking part of 
block grants to the university outputs in research as measured by formal indicators such as 
number of patents and rates of publications in so-called best international journals, it was 
supposed to encourage individual scholars to improve their own performance and good 
research centers and universities to select best-performing scholars. 

The development of research performance-based funding, however limited it actually 
remained, disrupted the traditional allocation scheme, by making it clear which centers 
and universities concentrated good publishers and which did not, thus reconsidering their 
bases of reputation (Paradeise and Thoenig 2015). Many scholars – individual academics 
or subgroups – felt they might be stigmatized as low research-performers. They also feared 
that such uniform indicators, which might not fit their ways of publicizing their research, 
would erode their disciplinary and cultural specificities and ostracize their field, by for 
instance favoring journals against books or memoires, and English-written publications 
against their native language. Such reactions mostly took place among low- or non-
publishers, and among humanities and social scientists. 

SHOULD ASSESSMENT BY MADE PUBLIC AND HOW? 

Making assessment reports and ratings public was a major change introduced with 
the creation of AERES. Used to shame or, rather, legitimize policies and funding, no one in 
the same field or in the same institution could ignore the comparative performance of 
research units or institutions. This would allegedly help the state decide upon resource 
allocation across universities, universities decide upon resource allocation between its 
sub-units, research groups and departments strategize8 in order to try get rid of non-
publishers or improve their scores through better recruitments, etc. Academics feared a 
mechanical implementation of scoring on decision-making, while management dash-
boards could be used in many other ways, for instance to reinforce a poorly performing 
discipline which, for some reason, was considered important by a given university. Protest 
denounced the illegitimacy of such publicity. For these reasons, they first opposed syn-
thetic scores on a scale of five, (from A to E) which the visiting committees were required 
to deliver. Soon after the first round of assessment, the agency decided to buckle under this 
pressure and reconsidered ratings as a list of itemized non-additive scores on each of the 
dimensions under evaluation. Finally, it was invited to totally renounce and frankly dis-
continue any form of scoring. 

                                                
8 We have shown elsewhere how much the strategizing capacity varies from one place to the other with-
in a single country (Thoenig and Paradeise 2016). 
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HOW SHOULD JOURNALS BE ASSESSED? 

One important issue emerged that was about the ranking of journals in certain fields, 
which feared inadequacy of the uniform criteria applied in assessing publication perfor-
mance (table 2). “There is a classification of journals in natural and life sciences… (which 
is) mostly based on English-written journals. Such a classification does not exist in the 
social sciences and humanities. And it seems to poorly fit academic outputs in these fields, 
largely French-written” (Glaudes 2014). As a result, the behavior of disciplinary commu-
nities varied widely about the injunction to list reference journals in their field and even 
rate them on a three steps scale. 

Table 2. Disciplinary publication cultures. 

 
 
Certain disciplines, such as economy or management, simply replicated lists built 

elsewhere, for instance by public research organizations or international newspapers such 
as the Financial Times. Others, such as law, built up their own list, based on the empirical 
signals of reputation established by their representative authorities. Others used their own 
indicators without any effort to link them with those of others. Philosophers defined for 
instance their own four specific criteria (requirement to principally publish articles in 
philosophy, existence of a scientific committee and an editorial board, including non-
French members, double- blind evaluation, selectiveness). On top of similar criteria, 
communication scientists added up a list of other items such as regularity of publication 
and size of articles, restriction of auto-publication, institutional links with the discipline 
and indexation in international databases.9  

Methodological diversity added up to differences in the established lists. Several dis-
ciplinary committees in the field of arts, social sciences and humanities (for instance in 
sociology, political science, theology, philosophy, anthropology, geography and urban 
planning, history, arts and law studies) simply refused to set up journal rankings. Some 
contributed by listing journals that belonged to their scientific perimeter. They promised 
to, and did progressively develop their own rankings (communication studies, psycholo-
gy), each with its own scale. Finally, a series of disciplines (concentrating in languages, 
literature and civilizations) totally rejected the very notion of a list, arguing that they were 
irrelevant in their field. 

The AERES finally took notice of this resistance and, since 2010, started rebuilding 
the lists, including other items based on a more cautious typology of media, such as scien-

                                                
9 See online http://www.aeres-evaluation.fr/Publications/Methodologie-de-l-evaluation/Listes-de-
revues-SHS-de-l-AERES. 
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tific books (based on publishers, signatures, purposes and editorial work). It made it clear 
that it did not favor quantitative evaluation but followed the moderate recommendations 
of the French academy of science10 by more generally restricting the use of bibliometrics to 
the assessment of entities which size exceeds 30 scholars, and systematically referring 
bibliometric results to their average values and to the 10% top values in a given field. In 
addition, experts – who are always peers in the fields under assessment – were invited to 
be cautious about possible biases of such results. Thus AERES fostered a non-mechanic 
use of bibliometric indicators and insisted that they should be contextualized and inter-
preted, and should not replace the reading of papers in order to assess their actual 
scientific interest. 

WHAT SHOULD BE THE PERFORMANCE OF A “PUBLISHER”? 

Lobbies paid attention to the norm set up to define what to be a “publisher” means. 
They also insisted that this norm should vary according to the publication tradition of each 
field. They worked at lowering the threshold and finally ended up in the social sciences 
and humanities accepting a (very) light norm of 4 articles for a full-time researcher or 2 
articles for a professor in a four-year period, with indeed very little variation from one field 
to the other. 

OVERALL STRENGTH OF ASSESSMENT IN FRANCE 

To tell the truth, protesters over-emphasized the threats of assessment, at least dur-
ing the current stage of reforms. On the one hand, a recent EUA survey shows that the 
impact of evaluation of teaching is comparatively very low in France (table 3). On the other 
hand, research outputs are regularly assessed, have gained influence on recruitment and 
promotion, but have no impact whatsoever on tenure and salaries of academics who re-
main civil servants paid according to a fixed national grid of statuses. 

Table 3. How much is assessment actually developed in France? (source: EAU) 

 
 
In addition, the impact of evaluation by the assessment agency on resource allocation 

remains limited. Yet, other forms of evaluation play a major role in differentiating indi-
viduals, research centers and universities in the competition for grants. 
                                                
10 See online http://www.academiesciences.fr/activite/rapport/avis170111.pdf. 
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2.2. The impact of assessment on funding 

THE IMPACT OF AERES/HCERES 

Performance evaluation by assessment agencies was developed as a tool of accounta-
bility for a better governance of the new autonomous universities. It justified building all 
sorts of indicators intended to inform the SYMPA formulae mentioned above. This top-
down tool however remained ineffective until 2017. First, it took time to set up the re-
quired databases. Second, many universities considered that a top-down approach to the 
building of indicators would not be able to capture their actual performance. Third, in a 
context of stability and even reduction of higher education public budgets, the government 
did not dare bypassing the established distribution of block grants. In other words, the top-
down approach, which prevailed in the SYMPA formulae as a link between performance 
and allocation, was discarded almost as soon as it was created. Starting in 2016, a new bot-
tom-up approach by sector, developed with the collaboration of HER institutions, is 
supposed to design a new formula that should better fit the specificities of each field. 

To put it in a nutshell, the output-based assessment by AERES/HCERES has since its 
foundation proved rather ineffective operationally. Nevertheless, its symbolic impact has 
been enormous by making publicly known the strengths and weaknesses of units and sub-
units in the system of HE and research, by fostering strategic moves at each level, by 
setting up the issue of publication and by insisting on its contribution to the missions of 
academics, etc. 

THE IMPACT OF ANR AND CIA 

On the contrary, the development of project-based grants over the last ten years has 
had major operational impacts on the dynamics of universities, research centers and to a 
certain extent individual careers, first with the funding of research projects by ANR pro-
grams and increasingly with the substantial sums supplied by the CIA institutional 
excellence initiatives. Three waves of funding have been set up since 2012, covering a vari-
ety of large projects involving not only research but also the founding of new institutional 
bodies – laboratories of excellence (LabEx), excellence facilities (EquipEx), excellence 
institutions (IdEx). The CIA program progressively diversified it funding streams, which 
now include innovation in teaching as well as incentives targeting the development of 
specific niches of excellence within universities with the Initiatives Science-Innovation-
Territoires-Economie (I-SITE). The international high-level evaluation committee pays 
much attention to the relevance of projects in scientific and operational terms but also to 
their feasibility in terms of governance. The important resources procured by such pro-
grams operate as very strong incentives that also encourage the development of project-
based consortia and even mergers between research centers, departments, universities 
and schools. The CIA programs have thus come to play a key role in the current on-going 
stratification of French higher education and the restructuring of the national landscape, 
both at the institutional level and between and within disciplines. By concentrating im-
portant resources on specific territories, these programs favor the visibility and 
attractiveness of certain universities or certain niches within universities. 
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2.3. The impact of assessment on the profession 
The development of assessment has provided a rationale for the redistribution of re-

sources between universities and between disciplines. It may not have had much impact 
upon individual salaries and national careers of academics, who remain civil servants, but 
it has positively changed working conditions of the best-performing units, whatever the 
discipline. Altogether, humanities and social sciences have received less budgetary re-
sources than hard sciences, partly because they display lower needs than experimental 
sciences, partly because assessment tools too often have difficulties grasping their speci-
ficities. But, as shown by the relative growth of their memberships, being in line with the 
massification of higher education in a non-selective system, they have not been ostracized 
as such (table 4). 

Table 4. Size of permanent academic staff by discipline. 1992-2013 (source: DGRH, 
French Ministry of Higher Education and Research), mentioning the position of political 
science and the highest and smallest growth in each large field. 

 
 
Yet, political scientists have been impacted, as have other scholars especially in the so-

cial sciences and humanities. The development of performance-based assessment, however 
limited if compared to some other European countries, has revealed a more visible hierarchy 
between scholars. Reputations and statuses have been tested by performance as measured 
by “excellence” metrics (Paradeise and Thoenig 2015). The worldwide generalization of 
accountability is segmenting the academic population, building up a pecking order between 
first-class and second-class scholars, publishers and non-publishers, members of top, se-
cond- and third-tier institutions. As stratification between universities increases, one may 
expect that the best-rated departments and/or universities will increasingly attract first-
class scholars, who are also chased on the international market and whose salaries may be-
come much more flexible and substantial. Two labor markets are thus being created. 
Roughly speaking and with several exceptions, the international one increasingly takes care 
of the “stars” while the national one takes care of the others. Since French civil servants’ 
salaries are all but competitive, institutional reputation will not be enough in the future to 
prevent more academics to leave the country, a tendency already confirmed by a still limited 
but increasing trend among younger scholars. 
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3. Conclusion: pros and cons of research assessment 
When considered at the systemic level, the obsession of HE policies to make French uni-
versities “visible from Shanghai” could endanger universities and departments which 
have no hope of accessing the Walhalla of world excellence, but place a major emphasis on 
the higher education of large segments of the young population. Thus, France should re-
main cautious not to concentrate evaluation solely on cutting-edge research. As other 
European countries, it should take care to preserve and encourage the many and varied 
“excellences” that are needed to face the various missions of universities. 

For all these reasons, it is difficult to sum up and provide a uniform overall assess-
ment of research assessment in France. The reception of assessment mostly co-varies with 
the opportunities it provides and the threats it involves for universities, faculties, research 
centers and individuals. The analysis of such opportunities and threats does not identify 
disciplines and scholars that would uniformly be the losers or the winners of the new rules 
of the academic game but rather cuts across all of them (table 5). 

Table 5. Reception and impact of assessment in France. A synthesis. 
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The Italian experience 
Italian universities have so far experienced three assessment exercises (2001-3, 2004-10 
and 2011-14), which are described in details in Table 1. The fiscal law approved in Decem-
ber 2016 dictates that from now onwards the reference periods will be quinquennial, 
reducing the discretionary power so far exercised by the Ministry of Education in design-
ing the exercise. 

Table 1. The three research assessment exercises 

 
 
After an initial trial-and-error approach, the second and third exercises have been ra-

ther similar, thus consolidating a standard of evaluation, whose principles are the 
following: 

• each assessment is intended to evaluate groups (universities, research agencies, 
down to departments and institutes) and not individuals (individual assessments 
are revealed to each researcher, but not to heads of departments, deans or chancel-
lors); 
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• the assessment considers a fixed number of products per capita/year, which should 
capture the best production: as such, it is closer to a monitoring exercise than to a 
quality assessment, revealing the excellences in a given research field; 

• using current standards (1/2 product per year per university professor – currently 
around 52,000 – and 1 product per researcher working in a research agency – cur-
rently around 10,000) implies approximately 35,000 products per year; over a 5-
year interval it sums up to 175,000 products, making some sort of automatic (bibli-
ometric) assessment unavoidable; 

• the process has been managed by groups of experts, defined according to predefined 
research areas (since Italian professors are pigeon-holed into 371 research fields, 
then grouped into 14 research areas, known as Aree CUN). Each group was com-
posed by a variable number of experts (from 20 to 60, depending on the expected 
number of products – the experts were selected by ANVUR from list of applicants 
according to their publication records and their area of expertise). In turn, these ex-
perts relied onto 14,500 external peer reviewers, working in domestic and foreign 
institutions; 

• in the last two exercises, the evaluating agency (ANVUR) requested to the experts a 
preassigned distribution of journals, according to the world distribution of impact. 
As a consequence, the top list of journals should correspond to the best 10% of the 
world production; nevertheless, more than 30% of the submitted products to the last 
exercise ended up in this category (because the exercise considers only the best 
products); 

• depending on the research area, two assessment procedures have been followed: 
– bibliometric assessment consisted of combining the ranking of the journal ac-

cording to the Impact Factor and the citations obtained by a specific article – 
articles in highly ranked journal with limited citations and/or highly quoted 
articles published in low ranked journals were peer reviewed; 

– peer review assessment consisted of a product being separately assigned to two 
experts, who independently selected an external peer reviewer; once the re-
views were returned, a consensus report was drafted by the experts. In case of 
significant disagreement, a third reviewer was introduced, and the final as-
sessment has to be approved by coordinator of the group of experts. 

In both cases the submission to experts were non-blind, and the evaluators may have 
formed their opinion looking at the place of publication, in what has been called as “in-
formed peer review”. 

2. The impact of the research assessment 
The evaluation of the product is normalised according to the means in each research area, 
leading to an indicator which combines quality and quantity assessment of a research field 
in a university.1 This indicator counts for three-fourths of the funds allocation, and is then 
                                                
1 From a technical point of view, the indicator consists of the share of scores attained by a single univer-
sity/department over the total scores achieved at the national level by all institutions. That share is then 
applied to the distribution of funds. If a university/department performs above the average, it will ob-
tain a funding share which exceeds the corresponding share computed on the personnel heads. 
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complemented with other indicators (PhDs, foreign students, external funding) in order 
to achieve the summary indicator to be applied to a funding scheme for universities. The 
most recent exercise lead to the distribution of ¼ of total funding to public universities in 
Italy (1.4 billions of euro for 2016). Approximately 15% of total funding relies on the proper 
evaluation of research products.2  

As such Italy belongs to evaluation-based systems (with the UK, Australia, New Zea-
land), to be contrasted with indicator-based systems (Norway, Denmark, Czech Republic). 
However, the 5-year interval is long enough to call for alternative methods of evaluation in 
the intermediate years. In addition, the results of the evaluation have trickled-down, di-
rectly or indirectly, to many other dimensions of the life of university departments. Many 
universities have used the scores obtained by their departments in the internal allocation 
of funds and promotions; the current accreditation of PhD programs is based on the re-
search assessment of the teaching staff; newspapers articles have widely disseminated the 
results of the research assessment with reference to local universities, in order to drive the 
choices of students and their families. 

Even if they are formally independent, the process of selecting new academics has 
been significantly influenced by the research assessment exercises. Selection in hard sci-
ence research fields makes large use of bibliometric methods, while in soft science journal 
rankings have been adopted. Though I would not dare claiming that the introduction of 
assessment exercises has raised the standards of hiring in most disciplines, as a matter of 
fact in the most recent VQR the average score of newly hired/promoted researchers is 
higher than the average of permanent members (the indicator called IRAS2). This implies 
that new entrants in the academia have introjected the assessment approach in shaping 
the way in which they publish their research outputs. 

While the VQR asks for the assessment of “originality, relevance, exposure to inter-
national debate”, what is more perceivable (and perceived) is the internationalisation of 
the domestic production. Publishing in a foreign language (notably in English) has be-
come the dominant strategy in several fields. As a consequence, many Italian journals 
which used to publish in Italian opted for the English language. A related issue is the mul-
tiplication of the number of papers via the diffusion of co-authorship. Since the VQR rules 
allow for the same product being submitted by more than one author (as long as they be-
long to different research entities), many authors have followed a strategy of risk 
diversification, by developing joint research projects in the expectation that at least one of 
them would obtain publication in a highly ranked journal. 

3. The recent VQR (2011-14) 
The most recent research assessment exercise ended in February 2017, with the offi-

cial presentation of global report on the Italian research activity accompanied by specific 
reports for each research areas and for the social impact activity. 96 Universities partici-
pated to the exercise, together with 12 PRO’s (Public Research Organisations) and 26 other 
institutions on a voluntary basis. The distribution of 118,036 products received for evalua-

                                                
2 To be honest, the impact on funding is less dramatic in the short run, because of high persistence on 
historical values: each university cannot receive ±2% of what it has received the previous year, thus 
strongly attenuating whatever result could obtain from the research assessment. 
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tion is reported in Table 2, where one can easily detect few regularities. Compliance rates 
vary across research areas, oscillating between 90% and 97%.3 Journal articles represent 
the dominant submission for hard sciences (reaching 98% in Biology and Medicine), while 
collected papers (edited volumes) prevail in the social sciences and humanities. Books 
have almost not been submitted in bibliometric areas, while they represent one fourth of 
all submissions in some non-bibliometric areas. The residual category [including musical 
compositions, designs, projects (architecture), performances, exhibitions, arts objects, 
databases and software] account for a small fraction of the total output submitted to the 
assessment. This does not produce a representative snapshot of the research activity of 
universities (PROs have similar composition), because the limit imposed to two products 
per researcher. Rather it allows monitoring of what can be considered as relevant scien-
tific productivity of the entire research community.4  

Table 2. Distribution of products by research area and type of output – Italy VQR 2011-14 

 
 
The assessment of each product was conducted according to three criteria: 

1. Originality, to be intended as the degree according to which the publication is able 
to introduce a new way of thinking about the object of the research; 

2. Methodological accuracy, to be intended as the degree according to which the pub-
lication adopts an appropriate methodology and is able to present its results to 
peers; 

3. Actual or potential impact, to be intended as the level of influence – current or po-
tential – that the research exerts on the relevant scientific community. 

                                                
3 It is important to recall that a protest organised in some universities led a fraction of university profes-
sors to refuse to submit their required output. However, in the first VQR, the submission rate for 
universities was 95.09% of the expected output, while it went down to 933.82 during the second one. 
4 The rules prevented the submission of textbooks, working papers and self-publications. 
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Each publication was attributed a quality profile: 

• Excellent (weight 1) if it falls in the top decile of the world distribution of publica-
tions in the research area; 

• Good (weight 0.7) if it falls in the 70-90% segment of the distribution; 
• Fair (weight 0.4) if it falls in the 50-70% segment of the international distribution; 
• Acceptable (weight 0.1) if it falls in the 20-50% segment of the distribution; 
• Limited (weight 0) if it belongs to the 0-20% lowest segment of the distribution; 
• Impossible to evaluate (weight 0) was assigned to missing publications or publica-

tions that were impossible to evaluate. 
As one can easily expect, any evaluation of a product following the above-mentioned 

criteria contains some degree of arbitrariness. One can initially consider the language of 
publication as a proxy for the exposure to the international debate. An inspection to Table 
3 seems to suggest that what are considered as bibliometric sectors (in light grey) are large-
ly open to the international debate. From this perspective, the research area 13 
(Economics and statistics) could be considered equally open to internationalisation. These 
areas have mostly relied on automatic assignment of products to the evaluation categories, 
using the principle that journal with high impact factors are generally speaking more se-
lective in acceptance, and therefore impose higher standards of quality. This principle is 
complemented with the use of papers’ citations, which should capture the relevance of the 
contents for the scientific debate. 

The evaluation in non-bibliometric areas relied on peer review (with the exception of 
the research area 13, which adopted a ranking of the journals based on the impact factors). 
If the replacement of an algorithm with human reviewers may be welcome in terms of 
adherence to the suggested evaluation principles, it introduces the problem of potential 
disagreement among the reviewers, which is likely to motivate the lower fraction of “excel-
lent” and “good” evaluation recorded in the non-bibliometric areas (see Table 4). 

Table 3. Language of the products submitted to VQR 2011-14 
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Table 4. Distribution of products by research area and received evaluation – VQR 2011-14 

 

4. The receipt of the research assessment exercises in the 
academic community 
These exercises have generated enthusiasm and collaboration as well as suspicion and 
resistance. A large fraction of academics definitively cooperated with the exercise, organ-
ising the submission within each department and accepting to review the product. A 
smaller fraction opposed it, on the arguments that these exercises were misleading the 
Italian research towards irrelevant topics, were promoting harmful competition among 
research agencies and were destroying the weakest segment of the academia (very often 
located in Southern universities).5 

My impression is that the main argument against the research assessment exercise 
runs as follows: “the assessment legitimizes budget cuts, especially against southern uni-
versities. If we want to save the equal opportunity in accessing universities, we should 
oppose any assessment which associate funding and results”. This argument has some 
plausibility, especially when looking at Figure 1, which shows the trends in state funding to 
Italian universities in nominal and real (i.e. deflated by the price variation) terms. Re-
member that the first exercise with impact on funding was launched in 2011, when the 
decline in resources became more pronounced. Although the actual impact was not dis-
ruptive (due to safeguard clauses – see above), the linkage of resources to assessment 
opened the risk of “poverty traps”: a poorly performing university received fewer re-
sources and was therefore less likely to improve its performance in the next round of 
assessment. Budget cuts curtailed hiring possibilities, which were only later released in 
                                                
5 Perhaps the most representative instances of this aversion towards evaluation performed by ANVUR 
can be traced in the following websites (unfortunately, all in Italian): www.roars.it (usually covering 
topics related to assessment methods); http://www.flcgil.it/universita/ (the website of the main union 
of university workers); http://firmiamodimissionianvur.org/ (more than 2,000 researchers signed a 
petition asking for the dismissal of the board of ANVUR, the evaluation agency). 
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correlation with performance. Thus poorly performing universities were supposedly pre-
vented from hiring better researchers in order to revert their rank position. 

Figure 1. Total public revenues accrued to Italian public universities (2000=100) 

 
 

Despite its simplicity, this line of argument is substantially flawed. During the first 
decade of the present century, the hiring procedures of Italian universities were reformed, 
moving from a format of centralised competition to one of local competitions. Each de-
partment was left almost free to hire or promote whoever they deemed worthy to be hired. 
The first exercise (VTR) did not provide a clear picture of the average performance, be-
cause it was designed to assess excellence within each university, without considering who 
wrote what. The second exercise (VQR 2004-10) for the first time revealed that a non-
negligible fraction of researchers was unable to submit any research product at all. The 
third exercise (VQR 2011-14) provided evidence of some convergence of universities to-
wards the mean, thanks to the change in the grading procedure (missing submissions 
were no longer penalised with a negative grade) but also to the injection of new resources 
that made possible to all universities the hiring of new scholars. 

5. Open issues for future assessment exercises 
In the immediate aftermath of the publication of the results of the third exercise, several 
suggestions have emerged in the press as well as in official forums. Some of them were main-
ly technical, some other more philosophical. In the following I will review them in brief. 

The first concerns the potential bias contained in the evaluation. Given existing rules, 
co-authored papers to be submitted to foreign journals have the highest probability to re-
ceive a high grade. This implicitly “delegates” to foreign editors (and publishers) the 
choice of what is to be considered relevant for the international debates. Topics that are 
outside the mainstream, or that are simply concerned with national debates, are likely to 
appear at best in local journals, which then receive lower evaluation even by referees. Still, 
most of Italian journals do not yet have standard double blind reviewing procedures, in-
ducing the suspicion that the quality of their articles may be lower. 
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The absence of domestic databases on publications and citations makes it impossible 
to introduce a dual layer system, where articles and books in Italian could gain more visi-
bility. The use of peer reviewers is not a panacea, for various reasons. Especially in the 
social sciences, where the ideological content of the arguments is important, the judgment 
of the reviewer may be biased by strategical concerns (by attributing a lower score to an 
author, one may be tempted to alter the competition among different schools of thought). 
In addition, peer review of papers that have already undergone a real blind review process 
represent in inherent contradiction: suppose that the final reviewer spots an evident er-
ror; who has to be blamed, the author, the journal referees, or the editor of the journal? 
Finally, the peer review is expensive. Consider the following back of the envelope calcula-
tion: in the most recent exercise 52,060 products (corresponding to 44.1% of total 
production) underwent a double review; each reviewer received 30 euro per review, lead-
ing to a total cost above 3 million euro, which is a cost that cannot be frequently afforded. 

The second aspect concerns the different publication strategies of different research 
communities. On average applied physics scholars publish more than 30 papers per year, 
because the number of co-authors can easily exceed one hundred. The corresponding fig-
ure for a theorist in mathematics may not reach one paper per year. To partially account 
for these differences the scores are normalised by research area, but this does not reduce 
the evident advantage of sectors where the scholar may select their best production from a 
larger set of papers. 

A related issue deals with the weighing of different products. The most recent exer-
cise introduced for the first time a different weighing for books vis a vis journal articles: 
under specific request of the author, a book could have been considered as equivalent to 
two articles, thus satisfying the requirement of submission. But the principle could be 
extended to other categories of products, because an article collected in a book is probably 
subject to less scrutiny than an article in a journal. Articles and/or books could be weighed 
by the number of co-authors. And so on. 

A further issue that has been raised deals with the boundaries of research areas. So far 
the assessment exercises have considered aggregation of research fields (settori scientifi-
co-disciplinari) under which academics have been hired to teach. This does not have any 
correspondence to other classification criteria (like ERC) and tend to penalise cross-
disciplinary research. In principle, nothing prevents redesigning of the evaluation areas, 
but this interferes with the academic careers, which represents the strongest incentive to 
publish (at least for academics). Thus, a net separation between research assessment and 
promotion criteria would be required before addressing this problem. 

A final point deals with the potential trade-off between teaching and research. The 
assessment is conducted without any reference to the resources available/invested in re-
search, including the time absorbed by teaching. Most universities in peripheral areas 
lament the excess burden of teaching created by the chronic lack of staff. From an intui-
tive point of view, a proper assessment should correct for differences in the starting 
conditions. Otherwise stressing research results as unique measure for scholars’ quality is 
detrimental to the effectiveness of teaching, because scholars will devote their best ener-
gies to article writing. There are possible solutions to avoid this trade-off: if each academic 
could choose over a menu of different combinations of teaching loads and commitment to 
publications, we could observe a possible sorting of scholars according to their preferences 
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and abilities. This would require a revision of the procedure of assessment, because schol-
ars should then be weighed or converted into full-time equivalents. 

Overall, the unsolved issue for the Italian research assessment exercises seems to be 
whether the results should be interpreted as monitoring the system (in order to ensure 
accountability vis-à-vis the tax-payers) or rather a research quality assessment (intended to 
promote excellence). The Ministry of Education oscillates among these two interpreta-
tions, which however lead to alternative policy suggestions. According to the former 
perspective, uniformity of performance is a goal, and the weakest universities should be 
sustained in order to grant a common standard of tertiary education across the country. 
According to the latter, the best universities/departments should obtain even greater re-
sources, given their good evaluations obtained in the assessment. 
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Weakening financial and economic equilibrium, rising political relevance of the 
immigration issue, the resonating anti-EU rhetoric of populist parties, and more re-
cently the outcome of the UK referendum shed light on the ‘crises’ that hit 
European democracies and, specifically, European Union institutions from differ-
ent angles. As a result, at the national level discontent towards European integration 
foments political conflict while gaining more and more salience. Within this con-
text, old (i.e. newspapers) and new tools of communication (i.e. websites and social 
networks) bridge political actors’ positions towards the EU and shape the public de-
bate over the EU legitimacy. 

This book, edited by Manuela Caiani and Simona Guerra, offers an in-depth 
evaluation of the multi-layered concept of Euroscepticism considering citizens’ 
changing attitudes (both pro and con) towards EU politics and the role played by 
traditional and digital media in framing EU polity, politics, and policies. The all-
encompassing approach adopted in this book, as stated in the introduction, aims to 
investigate political parties’ and civil society’s contingent and qualified or outright 
and unqualified contestation of the European democracy. 

The volume consists of 12 original contributions covering the existing literature 
on Euroscepticism, democracy, and the media. These contributions analyse the ex-
tent to which mass media portray the EU in the political and public debate of 
different member states, such as the UK, France, Italy, Denmark, Greece, Poland, 
Germany, Spain, and the Netherlands. The book is organised in three parts. In the 
first section, the authors review the current academic debate on the themes and of-
fer new theoretical suggestions. The second part focuses on the role played by 
traditional media in shaping and fuelling the so-called ‘spiral of Euroscepticism’ in 
comparison to online platforms, such as the internet and social networks. The third 
part analyses the extent to which new media channel Eurosceptic political conflict 
to civil society. In the introduction, Manuela Caiani and Simona Guerra provide a 
well-articulated review of studies on Euroscepticism and the impact that media can 
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have in influencing public opinions and attitudes. Contestation towards the EU may 
occur differently across ‘actors, tactics, and forms’. 

There is no unique definition of Euroscepticism, rather, it is a nuanced phenom-
enon that originates from domestic political conflict. Although scholars tend to 
focus mainly on party-based Euroscepticism, citizens’ emotions play a crucial role 
in affecting the process of EU integration, as the result of the Brexit referendum 
demonstrated (Simona Guerra, chapter two). Under these theoretical premises, 
media can be seen as an obstacleor a facilitator to EU integration and European de-
mocracy. However, the dividing line cannot be reduced to a mere dichotomy 
between new and old means of communication. Media do not represent only an im-
portant political channel to inform and shape public opinions. They can, in fact, be 
dynamic actors in negatively framing the EU, and their bias produces direct effects 
in terms of public discontent (Galpin and Trenz chapter three). Significant events, 
such as the Eurozone crisis, increased the degree of Euroscepticism that has also be-
come mainstream in quality newspaper (Bijsmans, chapter four). 

On the demand side, in the emblematic cases of the UK and the Netherlands, ev-
idence has also shown that newspaper readership is related to the common 
perception of journalists’ political bias on the left-right spectrum, as well as to the 
position they adopt in favour or against the EU (Leruth, Kutiyski, Krouwel and 
Startin, chapter five). 

Intensity in the use of news or social media also affects public preferences towards 
the EU. New media tend to capture more attention from young people while empha-
sising Euroscepticism, while traditional media tend to frame the EU in positive terms. 
Consequently, media framing effects can be seen in citizens’ Eurosceptic or support-
ive attitudes towards the EU (Conti and Memoli, chapter six). Similarly, despite 
context-related differences, voters’ news diets and party preferences relate to their po-
sitions towards the EU. Again, social media represent the main facilitators of EU 
discontent (Mosca and Quaranta, chapter seven). The internet in particular is the 
arena where extreme-right’s anti-EU rhetoric spreads cross-nationally while fuelling 
political discontent (Pavan and Caiani, chapter eight). Twitter networks show a clear 
distinction between Europhile and Eurosceptic camps. Social network analysis high-
lights that Europhile networks interact more transnationally than Eurosceptic ones 
(Heft, Wittwer, Pfetschnineth, chapter nine). In contrast to ‘hard’ Euroscepticism, 
the austerity policies’ effect produces a ‘soft’ EU discontent. This can be seen in the 
claims of movement parties such as Syriza and Podemosthat support the idea of ‘an-
other Europe’ rather than being completely against it (della Porta, Kouki, Fernández, 
chapter ten). Moreover, technologies may be used to develop a new model of citizen-
ship and political representation that transcends national borders. A long-term and 
sophisticated EU ‘u-government’ model would be shaped by a mixed reality technolo-
gy (Fanoulis and Peña-Ríos, chapter eleven). As further argued in the conclusion, 
moving beyond Eurosceptic parties’ strategies is an essential starting point to better 
understanding the different shades in which EU discontent manifests itself (chapter 
twelve). Empirical evidence shows a nuanced Euroscepticism and provides substan-
tive arguments for further investigating this highly-contested phenomenon through a 
bottom-up approach. 
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Finally, in so-called “times of crisis” this book outlines the state of the art on the 
theoretical and empirical implications that sit behind different Eurosceptic labels. 
A positive connotation of EU contestation is adopted and, often, shared as a domi-
nant frame across countries and actors like citizens, social or political movements, 
and the extreme right. The book proposes new and interesting stimuli to the study 
of dissent towards the process of European integration. It also highlights the double-
sided role media play as agents and arena for political conflict. By so doing, it repre-
sents a valuable starting point for further studies on European politics and political 
communication. 

Ornella Urso, Scuola Normale Superiore, Pisa 

* * * 

PAOLO CHIOCCHETTI, The Radical Left Party Family in Western Europe, 
1989-2015 (London, New York: Routledge, 2017). 244 pp., £88.00 (hard-
back), ISBN: 9781138656185 

The book is based on an analysis of quantitative data, historical records and pub-
lic statements that characterized the parties of the radical left in seventeen 
countries in western Europe, from 1989 to 2015. The analysis of the individual par-
ties follows four lines of research: the electoral strength, organizational 
characteristics and the political strategy. The strength of the parties is measured 
both in absolute terms and in the systemic context, with the number of votes, of 
members, of parliamentary seats won and the members’ ability to influence the 
government, in particular the ability to increase public expenditure in terms of the 
GDP. The book proposes a “new holistic approach” to conceptualizing and analyz-
ing the party family of the radical left and is developed along three dimensions: the 
family of radical parties, the individual parties, and the most important fields of in-
vestigation. The family party is characterized as opposed to the dominant tradition 
of social democracy. 

According to the author, firstly relating the specific identity of the radical left in 
terms of class clearly distinguishes it from other family parties, maintaining at the 
same time its internal pluralism; as well as enabling its changes in space and time to 
be understood whilst maintaining a cognitive compass. 

In the first chapter the author outlines the theoretical and methodology frame-
work of the book. Chiocchetti defines the new European left as the family which 
responds to the class and communist left, which is separate and distinct from the 
dominant tradition of social democracy; and acknowledges its constitutive plural-
ism and historicity. The second chapter reconstructs the parable of the radical left 
in Europe from 1914 to 1988. It originated as a radically anti-capitalistic branch of 
labor socialism: it was divided between the defense of the soviet model and “real ex-
isting” socialism and the acceptance of a reformist model centered on the 
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redistribution of wealth and the expansion of welfare. The third chapter recon-
structs the panorama of the radical left in Western Europe after the historic breakup 
in 1989, until 2015. In fact 2015 represented the turning point in the history of the 
radical left, which in three countries gained exceptional electoral success (45.0% in 
Greece with SYRIZA, 25.8 % in Spain with PODEMOS and 21.5% in Portugal with BE 
and PCP – p. 66). Instead, in the three major countries of the Eurozone (Italy, 
France, Germany) its electoral proposal did not meet in the same way with the fa-
vors of the electorate, who preferred other center and right policies. Chapters 4 to 6 
deal with three special cases of the development of the European left in Germany 
(“A success story”), Italy (“History of failure”), and France (Failure or success?”). 
The final chapter attempts a comprehensive reading of the political trajectory of the 
left in Western Europe after 1989 (“Filling the vacuum?”). 

The disappearance of the Soviet Union and the profound crisis of the years 1989-
1993 almost led to the disappearance of the revolutionary left of the communist ma-
trix, to the dispersion of their members and voters. The new revolutionary left that 
emerged from its ashes has highly diversified characteristics, although it is mostly 
composed of long-standing militants of the communist movements, Trotskyists, 
Maoists and of the socialist left. Some legacy of the 20th century communism con-
tinues within it but only a small minority cultivates this legacy as the basis of a 
political project. The vast majority tried to amalgamate very different political-
cultural references: Marxism, Keynesian, anarchism, social democracy, libertarian 
left, radical democracy, environmentalism and populism, trying to create a “mod-
ern” political organization, which is pluralistic, inclusive and hostile to 
neoliberalism. The political project is vague and shaky, evoking an idea of transition 
toward a distant socialist society, towards an anti-capitalism system defined now as 
communism, now as democratic socialism; a society that affirms the primacy of 
man over profit. In fact, the political identity of the radical left is undefined, ideolo-
gy has little to do with political daily choices. It tries to stay focused on the 
representation of the interests of the working classes, the defense of the welfare 
state, and the promotion of the values of the libertarian left. 

Engaged in the tradition of the communist left and revolutionary socialism, the 
radical left in contemporary Europe had moved by the 1990s toward a new ideologi-
cal identity centered on antiliberalism and has thus claimed to be the authentic heir 
of both historical communist organizations, both of the socialist tradition and of the 
libertarian left. The radical left appears today as the product of three distinct ele-
ments: the decline of the historic tradition of communism and of the socialist left; 
the adoption of the founding themes that characterized the social democrats and 
the ecologist left in the 1970s and early 1980s; and finally it is the product of a new 
anti-neoliberal reflection. 

The radical left must contend with three challenges and many contradictions: 
coherence between an antiliberist position and unity of the center-left; between an-
ti-neoliberist and anticapitalist; and between loyalty to the tradition and the 
requirements posed by the economic and social transformations. Consequently, 
there are difficulties in relations with the other left-wing parties (social democrats 
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and environmental movements), the ideological oscillations, the organizational 
weakness and the continuous oscillations between fragmentation and regrouping. 

According to Chiocchetti, the great recession of 2007-2008 offered new and 
great opportunities to the radical left in Europe but, at the same time, it highlight-
ed its limitations. The non-homogeneous electoral successes of the radical left are a 
barometer of widespread rebellion in many areas of European society against the 
dominant neo-liberalism, but certainly they are not the only barometer. The suc-
cesses of the new radical European left are the fruit of anti-austerity mobilisation 
however, it has not gained success everywhere or been seen as an alternative to ex-
isting coalitions of center-right governments or as a partner for the governments of 
the center left.  

Radical left, neo-communist left, revolutionary left? Or just left? The question 
that arises after reading this thorough research concerns precisely the political-
ideological boundaries of the study. And perhaps the answer is that however 
you translate this “radical” nature, it is still difficult to speak of a “family party”, of 
a radical left family in western Europe after 1989: though the author actually be-
lieves this is possible. 

I believe that what Chiocchetti’s careful and very detailed reconstruction does is to 
highlights the great differentiation among partisan subjects who would like to be 
grouped into a single family. The non-homogeneity between parties who share the 
same anti-liberal orientation is very strong and, above all, does not tend to de-
crease over time, as demonstrated by the evolution of the parties of this shaky radical 
left in the period following the end of Chiocchetti’s research (2015) until today. 

Carlo Baccetti, University of Florence 

* * * 

STEFANIA PANEBIANCO (ED.), Sulle onde del Mediterraneo. Cambiamenti 
globali e risposte alla crisi migratoria (Milan, Italy: Egea, 2016). 230 pp., 
€24.30 (paperback), ISBN: 9788823845275 

In 2016, over 180,000 migrants crossed the Mediterranean in the attempt to 
reach Italy. After the March 2016 deal between the European Union and Turkey, the 
Central Mediterranean migratory route, heading from the Western Coast of Libya 
towards Sicily, has become the largest avenue of irregular migrations to Europe. The 
death toll – amounting to around 4,500 estimated casualties in 2016 only – has 
turned the Mediterranean into the theatre of a complex humanitarian emergency. 

In spite of the policy-relevance of migrations across the Mediterranean and its 
salience in the public discourse, academic research on the subject has lagged be-
hind. To be sure, existing scholarship has shed light on different aspects of the 
phenomenon, such as the securitization of migrations, EU and non-governmental 
organisations’ law enforcement and Search and Rescue (SAR) operations, and pub-
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lic opinions’ (mis-)perceptions of migrations to Europe. There is, however, hardly 
any research seeking to bring together all these different dimensions in order to 
provide a truly comprehensive overview of the so-called migration crisis. The ab-
sence of such an overarching analysis is regrettable, as all the issues mentioned 
above are tightly intertwined and can hardly be investigated in isolation. Decision-
makers’ policies are informed by public opinions’ perceptions, but also shaped by 
social norms, and international law and institutions. Consequently, an in-depth ex-
planation of the migration crisis requires a thorough examination of the material, 
institutional, and ideational factors affecting foreign and domestic policy decision-
making processes. 

Sulle onde del Mediterraneo. Cambiamenti globali e risposte alle crisi migrato-
rie (On the Waves of the Mediterranean. Global Changes and responses to 
migratory crises) – edited by Stefania Panebianco – is the first attempt to provide 
such a comprehensive analysis. Based on an impressive amount of empirical re-
search conducted at the University of Catania within the framework of the research 
project ‘FIR 14’, the volume systematically examines the nature, drivers, and impli-
cations of the Italian response to the latest surge in maritime migrations by 
analysing the phenomenon in each of its most relevant aspects. 

Fulvio Attina’s introduction places the present crisis within the framework of 
the academic scholarship on migrations and EU migration policies, a subject exam-
ined more in-depth in Francesca Longo’s and Rosa Rossi’s chapters. Longo’s 
chapter examines the evolution of EU asylum and migration policies, arguing that 
EU policies are no longer capable of addressing large-scale migratory flows. Most 
notably, the Dublin regulations – which oblige refugees to embark in a dangerous 
journey and apply for asylum in the country of first entry – should be reconsidered 
to both guarantee a better protection of refugees and ensure fairer burden sharing 
across EU member states. Rossi’s chapter broadens the perspective to other inter-
national organisations, presenting elite survey data of Italian elite perceptions of 
international organisations’ response to the crisis. The contribution by Luigi Caran-
ti goes beyond a legalistic understanding of the obligations enshrined by European 
and international law by examining the moral underpinning of the duty to rescue 
and provide for refugees and economic migrants alike. 

The chapters by Stefania Panebianco and Daniela Irrera then turn to the opera-
tional aspects of the migratory crisis offshore Libya, examining SAR and law 
enforcement operations. Panebianco’s contribution focuses on state-led migrant 
rescuing, and most notably the Italian Navy operation Mare Nostrum, launched in 
October 2013. In spite of being capable of rescuing over 150,000 migrants, Mare 
Nostrum was discontinued after one year due to Italy’s frustration over the lack of 
burden sharing and other European states’ criticism that the operation was a pull 
factor on migration. As argued by Panebianco, while Mare Nostrum did not become 
a template for future EU operations, it at least succeeded in putting maritime migra-
tions at the centre of the EU policy agenda. The EU maritime operations that 
followed Mare Nostrum, Triton and EUNAVFOR Med do not have SAR as their 
primary mandate. Consequently, a number of non-governmental organisations 
started to conduct their own migrant rescuing operations to try and fill the gap left 
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by the end of Mare Nostrum. Daniela Irrera’s chapter focuses on the non-
governmental provision of SAR, providing data that illustrate NGOs’ contribution 
to mitigating migrants’ loss of life. 

The chapters by Simona Gozzo, Fulvio Attina’ and Rossana Sampugnaro rely on 
a large amount of survey data to look at how existing Italian and European policies 
are perceived by elite and public opinion alike, thereby providing an ideal conclu-
sion to the volume. 

As epitomized by this short summary, the volume edited by Panebianco exam-
ines Italy’s perceptions of and response to the migration crisis in a truly 
comprehensive and multidisciplinary fashion, combining the use of survey data, 
the in-depth examination of existing policies and the legal frameworks they are 
embedded in, as well as legal normative perspectives on the responsibility to rescue 
and welcome migrants. Sulle onde del Mediterraneo is not only an important read-
ing for scholars of international relations, comparative politics, political theory, and 
international and European law alike. Thanks to its empirical richness, compre-
hensiveness and clarity, the collection also provides a useful compass for the wider 
community of informed readers seeking to navigate a public debate that often pro-
vides more heat than light on such a complex subject. 

In spite of its merits, Panebianco’s volume cannot – nor does it seek to – provide a 
conclusive examination of the subject, suffering from the inevitable limitations asso-
ciated with the timeliness and complexity of the issue it investigates. Given the 
ongoing nature of the migration crisis, examining the phenomenon is like shooting at 
a moving target. This leaves ample room for further research looking at very recent 
developments such as the growing role of and mounting criticism against NGO SAR 
operations. Likewise, the in-depth, empirically rich examination of the Italian case 
provided by the volume can only occur at the price of renouncing a larger comparative 
analysis. Contrasting the policy responses to migrations across the Central and East-
ern Mediterranean routes would allow future research to better investigate the role 
played by public opinion and European and international law, norms and institutions 
in shaping policy responses to migration crises in Europe and worldwide. 

Eugenio Cusumano, Leiden University 

* * * 

GIANLUCA PASSARELLI (ED.), The Presidentialization of Political Parties. 
Organizations, Institutions and Leaders (London, United Kingdom: Pal-
grave Macmillan, 2017). 300 pp., $39.99 (paperback), ISBN: 
9781349577675 

This volume is an important contribution to the field of comparative political in-
stitutions because it focuses on the growing role of party leaders who assume a 
relevant institutional power in many advanced democracies. The notion of “presi-
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dentialization” is at the core of the volume’s theoretical framework. However, in 
contrast to other pieces of empirical research emphasizing the impact of institu-
tional changes on the development of party structures, the volume endeavors to 
explore the phenomenon of the increasing importance of party leadership inde-
pendently from the evolution of the institutional setting. This is, as noted by the 
editor in the introduction, the “missing link” in the study of presidentialization. 
More precisely, Passarelli aims to explain the varying intensities of “party presiden-
tialization” one can observe by comparing certain countries using a simplified 
framework built on two separate dimensions: institutional presidentializa-
tion and party genetic presidentialization. 

First, this volume is a very interesting contribution to our understanding of the 
changing role of party (and institutional) leaders in many contemporary democra-
cies because it emphasizes the complicated relationship between historical party 
transformations and macro-institutional (or constitutional) changes. To solve this 
puzzle, Passarelli proposes a systematic analysis of the multifold dynamics of the 
process of party presidentialization), which should be in conflict with the “natural” 
attitudes of any European parliamentary democracy (dominated by collegial execu-
tives controlled by legislative bodies). Supposedly, it is very likely that a pure 
presidential form of democracy has been established in those systems. The struc-
ture of the volume confirms that such dynamics are, in the real world, much more 
compound and mutable, corroborating the arguments presented at the end of the 
comprehensive review on the literature on presidentialization and party personali-
zation provided by Passarelli in his introduction. This ambitious proposition can be 
somehow tested by a large country-by-country comparison. For this reason, the rest 
of the volume, shaped on the idea of an extensive research strategy, includes eleven 
chapters devoted to different cases of parliamentary, semi-presidential, and presi-
dential systems, thus covering a significant variety of political systems and 
democratic experiences. 

Further, other examples of “institutional presidentialization” are covered in the 
first part of the volume, where the systems in Chile, the United States, and Brazil 
and the peculiar “semi-presidential” case of the French Fifth Republic are included. 
The cases of parliamentary democracies (or “premier-parliamentary democracies” 
like those recently developed in Central-Eastern Europe) included in the second 
part of the volume are also rather different from each other. For example, Poland 
and Ukraine represent the family of “newcomers,” while a good sample of the 
Western political systems from the UK to Australia and from Germany to Japan 
and Italy covers an evident variability including the typical “Westminster” and 
“power-sharing” examples of democracy. 

Such a research strategy proves very useful in unveiling the complicated set of 
factors determining a great deal of variance in party presidentialization. The study 
of a relatively neglected case such as Chile (Chapter 2) shows, for instance, how the 
impact of party organizations has been rather malleable since the end of the Pino-
chet regime. On the other hand, some parliamentary democracies show that despite 
their stable rates of democratic performance and practices, their overall rates of 
presidentialization (or “missing presidentialization”) have changed considerably 
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over time. The presence of specific institutional devices and the emergence of hier-
archical party organizational cultures, for instance, have determined high levels of 
personalization in Germany (Chapter 10) and, to some extent, in the UK (Chapter 
8). Conversely, the expectation of crucial “majoritarian turns” connected to the 
emergences of strong leadership and the consolidation of personalized styles of 
electoral campaigns did not come true in typical power-sharing democracies, such 
as Italy (Chapter 12). This is due to the persistence of several institutional and parti-
san characteristics. In other words, following the theoretical framework used by 
Passarelli, personalization cannot be a surrogate for the absence of institutional 
presidentialization. 

We have no space here to cover the myriad of findings included in all the empiri-
cal chapters of this rich yet extremely harmonized collection of studies. We can 
simply say that the deep complexity of party presidentialization emerges in all the 
diachronic analyses included in the volume. This brings the reader to the conclu-
sion that different factors must be considered to understand the comparative 
evolution of the phenomenon. Among them, historical path dependencies and the 
different developments of the constitutional settings—including the actual powers 
of the legislatures, the various steering capabilities of the executives, and, not least, 
the electoral regimes—are revealed as crucial variables. However, historical trans-
formations of party organizations can make the difference, especially when they are 
originated by the peculiar visions of strong, long-standing leaders. 

The editor’s final chapter provides the volume with a precious element of com-
parative assessment. According to Passarelli, many of the empirical findings 
provided in the country chapters support the idea that the typical approach based on 
the role of institutional setting on the transformation of party leadership should be 
somehow completed considering the findings of a more comprehensive compari-
son of the evolution of party genetic presidentialization. This is the main message 
the reader receives from this volume, which seems to pave the way to a new genera-
tion of studies based on the idea of a mutual interactive influence between the 
macro-institutional framework and the historical evolution of the most significant 
and long-standing political organizations at the core of democratic competition. 

As always happens to any new path-breaking piece of research, the highest, most 
provocative point becomes the weakest (at least in terms of empirical robustness), 
and the most debatable argument surfaces at the end. In this case, the map portray-
ing the dynamics of party presidentialization in the 11 political systems covered by 
the volume (p. 257) looks impressionistic and, as admitted by the same author, ra-
ther vague, especially if one looks to the relative distance between the measures of 
the party genetic presidentialization dimension. However, the implications dis-
cussed by Passarelli are fascinating. The phenomena of presidentialization and 
party leader personalization must be discussed in their continuous interactions un-
der an adequate comparative research framework. By providing important evidence 
for such a basic but not irrelevant proposition, this volume thus proves to be an im-
portant text for scholars concerned with the future of party politics and the 
perspectives of political leadership within the democratic sphere. 

Luca Verzichelli, University of Siena 


