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1. Motivation 

The humanities experience an eternally precarious existence and struggle for survival 
and independence. There is an increasingly popular trend for governments to be justi-
fying their considerable investments in higher education and research in terms of their 
immediate public benefits. This shift has brought with it a shift in the comparative valua-
tion of disciplines dependent on their perceived capacity to deliver public benefits, and 
for those that are not seen as being fundamentally useful, they face a reduction in their 
funding or a redirection towards the supposedly useful areas. Nowhere is this more 
evident than at the level of Europe, where the Social Sciences and Humanities directo-
rate is being dissolved. The net effect is pushing humanities and social sciences to the 
periphery of the main societal challenges, having a single challenge, 'inclusive, innova-
tive and secure societies', and being eligible to compete with other disciplines for infra-
structure, excellent research and mobility grants. 

This is particularly evident in the case of the Netherlands, which has a long history of 
trying to accommodate the special needs and requirements of the humanities as aca-
demic disciplines during long-term reforms to the higher education system. The Dutch 
experience with stagflation in the early 1970s left policy-makers with a deeply-ingrained 
desire to ensure public expenditure was closely tied to useful outcomes, through intro-
ducing competition, co-payment and performance-based funding. This approach was 
also applied to higher education, and by the 1980s, at a time when the notion of use-
fulness of research started to emerge, there was considerable concern amongst certain 
disciplines, particularly in the humanities, that they were being neglected in these mar-
ket processes. Since then a number of learned committees involving universities, gov-
ernment, politicians and societal stakeholders have been active in attempting to find a 
way to define usefulness in the humanities, and in particular in its research. 

This paper conceptualises this process in terms of the result of a series of attempts to 
stimulate improved societal benefits from research, that have sought out an evidence 
base, and with the available evidence base subsequently becoming a justification and 
even a definition for societal benefits. This process has been influential in shaping the 



 31 

  

evolution of research funding, in particular favouring certain disciplines which are per-
ceived to be useful and disadvantaging those which are not. This paper seeks to ex-
plore the effects that this change is having on the way research systems are organised, 
and in particular, how research policy-makers have sought to accommodate the clear 
dissonance between these implicit and un-/sub- conscious value hierarchies, and an 
acceptance that these disciplines do have a value that is perhaps not necessarily fully 
understood and measured. This paper therefore seeks to contribute to debates about 
research valorisation by unpacking some of the assumptions present in debates, the 
mechanisms whereby they implicitly become embedded in research systems, and to 
therefore improve the rationality of understanding of those systems, and ultimately to 
more effective, productive, and socially beneficial research programmes. 

2. Approach 

The paper conceptualises the process of transformation in governance of science poli-
cy as taking place at a variety of levels. Two of the most salient in terms of these 
changes are the macro-(environment)level and meso-(system)level. At the macro-level, 
there is an understanding that there has been a change in the nature of policy-making 
from government in hierarchies towards governance in networks (Rhodes, 1997, 2003). 
In an attempt to solve increasingly complex societal problems, governments have 
opened up decision-making at all levels of public life – from state policy to the delivery 
of services, to network- and market-based decision-making processes. At the meso-
level, these changes have also impacted on the way that science policy operates, with 
science funders seeking to encourage new organisational and behavioural norms (e.g. 
programming, collaboration, interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary & transdisciplinary ven-
tures, infrastructure investments) to modernise and make more efficient the publicly-
funded scientific endeavour. 

The nature of these transformations as high-level public policy decisions and meso-
level systems shifts have also had impacts at the micro-scale, including at the level of 
individual institutions and disciplines. These micro-scale impacts have been both ho-
mogenised but also highly differentiated. They have been homogenised through the 
results of the imposition of business models on the science sector as a whole, for ex-
ample in terms of the definition of scientific quality in terms of the notion of serving the 
community through publishing in highly rated outlets. However, they have also been 
highly differentiated because of clear variation in how closely these micro-scale units fit 
with these macro- and meso-level models imposed through these modernisation-driven 
reforms, and hence by the overall impacts on these different units arising from moder-
nisation. 
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So policy-makers seeking to rationalise their research funding are caught between a 
desire to maximise efficiency across the system, and a risk of directing funding to areas 
that are deemed excellent because of an artefact in the simple models of research ac-
tivity used by policy-makers. In the field of societal value, there is a domination of defi-
nitions of social value in terms of narrow definitions of economic value, relating to easi-
ly measured variables around licensing, patenting and consultancy activity. Therefore, 
in an age where policy-makers are seeking to direct resources to those sorts of re-
search that are most useful, there is a risk that they will instead their resources to the 
sorts of research that look most like particular kinds of past useful research. 

3. Results 

Because of its early adoption of modern, transparency-driven approaches to gover-
nance of higher education policy, the Netherlands has long been wrestling with the fact 
that certain areas of the humanities suffer intolerable pressures if exposed to a single 
resource allocation regime in parallel with other disciplinary areas. Since the late 
1990s, the issue of relevance and usability of research has become a salient issue in 
Dutch research politics, and in particular, there has been an early recognition of the 
potential threat that this poses to the humanities because of the diffuse nature of by 
which its research is valorised into society. Governments and the Ministries have tried 
different kinds of institutional solutions to improve the sensitivity of researchers to us-
ers' demands, all of which have differentially impacted on the humanities.  

It is possible to distinguish two kinds of behaviours emerging in attempting to solve 
those problems, between exceptionalism and participation. In exceptionalism, arts & 
humanities research stakeholders have attempted to make the case that there is some-
thing unique about their fields that demands separate treatment. Government ministries 
have been lobbied to hear the argument that arts & humanities research is uniquely 
dependent on government funding sources because of the absence of cultures of R&D 
in the cultural and creative sectors that eventually use the produced knowledge. The 
Cohen Commission on the future of sustainable humanities was able to secure €10m 
funding specifically for humanities faculties to help them reengage (inter alia) with 
schools and teachers as a means of diffusing their knowledge into the market. The 
Science Council NWO made funding specifically available for Ph.D.s in the humanities 
to address a shortfall in numbers of students coming through because of the absence 
of privately-funded Ph.D. research projects. 

But at the same time, there has also been a strong element of participation by humani-
ties stakeholders in engaging with the new norms of useful research. So in return for 
the additional funding coming out of Cohen, the ten humanities faculties are working to 
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develop an agreed indicator set and methodology for measuring the impact of humani-
ties, wider than purely technology transfer measures, but which would also be applica-
ble in other disciplinary areas. NWO's arts & humanities college has engaged actively 
with the idea of programming, ensuring that its programmes fit with NWO priority areas, 
and that its researchers can participate in programmes from other colleges. There have 
been the emergence of new disciplines and activities which have sought to exploit the 
opportunities arising from new behavioural norms, such as digital humanities as an 
overarching area, with areas such as computational linguistics. Partners across hu-
manities are engaging, no matter how sceptically, with the idea of channelling business 
R&D subsidies into ten TOP sectors, ensuring that the creative sector is present as one 
of those ten areas. 

4. Conclusion & Policy Implications 

In the process of responding to these changes through parallel processes of resistance 
and incorporation, the landscape for the humanities is evolving, as is the Dutch scientif-
ic base in humanities fields. What has not happened has been a simple kind of instru-
mentalism, that more applied research has been encouraged, or more commercialisa-
tion activity. Rather, these pressures and intentions in one side have been drawn into a 
creative tension with the wider academic environment for humanities in universities, 
and this has produced interesting new forms. It is not clear how these forms relate to 
historical ideas of humanities but what is clear is that the norms of what it means to be 
a Dutch humanities academic are changing, not least through an evolving academic 
formation process reducing the possibilities for isolation in the field. 

It is this emergence and dynamic evolution process which forms the core finding for the 
discussions in this paper, as there are clear implications both for theory and for the 
practice of valorisation policy in the humanities. A stylised representation of the Dutch 
case study is that a single long-term pressure for usability at the level of the science 
system was fragmented along disciplinary lines, and produced a series of changes 
differentiated by discipline, which remade the system in a way that could not have been 
predicted ex ante. A key feature of this process was that of complexity – so micro-level 
responses were not determined by the ecological variables – such as disciplinary 
background or institutional affiliation. Instead, the micro-responses created new sub-
systems – such as new fields like digital humanities – which had their own internally-
coherent take on valorisation. When the system coalesced around these new subsys-
tems the forms of valorisation that were present and possible were not necessarily the 
same as those articulated by interested parties in the process. 
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The policy implications are also clear, and in particular, the need to better understand 
the functioning of these sub-systems in increasingly complex science systems being 
steered towards a multiplicity of outcomes. A first step here is to develop a typology of 
the kinds of new sub-systems which are emerging with the transformation and frag-
mentation of universities' missions. What is not understood here is the role played by 
these sub-systems in the emergence of the valorisation mission, and the new sub-
systems which are simultaneously emerging. From a policy perspective, what is neces-
sary is to be able to have a more realistic of how these sub-systems hang together, 
and consequently which policy levers can be pulled to achieve which kinds of desirable 
outcomes.  
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