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WHAT ABOUT RESEARCH QUALITY?

A DISCUSSION ON QUALITATIVE
JUDGEMENT AND QUANTITATIVE CRITERIA
IN RESEARCH ASSESSMENT

Francesca Di Donato
INSTITUTE OF COMPUTATIONAL LINGUISTICS “ANTONIO ZAMPOLLI"
OF THE NATIONAL RESEARCH COUNCIL OF ITALY (ILC-CNR)

Keywords: CoARA, qualitative judgement, quantitative criteria

The reform of research assessment since the San Francisco Declaration on Research
Assessment (2012) and the Agreement on Reforming Research Assessment (ARRA)
(2022) has focused on the contrast between quantity and quality.

The Coalition for Advancing Research Assessment (COARA) was set up to promote
the principles and commitments contained therein. The actions of ARRA signatories
are set out in the four core commitments that constitute the heart of the reform and
its guiding framework.

In particular, the second commitment states to “base research assessment primarily
on qualitative evaluation for which peer review is central, supported by the responsible
use of quantitative indicators” when meaningful and relevant. The ARRA identifies
peer review as “the most robust known method for assessing research quality” and
has the advantage of being in the hands of the research community.

CoARA and the ARRA thus place qualitative judgement - as opposed to quantitative
indicators - at the centre, implying the existence of an opposition between ‘quality’
and ‘quantity’. This calls for a cultural change based on the principle that it is necessary
to publish less (abandoning the ‘publish or perish’ logic) and publish better (making
results, data and processes transparent, accessible and reproducible, and paying more
attention to the integrity of research). The aim of this change is to produce research
that is more robust, more rigorous, more responsible. In short, of higher quality.

This approach has been criticised. One criticism, in the many debates following
presentations on the reform that | attended, is that quantitative indicators are

objective and qualitative judgement is subjective and arbitrary.

This paper aims to refute both objections starting from the second.
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To do this, it draws on the definition of quality - and qualitative - by R.M. Pirsig, who
devoted his entire life to defining a Metaphysics of Quality.

Drawing parallels with the philosophy of quantum physics, Pirsig defines quality as
‘the event in which the subject becomes aware of the object’. (Pirsig R.M., 1999, p. 7)

This definition is based on four basic ideas:

1. Quality is a variable concept. Like truth, it varies over time and has no fixed
content. Its importance lies in the journey to it, not the destination. Truth and
quality are generic, but their establishment is continuous.

2.This means that if quality is ever-changing, any evaluation is finite. In this
model, research results are temporary signals of the research process,
supporting communication and learning. (Leonelli S., 2023, pp. 65-66).
Evaluation events are not scientific truths. They are contextual scaf-
folding for scientific activities aimed at increasing knowledge. Their validity,
relevance and significance must be regularly reassessed.

A corollary of this is that truth and quality are always evolving, so public
scientific debate can never end. A valid theory can be proven wrong and vice
versa. The scientific method always allows for new experiences, ideas and
evaluations. (Pirsig R.M., 1999, p. 9). The idea of openness is thus linked to that
of research and, ultimately, science. It is therefore important that, alongside
the completed evaluation exercises, a process of discussion remains open,
which can only be infinite.

3. The definition thus brings out two different notions of quality, as a contextual
event (what Pirsig calls static quality) and as a continuous process (dynamic
quality). On this basis, we can distinguish two types of evaluation: the first is
finite, takes place at specific moments and involves specific people, projects,
results or processes; while the second is continuous and infinite, and thanks
to it, scientific ideas that were initially considered valid change their status
over time.

In such a system, contextual evaluations (such as competitions and the eval-
uation of projects, products and processes) must be conducted according to
open, verifiable and transparent criteria and processes, and must be based on
open and transparent data and infrastructures. ARRA is explicit on this point.
Qualitative assessment, i.e., peer review, allows for rigorous and accountable
verification of data, processes, and results produced by other scientists.
Indeed, while researchers are free to choose what to study and to judge
according to their own individual criteria, they are in fact working together
as members of communities sharing a common method, according to the
principles of openness, integrity and responsibility, and one of their tasks is
to verify that science is such - i.e. true - and to certify it, taking responsibility
for doing so.
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4.Based on an analogy to quantum physics, the fourth and final aspect to
emphasise is that, from this perspective, the distinction between subjective
(qualitative) and objective (quantitative) loses its meaning.

“Subjectivity and objectivity are not separate, unrelated universes. Rather, they
are distinct phases of a single evolutionary process”. (Pirsig R.M., 1999, p. 7)

The very idea of subjectivity has been interpreted as the separation of the sub-
ject from the object of research, the study of which requires the abandonment
of interests and values in favour of a neutral point of view.

The paper discusses then the equivalence of quantitative and objective. For
example, the Journal Impact Factor, with all its shortcomings, is said by many
to have the advantage of being ‘objective’. But what does objective mean? For
a piece of data to be objective, it is not enough for it to be represented by a
number; conversely, it is necessary that it cannot be manipulated according to
the interests at stake. On the contrary, the JIF can be manipulated directly and
indirectly. Moreover, the JIF, with its claim to objectivity, makes any decision on
the merits very opaque. (Figa Talamanca, Biagioli Lippmann)

More generally, it has been shown that quantification is nothing more than a way of
distancing oneself and minimising the need for personal trust and in-depth knowledge
(Porter). Porter shows that in the most developed and cutting-edge research commu-
nities, the usual kind of 'objectivity' guaranteed by open, peer-reviewed publications
and quantitative techniques is in fact completely secondary. Among high-energy
physicists, there is a community of trust that does not consist of blind faith, but of a
highly nuanced evaluation of researchers by others, which ensures the reliability of
information.

Over the past three centuries, the desire to remove human bias from science has
increasingly taken the form of efforts to automate discovery, most recently by using
artificial intelligence tools to minimise human error - making way for so-called
‘mechanical objectivity'. (Leonelli S., 2023, p. 45).

Conversely, the evaluation of research can only be based on a principle of account-
ability. The scientific community cannot avoid putting this principle at the heart of
research assessment exercises.
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