
Virtue Model for Impact

NWB 2017, Helsinki, 10 November 2017

Eiríkur Smári Sigurðarson, Director, Centre for Research in the Humanities, University of Iceland



Overview

1. Questions of impact

2. What are social capacities?

3. Epistemic capabilities

4. Two cases from Iceland

5. What next?



Questions of impact



Impact in humanities

• Impact usually conceived of as a linear process with clear points of 
interaction:

• Some”thing” is moved from the researcher to society.

• Difficult to find this ”thing” in the case of humanities.

• Complexity often recognised and pathway models developed.

• But linearity still seems the dominant model: 

• Analysing impact case studies in political science in REF shows 
that linear cases got more positive evaluation than more 
complicated cases. (Ní Mhurchú et al. 2017.)



Palgrave Communication: Zoe Bulaitis

• “Work within SSH evidences that humanities scholars 
themselves recognise alternative values, beyond the 
economic and commercial, in the work they do.” (7)

• ”This article calls for humanities scholars to build upon 
such evidence, in providing an alternative approach that 
engages with policymaking as opposed to avoiding it.” (7)

• Worried about the impact of “impact” on research. (5)

• Zoe Bulaitis: “Measuring impact in the humanities: Learning from the accountability and economics in a 
contemporary history of cultural value”, Palgrave communications 3:7 2017.



Impact of evaluations

Evaluation practices do impact 
research practices (p. 15-16).

Three main worries:

1. Goal displacement.

2. System gaming.

3. Excess burden.

Can potentially lead research 
practices away from "real" value 
of research (making it 
“perverse”).

But what is the "real" value?



Public value

• “the circulation of research in 
networks to users with 
identifiable interactions 
creating things that make a 
good society as public benefits 
from private assets”

• “Good society” is the ultimate 
aim of research in the 
humanities.

• Good society is realised 
through societal capacities.

• Criterion: Internal change in 
networks.





What are social capacities?



UNESCO on Social Transformations

“The world is undergoing important social transformations
driven by the impact of globalization, global environmental 
change and economic and financial crises, resulting in 
growing inequalities, extreme poverty, exclusion and the 
denial of basic human rights. These transformations 
demonstrate the urge for innovative solutions conducive to 
universal values of peace, human dignity, gender equality 
and non-violence and non-discrimination. Young women 
and men, who are the most affected by these changes, are 
hence the principal key-actors of social transformations.”

• http://en.unesco.org/themes/social-transformations



UNESCO and social 
capacities

“The humanities are crucial in fostering 

understanding of cultures and shedding light on 

social transformations. They offer key input on such 

MOST priorities as social inclusion and sustainable 

development.”

“Managing social transformations is not only about 

technical solutions; it is also about imagining creative 

alternatives. In this work of imagination, the 

disciplines of the humanities have a key role to play.”

• http://www.unesco.org/new/en/social-and-human-

sciences/themes/most-programme/humanities-and-

philosophy/



Capacities and impact

• Capacities are built and developed over time in some 
particular place.

• Capacities are not developed by moving some ”thing” 
from a researcher to someone else. 

• They are developed with sustained interactions with 
individuals and societies in some particular place at a 
particular time.

• Need for global/local balance.



Societal capacities - social innovation?

• “Our research has traced through a concrete series of 
examples the ways in which humanities research 
becomes codified and embedded in intermediate 
artefacts that create new forms of societal capacity—that 
is, social innovation.”

• Paul Benneworth, Magnus Gulbrandsen and Ellen Hazelkorn. “The Impact and 
Future of Arts and Humanities Research.” 

• UNESCO also stresses innovation capacities in societies.

• But innovation for what? Good society?



Epistemic capabilities



An Aristotelian turn

• Phronetic social science; epistemic virtues.

• Recent turn in epistemology:

• Towards knowledge as a norm and epistemology as a 
normative discipline. More recently: From knowledge to 
understanding as of primary value.

• From knowledge as an artefact to intellectual agents as 
bearers of knowledge. More recently: To societies as 
knowledge communities (social epistemology).



Universities and 
epistemic virtues

• Páll Skúlason: “The University 
and the Ethics of Knowledge”, 
2015 [2006]

1. Acquiring beliefs is not an 
act of will.

2. Selecting true beliefs is 
not a technical process.

• „Rather, what matters is that 
we have acquired 
epistemological virtues that 
ensure as well as possible the 
validity of our beliefs.“ p. 91.



Linda Zagzebski

• Indivudual responsibility and conscientiousness. The value of knowledge
is based in the responsible and conscientious actions of individuals.

• Among the epistemic virtues most discussed are:

• Open-mindedness.

• Epistemic humility.

• Epistemic courage.

• Epistemic justice.

• Creativity.

• Virtues always need to be developed in particular contexts.



Epistemic justice: Miranda Fricker

• Two main forms (Epistemic injustice, OUP 2007):

1. Testimonial injustice.

2. Hermeneutical injustice.

• When individuals and communities do not have conceptual 
and linguistic resources to understand and communicate 
their own experiences.

• Do the humanities have a responsibility to correct this injustice?

• Recently developed the theory within the framework of social 
capabilities (Sen/Nussbaum) and political freedom.



Epistemic Capability: A Central Human Capability?

“The general idea that human well-being has an epistemic 
dimension depends on the idea that functioning not only as 
a receiver but also a giver of epistemic materials is an 
aspect of human subjectivity that craves social expression 
through the capability to contribute beliefs and 
interpretations to the local epistemic economy.” 

Miranda Fricker “Epistemic Contribution as a Central 
Human Capability” (2015)



Two cases from Iceland



Cases

• ENRESSH: 

• A collection of impact stories from all participating 
countries.

• Being analysed within ENRESSH as stories of different 
pathways to impact.

• Question: How do we – in the end – understand 
impact?

• Two cases from Iceland.



Case I: Sign language

• One concrete case of impact: In 2011 a new law on the status of spoken 
Icelandic and Icelandic sign language was adopted, giving Icelandic sign 
language an equal status to spoken Icelandic. 

• Other impacts: 

1) a different and more robust debate about sign language as a 
language; 

2) better self-understanding of sign language users with less risk of 
abuse; 

3) more self-confident deaf students proud of their own language; 

4) sign language more obvious in the public space and more accepted. 



Case II: Nation state

• Impacts: 

• The idea of what it means to be Icelandic has radically 
changed in recent decades at least partly through this 
research. 

• The research is a part of a larger movement and changes 
in public perceptions where old national narratives have 
become obsolete. Filling the gap was more complicated 
and this research has been instrumental in how this has 
happened. 



Understanding impact: Epistemic virtues?

• Sign language:

• Epistemic capabilities. 

• Testimonial and hermeneutical justice.

• Nation state:

• Epistemic virtues.

• Open-mindedness.

• Both cases about local capacity building.



Conclusions

• Need to better understand societal capacities, what they 
are, how they get developed in individuals and societies.

• Possible to base on current research within 
epistemology.

• Impossible to evaluate through numbers.

• Or how do we measure changes in networks and how do 
we relate these to individual pieces of knowledge?

• Risk loosing these personal and social properties essential 
to good societies. 


