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Executive Summary 
Introduction 

In 2008, the Flemish government commissioned the development of a Flemish 
Academic Bibliographic Database for the Social Sciences and the Humanities (VABB-
SHW).1 The VABB-SHW is partly supported by the Centre for Research and 
Development Monitoring (ECOOM). The Flemish government both subsidises 
ECOOM and takes on part of the cost of VABB-SHW. The BOF2 Directive of 2008 
which implements the decree providing the legal base for VABB-SHW, determines 
that the quality of VABB-SHW should be evaluated every three years, and for the first 
time in 2012. On the other hand, the covenant between the Flemish Government and 
the five university associations regarding ECOOM also stipulates that ECOOM should 
be evaluated in the second half of 2012.  

After a public tender, the department of Economy, Science and Innovation (EWI) of 
the Flemish government commissioned Technopolis to carry out an evaluation of 
ECOOM and VABB-SHW.3 In view of both the interrelationship between ECOOM and 
VABB-SHW4 and the respective timing of both evaluations, the EWI department chose 
to design one assignment for both evaluations. The terms of reference explicitly 
distinguishes between the two evaluations, which are also carried out independently. A 
number of specific evaluation questions for the VABB-SHW were included in the 
terms of reference, addressing issues of assignment and regulatory framework, 
approach, quality of the database, technical support and effects and impact of the 
VABB-SHW. 

This evaluation report addresses these evaluation questions. In preparing the report 
we made use of desk research, interviews and an international comparison. Based on 
these sources, a synthesis report was prepared for a panel of international experts 5. 
This panel conducted a site visit in November 2012, during which they met a diverse 
set of stakeholders. Based on the site visit, the panel wrote its own report, the results 
of which were integrated in this report.  

 

Policy context 

The Special Research Fund (BOF) is an important financial resource for the promotion 
of academic research in Flanders. The BOF key is an interuniversity distribution 
mechanism that provides Flemish universities with substantial research funding. Since 
2003, the share of each university in the total number of Flemish academic 
publications in the Science Citation Index Expanded (SCIE) of the Web of Science 
(WoS) and the share of each university in the total number of citations of these 
Flemish academic publications included in the Science Citation Index Expanded 
(SCIE) (Thomson-Reuters) and this over a period of 10 years, are part of the BOF key. 
Because of the growing importance of (the number of) publications and citations for 
(the research funding of the) universities, the need for recognition and appreciation of 
 
 

1 Abbreviation in Dutch 
2 Bijzondere Onderzoeksfondsen (Special Research Fund). 
3 Department EWI, terms of reference: “Specifieke opdrachten in het kaden van de evaluatie van (de 

investering van de Vlaamse overheid in) ECOOM en (in) VABB-SHW” – bestek met nr. EWI-2012-10. 
4 As ECOOM University Antwerp provides technical support to VABB-SHW.  
5 The BOF Directive of 2008 stipulates that for the evaluation of VABB-SHW, a panel consisting of persons 

working in the SSH domain, and one of whom in the domain of Science studies, and who are furthermore 
internationally renowned, should be engaged.  
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publications in the domain of the social sciences and the humanities (SSH) grew. 
Indeed, the existing databases (such as Web of Science or Scopus) only include a 
limited share of the publications in the SSH domain. When designing the Decree for 
the (operational) Funding of Higher Education of 14 March 2008 and updating of the 
key for the distribution of BOF funds, the question arose whether in future it would be 
possible to increasingly take into account scientific publications in the social sciences 
and humanities. The Flemish Government honoured this request and decided to 
develop a Flemish Academic Bibliographic Database for Social Sciences and 
Humanities (VABB-SHW). Consequently, through the Decree for the Funding of 
Higher Education6, a Titel IVquater7 was added to the Decree of 19 March 2004 
concerning the legal rights of students, the participation in higher education, the 
integration of certain departments of higher education for upward mobility in the 
university colleges and accompanying measures for the restructuring of higher 
education in Flanders, consisting of the Articles VI.9.17 and 1VI.9.18, thus creating the 
legal base for VABB-SHW. 

 

Legal framework, mandate and structure of the VABB-SHW 

The assignment of the VABB-SHW is to develop a bibliographic database for the social 
sciences and humanities that provides input to the share of BOF key publications. 
More precisely, the VABB-SHW has to collect references of scientific publications from 
researchers at Flemish universities and university colleges, and assess whether these 
are to be included in the bibliographic database. The VABB-SHW database is purely 
intended as input for the publication part of the BOF key. The VABB-SHW received 
the concrete task to submit a list to the Flemish ministers responsible for higher 
education and scientific research and technological innovation policy, to the university 
associations and to ECOOM (previously for the Support Centre for R&D Statistics8). 
This list should consist of the titles of journals and of the publishers whose articles or 
books should be included in the VABB-SHW.  

The university associations provide the references. They can submit the following 
types of publications: 

• Articles in journals: weight 1 

• Books as author: weight 4 

• Books as editor: weight 2 

• Articles or parts of books: weight 1 

• Articles in proceedings that are no special issues of journals or of edited books: 
weight 0.5. 

The criteria for collecting the references of researchers are: 

1. The researchers belong to the disciplines of the social sciences and humanities; 

2. Publications are published using an affiliate of an institution that is part of the 
university association; 

3. The publications were published in the year 2000 or later. 

 

To determine whether the references can be included in the VABB-SHW a number of 
criteria are listed in the BOF Directive. The supplied references should be tested 

 
 

6 Flemish Government Decree for the (operational) Funding of Higher Education, 14 March 2008. 
7 Called “Vlaams Academisch Bibliografisch Bestand Sociale en Humane Wetenschappen”. 
8 ECOOMs predecessor.  
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against these criteria. More specifically, in order to be included in the VABB-SHW, 
publications should at least comply to the following criteria: 

• The publications are publicly available. 

• The publications are unambiguously identifiable by an ISSN or ISBN. 

• The publications contribute to the development of new knowledge or the 
application of new knowledge. 

• Prior to publication, the publications are reviewed in a credible peer review by 
scientists who are experts in the relevant (sub)discipline(s).9 

 
For the realisation of the assignment to develop a bibliographic database, the Flemish 
Government established a “Gezaghebbend Panel” (hereafter called Authoritative Panel 
or AP). The AP consists of at least twelve and at most eighteen internationally 
renowned researchers of Flemish university associations active in the social sciences 
and humanities. The composition of the AP10 ensures that the members of the various 
scientific disciplines in the social sciences and humanities are represented and 
guarantees a balanced distribution between the associations. Furthermore, it is 
determined that at least two members of the AP should be employed by a Flemish 
university college.  

The AP also has a Bureau. This Bureau consists of representatives of the five university 
associations and its task is to prepare the (content of) AP meetings. Furthermore, the 
members of the Bureau evaluate publication references that fall outside one of the 
disciplines or that are multidisciplinary. Finally, the Bureau monitors the quality of 
the whole process and checks (by way of sampling) the opinions of the members 
(respectively the disciplinary panels).  

Administrative support for the AP is provided by the VLIR, the Flemish inter-
universitary council, which hereto partly finances a project officer11. Technical support 
is provided by ECOOM Antwerp. This technical support comprises the collection and 
cleaning of the data supplied, and subsequently the integration, update and 
finalisation of lists of journals, publishers and proceedings. ECOOM provides these 
lists to the AP on an annual basis.  Before October 1st, the AP announces its decision 
which journals should be included in the VABB-SHW and hence taken into 
consideration for the calculation of the BOF key. ECOOM subsequently updates the 
VABB-SHW based on the decision of the AP. The staff of ECOOM Antwerp are also 
expected to conduct research into publication (culture) in the SSH. ECOOM receives a 
subsidy of the Flemish government for the execution of its tasks12, as stipulated in the 
covenant between the Flemish government and the university associations. The AP 
members do not receive any compensation.  

Making additions to the VABB-SHW is based on a four-step process, as can be seen in 
the figure below.  

 

 
 

9 BOF Directive d.d. 12.12.2008, chapter Iter. 
10 The AP currently consists of eighteen members. 
11 And also partly by the minister(s) responsible for the VABB-SHW.  
12 The technical support of the VABB-SHW being one of these tasks.  
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The first version of the VABB-SHW included references from the year 2000 onwards 
(i.e. 10 years backwards). In the following years only the new references of the year 
under consideration and the missing references of the previous year were included in 
the VABB-SHW. 

 

Conclusions about the assignment and design of VABB-SHW  

The assignment and the regulatory framework for the VABB-SHW are generally 
considered to be good. Only on a few points there is room for improvement. In 
particular, the criterion concerning the contribution to the development of new 
knowledge or the application of new knowledge is difficult to assess by the AP, as this 
would require a substantive assessment of all individual references. Furthermore, 
there are no publishers who work exclusively with peer review. The AP took a 
pragmatic approach towards these criteria however, thus defusing any potential 
problems with the criteria beforehand. 

The installation of the AP has been instrumental in the creation of the database. The 
members of the AP are both broadly accepted and seen as leaders in their field by the 
academic community. The AP contributed not only to the quality of the content of the 
database, but also ensured the legitimacy of the VABB-SHW. In addition, the members 
of the AP have made a great (personal) effort in order to establish the database within 
a short timeframe. Finally, the AP acts as a platform for interdisciplinary and 
interuniversity debates on scientific publications and publication culture in the SSH. 

 

Conclusions about the efficiency 

The conditions for the development of the VABB-SHW were not always very 
favourable for both the AP and ECOOM, and caused certain inefficiencies. From a 
system perspective, the costs of the creation of the VABB-SHW are not proportional to 
its impact on the reallocation of budget based on the incorporation of the VABB-SHW 
in the BOF key. 

More specifically, much of the work is done by the members of the AP themselves, 
often in their spare time and holidays. An important part of the work (researching and 
documenting whether a publication channel is peer reviewed) could be outsourced to 
librarians or similarly trained personnel. This would allow the AP to concentrate less 

Researchers	  provide	  all	  bibilographic	  references	  of	  their	  scien4fic	  
publica4ons	  to	  their	  university	  associa4ons	  

These	  references	  are	  sent	  to	  ECOOM	  which,	  based	  on	  these	  
data,	  makes	  lists	  of	  scien4fic	  journals,	  publishers	  and	  
proceedings	  and	  delivers	  them	  to	  the	  AP.	  	  

The	  AP	  assessess	  the	  journals,	  publishers	  and	  proceedings	  
based	  on	  the	  criteria	  in	  the	  BOF	  Direc4ve.	  The	  AP	  does	  not	  
create	  exhaus4ve	  lists,	  but	  starts	  from	  the	  supplied	  materials.	  

Based	  on	  the	  AP	  decisions,	  ECOOM	  determines	  the	  total	  
number	  of	  pbulica4ons	  to	  be	  counted	  and	  their	  weight	  per	  
university.	  
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on daily operations, and to turn its attention to managing the supportive staff, to 
quality assurance and to monitoring and discussing important developments and 
trends in the SHH publication culture. In this way, the AP could focus on a more 
strategic or high-level guidance of the VABB-SHW. 

 

Conclusions about the support and the budget 

Besides the AP, ECOOM Antwerp has also played an important role in the 
development of the VABB-SHW. A lot of work has been spent cleaning the data and 
checking the references with publications in WoS. The involved bibliometric groups of 
ECOOM have done this in a very efficient and competent manner. 

The research component in the assignment of ECOOM Antwerp also has an added 
value, although the research agenda of ECOOM Antwerp should, according to the 
panel of experts, be designed in closer cooperation with the AP.  

The budget of the VABB-SHW is relatively modest. ECOOM Antwerp has an annual 
budget of 250,000 euro. A large part of this budget is devoted to the direct support of 
the AP. Furthermore, there are means for the project staff of VLIR (providing support 
to the AP) of on average 50,000 euro annually. There are also some ‘hidden’ costs. The 
members of the AP do not receive any compensation for their work; they do it pro 
bono. The costs of their efforts are estimated at around 65,000 euro annually. In 
addition, several employees at the university associations were involved in the 
subsequent transformation of their own databases. These efforts - and costs – are 
formally no part of the VABB-SHW budget. 

It is important that the continuity of the budget for the support of the 
VABB-SHW is guaranteed. If continuity is lacking, this might result in a high turnover 
of project staff at the VLIR. This could have negative effects on the quality of the 
support.  

 

Conclusions about the procedures of the AP 

The procedures and operations of the AP are widely accepted within the academic 
community. Most stakeholders are satisfied with the way the AP operated. Both the 
expert panel and the interviewees appreciate the pragmatic approach the AP has 
chosen and both support the emphasis of the AP on finding evidence for peer review in 
particular. The general impression is that the AP uses sound procedures and works 
thoroughly. 

The AP and ECOOM still have to put a lot of effort in cleaning the data however. The 
university associations should take/get more responsibility regarding the quality of the 
data. Delivering the data could be improved by further harmonisation and 
standardisation, by linking the bibliographical resources of the university associations 
to the VABB-SHW and by increased transparency. In time this should lead to the 
university associations being responsible for the publication type and the AP (and 
ECOOM) for the publication channels (journals, book series, etc.). 

The timing is problematic as well, especially the very short period available to the AP 
to assess all references (from June 1st to October 1st). Moreover, this period includes 
the summer holiday. The proposals for a renewed time schedule to be incorporated in 
the BOF Directive might solve this problem.  

Finally, there is room for improvement regarding the communication from and about 
the VABB-SHW towards the research community at the university associations. 
According to most of the interviewees, the visibility of the VABB-SHW among 
researchers could be increased.  
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Conclusions about the quality, the use and the impact 

The AP has succeeded to develop a high quality database in a very short time. Initially, 
many stakeholders in Flanders thought that the AP would not be able to develop a 
broadly accepted bibliographic database. That scepticism disappeared very quickly. 
The VABB-SHW has become a widely accepted database and one of the major sources 
of reference within the SHH domain. There is a lot of appreciation for the 
achievements of the AP. 

The VABB-SHW has also managed to have an impact on the BOF key. In recent years13 
and as provided by the BOF Directive, the VABB-SHW is included as one of the 
parameters in the calculation of the BOF key and the share of the VABB-SHW in the 
BOF key gradually increased. This is an indication of a broad acceptance of the VABB-
SHW as one of the bibliometric parameters. The direct impact on the allocation of 
resources is still relatively modest (about 180,000 euro on a total budget of 100 
million euro). The impact will increase as the share of the VABB-SHW in the BOF key 
increases. Besides the direct effect, there are also indirect effects. Through the BOF 
key, the VABB-SHW also affects other allocation mechanisms for research budgets. If 
these indirect effects are taken into account, a maximum reallocation of 650,000 euro 
may be observed. 

This evaluation also shows that the VABB-SHW is used internally at university 
associations as well, e.g. for internal assessment and appointments. The VABB-SHW is 
therefore actually (but improperly) used as a bibliometric tool to indicate the quality of 
the researchers or research groups. According to the university associations however, 
the VABB-SHW is hereto always used in combination with both other parameters and 
contextual information. An open discussion about such use of the VABB-SHW should 
be undertaken, wherein the limitations and imperfections of the database should be 
addressed. The AP could take the lead in his discussion. 

Finally, another number of positive effects of the VABB-SHW can be noted. These 
include: 

• The VABB-SHW protects certain types of publications in the SSH from becoming 
marginal. 

• The VABB-SHW boosts publications in peer-reviewed journals and those with 
publishers who are using peer review procedures. It thus provides some guidance 
to publication behaviour of researchers in the SHH domain. 

• More generally, the VABB-SHW has led to a greater emphasis on using peer 
review procedures in journals and by publishers. 

• The VABB-SHW has contributed to an increased visibility of both the SSH and the 
recognition of SSH publications within the academic community. 

• The VABB-SHW has also contributed to an increased quality of the bibliographic 
databases in the SSH domain of the university associations. This provides, in turn, 
new opportunities for strategic intelligence. 

 

Conclusions about the future 

In recent years, the VABB-SHW has developed into a high-quality and widely accepted 
database. The first phase of the database is completed and the VABB-SHW is at the 
point of transition from the developmental stage to a more routine implementation 
mode. The VABB-SHW should enter the next stage of development. In this next stage 
a number of issues should be addressed. In the first place, a more efficient operation 
should be implemented. This can be done by handing over a substantial part of the 

 
 

13 For the first time in 2011. 
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tasks of the AP to librarians or similar qualified personnel and further alignment of the 
data of the university associations to be delivered to the VABB-SHW. Secondly, a 
further refinement of the database should be pursued. The inclusion of new forms of 
publications could contribute to that, but the general feeling is that there is no need for 
a substantial increase of the number of different types of publications. The possible 
introduction of quality labels is also an issue for the near future. Further research is 
needed to explore whether this is feasible and if so, how it should be done.  

Finally, the AP has to focus on a more strategic/high-level guidance of the VABB-
SHW. This implies a constant attention to trends and developments in SHH 
publications patterns and to the alignment of the VABB-SHW with these 
developments. To this end, it is also important that the VABB-SHW is assessed every 
three years. A more comprehensive evaluation, which also includes the efficiency and 
the technical and organisational aspects, could be done in nine years.  

 

Recommendations 

Based on the evaluation, we have formulated the following recommendations. 
 
• Reduction of the workload for the members of the AP by handing over tasks to 

(library) staff at the university associations. The AP will be responsible for the 
management of the support staff and for the overall quality of the database. 

• The university associations should take more responsibility with regard to the 
quality of the data. The AP, ECOOM and the university associations should make 
an agreement about further harmonising the data (collection) procedures at the 
university associations. This agreement should contain issues such as further 
standardisation and increased transparency. 

• The AP takes the lead to start an open discussion about the use the university 
associations make of the VABB-SHW internally. In this discussion the 
imperfections of the database should be explicitly addressed. In addition, the AP 
might consider developing a kind of “manual” for the use of the VABB-SHW. 

• The AP should focus on a strategic/high-level guidance of VABB-SHW. Especially 
the ‘alignment’ with other databases (such as WoS and Scopus) should be closely 
monitored. An assessment every three years of the database could be part of this 
process. 

• The AP should conduct a study to explore the possibilities and implications of the 
introduction of quality tiers.  

• ECOOM Antwerp and the AP should jointly develop a research agenda. A higher 
level of coordination is needed in this respect. 

• The communication to the Flemish research community from and about the 
VABB-SHW should be intensified in order to enhance the visibility of the  
database, its operations and the rectification process. 
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