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With this proposal for a special session, we aim to discuss contributions on how to assess societal
impacts (Bornmann 2013, Bihrer et al, 2022, Bihrer et al. 2023, Reale et a. 2018, ) with activities
beyond single funding programmes. This can be a strategy or a bundle of programmes (e.g. a mission
or a comprehensive strategy) targeting a shared goal or the innovation system as a whole. While the
need for systemic evaluation approaches is increasingly acknowledged, there remains a “gap” between
more traditional impacts (research and economic impacts) and the SDGs or similar systemic concepts.
This poses a considerable challenge for evaluations.

The special session will discuss how various concepts, methods, and tools can be combined and
complement each other in order to better understand the interplay of different impacts and bridge the
existing gap between different types of impacts. A specific emphasis should be on the discussion how
to navigate between (traditional) research effects and the contribution of research and innovation
activities to larges-scale systemic and societal goals. This session aims to discuss what this
methodological opening of concepts means for conceptualising and doing R&I evaluation. We invite
contribution to further think the ongoing debates (e.g. formative designs of evaluations (Molas Gallart
et al., 2021)) or thinking ex-ante and ex-post approaches together, e.g. by including an impact
orientation from the start of the interventions such as impact-oriented monitoring approaches (Biihrer
& Roth 2023, van Mierlo et al. 2010, Pfeifer & Helming 2024). Such approaches and concepts may help
to tailor evaluation activities towards systemic changes. Furthermore, we invite contributions that
expand the methodological toolbox and include methods not yet mainstreamed in (ex-post) evaluation.
This can include methods frequently used in ex-ante impact assessments such as foresight, quantitative
modelling, or methods seeking inclusive and participatory assessments of effects. Al supported
methods helping to tap into new data sources are also welcomed.

This special session, calls on the evaluation community to submit contributions (conceptual and
practice examples) providing evidence on the following questions:
1) What heuristics or theory-based approaches can be used to set up a robust evaluation design
evaluating towards societal goals?



2) Introducing impact-orientation from the beginning of a funding intervention: what approaches
are useful to gain insights beyond the programme level?

3) Methods for following the impact pathways towards societal/systemic impacts — what works
and with what limitation?

4) How to fruitfully combine ex-ante impact assessment and ex-post evaluation approaches in an
overall evaluation framework? What are conceptual and practical requirements and challenges
when bringing together such approaches?

The session organizers have been engaged in a four-years research project on the topic and will
facilitate the session bringing in their own experience. The session wants to be a dialogue session based
on a world-café format that brings together different experiences and insights from similar projects
and activities. Therefore, we invite speed talks as inputs being either focused on conceptional and
design elements or the use of methods to provide a starting point for the later discussions.
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Extended abstracts are welcomed, please see the submission guidelines: Call for Contributions.
To directly submit your extended abstract, click here.
Deadline for abstract submission: July 31, 2026

The big picture: System-level evaluations
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