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® WHAaT pipb THE SSH CENTRE

PROJECT DO?

SSH CENTRE (Social Sciences and Humanities
for Climate, Energy aNd Transport Research
Excellence) is a Horizon Europe project that
focused on generating best practices for incor-
porating both Social Sciences and Humanities
(SSH) and inter- and transdisciplinary research
into the European Union’s climate, energy, and
mobility transition policy. The SSH CENTRE
project deliberately created spaces for epistemic
experimentation - i.e. structured collaborations
that bridge different epistemic (knowledge) cul-
tures to co-produce policy-relevant knowledge:

Interdisciplinary Collaborations for EU Policy
Recommendations

The SSH CENTRE project facilitated nearly
30 novel collaborations between the SSH
and STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering
and Mathematics) disciplines, for strengthen-
ing European climate, energy, and mobility
policy. These resulted in three edited books,
whereby each Interdisciplinary Collaboration

produced a chapter. For more see SSH CENTRE

Interdisciplinary EU Policy Book Collection.

Transdisciplinary Knowledge Brokerage Initiative

The Knowledge Brokerage Initiative for sus-
tainability transitions gathered 30 early- and
mid-career SSH researchers working on themes
of climate, energy, and mobility. These research-
ers actively engaged in accelerating the transi-
tion process towards a carbon-free society by
working with six European cities on sustaina-
bility issues and brokering SSH knowledge. The
researchers organised workshops and produced
a range of reports that provided knowledge to
support the cities’ transitions. For more see
Knowledge Brokerage Reports.

This Briefing Note is one of 10 that present the
findings and recommendations from the evalu-
ation of these epistemic experiments. For more,
see the Introduction to the Briefing Note collec-
tion and the Formative Accompanying Research

methodology.
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Ensuring meaningful SSH integration
requires addressing embedded
assumptions and framing imbalances

that limit their role in inter- and
transdisciplinary collaboration.

Introduction

Social Sciences and Humanities (SSH) tend to be disad-
vantaged in inter- and transdisciplinary research. Despite a
noticeable increase in inter- and transdisciplinary funding
opportunities for SSH, there is still a strong tendency for
research agendas to prioritize goals and approaches that rel-
egate SSH to a service role, making them unable to set their
own research agendas [1].Funders frequently regard SSH as
a means to orient the market, encourage citizens to accept
top-down policies or technologies, or simply to “service the
needs” of STEM-led projects - i.e., to handle project commu-
nication or administer stakeholder activities rather than do
core research [1,2].
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This Briefing Note addresses balancing SSH and STEM
contributions in inter- and transdisciplinary research. The
inter- and transdisciplinary literature emphasizes that SSH
contributions are often relegated to instrumental or support-
ing roles, with evaluation frameworks and funding struc-
tures privileging STEM priorities. The SSH CENTRE’s design
features - such as protected inception time, mentoring
mechanisms, and explicit SSH (co)-leadership - supported
meaningful SSH integration. However, the findings also
reveal some of the limitations and prevailing influence of
academic structures and paradigms hindering SSH engage-
ment that are beyond the project’s reach. The final part of
this Briefing Note includes recommendations at individual,
project, and systemic levels to foster the position of SSH
within inter- and transdisciplinary research.

There are several reasons for the subordinate position
of SSH. On a structural level, it is a matter of how funding
calls are written and how SSH research is valued at research
councils, among policymakers, and in the public. In the two
recent Framework Programmes, the European Commission
(EC) supported the implementation of SSH through flagging
funding calls relevant for SSH disciplines and by integrating
SSH into selected proposals. However, despite EC’s empha-
sis on integrating SSH as a key constituent of Research &
Innovation, the first monitoring report on SSH-flagged topics
in Horizon Europe shows that SSH disciplines still receive
only a small share of funding in Cluster 5 (Climate, Energy
and Mobility): between 2021 and 2023, 26% of topics were
flagged as SSH-relevant, yet SSH partners received only 27%
of the SSH-flagged budget, corresponding to about 6% of the
overall Cluster 5 budget [3]. The insufficiency of funding is
not the only concern; the way funding is structured and the
way call topics are framed can have a significant impact by
putting SSH at a disadvantage. For example, call texts fre-
quently centre STEM objectives and approaches, with SSH
mentioned as an add-on and addressed in a disproportion-
ately short and limited form. Proposals may require a tech-
nology work package (WP) with milestones, while SSH are
framed purely to “enhance the societal impact”, with no ded-
icated SSH WPs and no SSH-led outputs.

Indeed, the perceived role of SSH relative to STEM shapes
how SSH is supported in research funding and practice.
Within applied research, there is an ongoing discussion on
whether SSH are as useful as STEM disciplines [4]. This
often gets compared in terms of market efficiency and social
utility.

One argument against the use of SSH is that they do not
provide sufficient value for money. In policy language,
value for money usually equates value with market effi-
ciency - getting the greatest quantifiable output for the least
input. However, Bozeman’s concept of “public-value failure”
demonstrates that market efficiency does not always capture
all the essential public values [5]. Conversely, there are many
instances where optimal market outcomes can result in
negative public outcomes, including in science policy. For
instance, when funding and assessment systems prioritize
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short-term, quantifiable outputs, STEM fields appear more
“efficient” investments. While this may be optimal in market
terms, it sidelines SSH disciplines, thereby undermining
broader public values such as democratic deliberation, cul-
tural understanding, and social justice.

Similarly, there is a perception that while STEM research
has a high social utility (understood as the benefits derived
by non-academic audiences from research), social sciences -
and the humanities in particular - are a kind of luxury that,
while providing cultural enjoyment, can simply be curtailed
in times of crisis due to its low social utility [4]. In the climate,
energy, and mobility fields, however, there is a clear shift
among academic and policy communities to move research
from merely producing knowledge about climate change to
helping society create context-dependent, socially sensitive
solutions [6]. Bérubé [7] points out that even among STEM
disciplines, there is a great deal of theoretical research that
has no direct social utility - which is a frequent criticism of
SSH research - and, on the contrary, there are examples of
SSH exploratory research that has later demonstrated major
societal benefits, such as Bertrand Russell's philosophical
exploration of logic and language that set the stage for artifi-
cial languages, fundamental to computer science [8].

Even in cases where SSH are part of inter- and transdisci-
plinary projects, their involvement does not guarantee equal
participation. We can see a double inequality: firstly, among
the disciplines invited to participate in inter- and transdis-
ciplinary collaborations, and secondly, regarding the type
of research SSH disciplines are assigned or enabled to do.
Disciplinary inequality is related to the preference for certain
SSH fields or methods that are similar to STEM approaches
[9]. The Integration of SSH in Horizon 2020 report indicates
that over half of all SSH researchers were drawn from dis-
ciplines spanning economic studies, political science, public
administration, and law. The next largest group comprised
social scientists who were involved in projects in non-scien-
tific roles, i.e., in project communication or management.
Despite their extensive scope, the humanities constituted a
mere 5% of all SSH researchers [10]. This approach results
in the marginalisation of many fields, even when a project is
flagged for SSH integration [1].

Therefore, SSH are frequently included in inter- and
transdisciplinary projects only to fulfil formal requirements
(so-called tokenism), with their role often confined to sup-
porting communication strategies or facilitating stakeholder
engagement [9]. Declaring the integration of SSH disci-
plines and actually creating the conditions for meaningful
integration are two very different things. Inter- and trans-
disciplinary scholars warn that such narrow roles hinder the
transformative potential of SSH, which lies in their capacity
to foreground structural inequalities and ensure that transi-
tions (e.g. to sustainability) are people-centred and socially
just from the outset [11].

Another reason why SSH knowledge is marginalised is
that it can be regarded as introducing controversial perspec-
tives, particularly in climate and sustainability research - for
example, because it raises uncomfortable questions about
reflexivity on assumptions and values. Sustainability prob-
lems are value-laden [12]. How a problem is defined, by
whom, and what the proposed solutions are is guided by nor-
mative values. However, traditional scientific approaches are
often rooted in positivist epistemologies and tend to assume
objectivity and value-neutrality [13]. SSH disciplines can
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question this ideal and can further challenge the epistemic
primacy of technology-focused solutions, highlighting the
need for profound sociocultural and behavioural transforma-
tions. While sustainable technologies and resources are now
more affordable and accessible than ever before [14,15], con-
cerns regarding consumption patterns, culturally embedded
behaviours, growing distrust of institutions [16,17], and legit-
imate worries about the social equity of certain sustainable
solutions underscore the crucial role of SSH disciplines [11].

In the interdisciplinary teams, which focused on SSH-
STEM collaborations, we observed changing perceptions
among SSH and STEM researchers regarding the respective
other discipline. Rather than outright doubt about the utility
of SSH, what we noticed in perceptions of STEM research-
ers, particularly at the beginning of the collaboration, were
genuine misconceptions around SSH’s methods and goals
and the frequent lack of aspiration to generalise.

It can be intricate for our colleagues from the “hard
science”, that you work with little samples - how you can
come up with a “true science”? (FEXP2, Interdisciplinary
Collaborations)

One of the fundamental differences between natural
and social sciences, originating in the work of Wilhelm
Dilthey, is the distinction between explanatory (erkldrende)
and understanding (verstehende) approaches [18]. In the
Interdisciplinary Collaborations, where there was direct col-
laboration between SSH and STEM scientists, this fundamen-
tal distinction was repeatedly manifested.

I'm glad. They [STEM colleagues] got a good understanding
of social science[s] and humanities. Yes, it’s the difference
between proving and explaining or understanding. And we
cannot have only one hypothesis to explain or [to] under-
stand complex facets of the human behaviour in general.
(-..) And they look at us, “How can you explain the world
with 20 interviews or 200 answers? Come on, guys?” Okay!
Because yes, [we] are not trying to prove it, we are just trying
to understand and explain. (FEXP2, Interdisciplinary
Collaborations)

A significant number of researchers also reflected on how
their perspective on SSH disciplines had changed following
the inter- and transdisciplinary collaboration. Several STEM
researchers mentioned that they had realised the benefits
of inter- and transdisciplinary work, particularly the impor-
tance of having a social science perspective. They recognised
that an understanding of human behaviour, social dynamics,
and contextual factors is crucial for the development of effec-
tive technologies and innovations that can be successfully
adopted.

Yeah, I think it’s really essential for any kind of project to
have social science studies or humanities to be able to take
into account all the different facet and perspective of energy,
climate problematics or issues because it’s a very complex
system, so we need to take into account the technical parts,
social parts, human parts and we need to mix all the dif-
ferent domains and science to be able to propose a most
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complete response as possible. (MEXP1, Interdisciplinary
Collaborations)

However, SSH were still sometimes understood instru-
mentally, i.e. as a means of engaging stakeholders or increas-
ing acceptance of a technological solution. This was aptly
described by one STEM researcher:

We need you, social scientists, to give us an advice and to
teach us how to present our innovation to people and per-
suade them. (MEXP3, Interdisciplinary Collaborations)

Nevertheless, SSH researchers were able to provide
insights into barriers, perceptions, and ethical considera-
tions and demonstrate their value beyond engagement roles.

There was no apparent marginalisation of SSH per-
spectives in the Transdisciplinary Knowledge Brokerage
Initiative, as the project was explicitly designed to priori-
tise SSH sciences in its work with municipalities. However,
in certain instances, there was an expectation by some of
the municipalities that they would be provided with STEM
knowledge, or a lack of clarity about how SSH scientists could
contribute to the city through their research. As one mentor
pointed out, it would be wrong to assume that municipalities
are automatically aware of the SSH-related challenges they
might want to address. At the same time, the tendency to seek
technical solutions reflects the modus operandi of current
climate crisis solutions. Notably, cities involved in the project
that had a long-term plan and a clear vision for tackling the
climate crisis showed a much stronger understanding of how
SSH could be effectively utilised.

During the epistemic experiments themselves, it was once
again confirmed that inter- and transdisciplinarity does
not just happen; inter- and transdisciplinary collaboration
requires considerable effort, and if not properly managed
(see Briefing Note 7 - BN7), separate scientific collaborations
can occur along the boundaries of SSH and STEM disciplines.
A key area that demanded significant communication and
learning was the management of differences in terminology,
concepts, and methods (see BN6).

In terms of the systemic level of marginalisation of SSH,
the SSH CENTRE project has facilitated conditions that
support research in SSH. However, building on their previ-
ous experiences, researchers testified that SSH disciplines
are often marginalised, as STEM researchers tend to domi-
nate a wide range of projects, particularly on topics such as
sustainability. Some scientists entered the epistemic experi-
ments with prior experience of inter- and transdisciplinary
collaborations from previous engagements or their home
institutions. The success of the preceding collaboration had
a positive impact on the researchers’ inclination to pursue
subsequent projects and fostered a deeper comprehension
of the other disciplines. Conversely, past unsuccessful collab-
oration experiences tended to reinforce disciplinary divides
and reduce willingness to collaborate across fields.
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Persistent structural and framing barriers limit SSH con-
tributions to service roles, yet evidence from SSH CENTRE
shows their value when engaged as equal partners. The
recommendations below outline actionable measures at
researcher, project, and funding-system levels to ensure
more balanced collaboration.

Recommendations at the individual/researcher
level

For SSH researchers

+ Pursue and accept leadership posts: proactively seek
Principal Investigator (PI)/co-PI/WP-lead roles and
rotate chairing responsibilities [1].

+ Avoid self-censorship and self-censoring your ideas or
critiques to conform to dominant STEM or policy imagi-
naries, which ultimately reproduces the existing imbal-
ance [9].

For STEM researchers

+ Acknowledge field and expertise limits; do not “DIY”
SSH tasks without expertise [4].

+ Recognise STEM privilege in agenda-setting [2].

« Focus on the societal challenges you aim to address with
your research.

For both

+ Cultivate the ability to understand the literature, con-
cepts, theories, and methodologies of collaborating
disciplines (SSH for STEM, and vice versa); this involves
dedicating time to learning and relearning across disci-
plines [19,20].

+ Critically analyse personal assumptions about science
and the public, and question how outreach efforts or
disciplinary inputs are conditioned by the political-eco-
nomic and institutional context of your scientific field
[21].

Recommendations at the project level

» Make the public-value of SSH contribution visible; for
example, by crafting short impact narratives that evi-
dence benefits not captured by narrow KPIs (key per-
formance indicators) (e.g., deliberation capacity, equity,
and democracy) [4,9].

+ Expand the diversity of SSH within projects: recruit dis-
ciplines that go beyond economics/politics (e.g., anthro-
pology, history, philosophy, STS); record the rationale in
the consortium plan [22].

+ Negotiate SSH roles that are not merely symbolic at
the start of the project: document SSH responsibilities
beyond communication/acceptance (e.g., problem for-
mulation, ethics/justice analysis, governance design);
include this section in the consortium agreement or a
separate project handbook [2,9].

+ Write a mixed-methods quality plan: specify how qual-
itative rigor (credibility, transferability, audit trails) will
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be assessed alongside quantitative metrics; run a short
onboarding for STEM partners [9].

+ Specify non-instrumental SSH deliverables: e.g., partic-
ipatory governance prototypes, justice & equity assess-
ments, socio-technical demand analyses [2,9].

Recommendations at the systemic/broader
academia and funding level

+ Launch funding opportunities that explicitly prioritize
SSH disciplines (including also humanities and other
social sciences than economics and law) to serve as
intellectual leaders in setting the research agenda and
advancing knowledge integration [1].

+ Mandate SSH leadership: implement formal condi-
tions requiring SSH researchers to have central or
leading roles, such as (co-)principal investigators and
work-package leaders [1].

» Ensure diverse peer review panels: actively recruit SSH
expertise for proposal evaluator databases and review
panels to ensure fair assessment of SSH contributions
and methods [2].

* Recognise and fund bottom-up, SSH-led inter- and
transdisciplinarity, where research questions and topics
arise primarily from the scientific community; top-
down approaches often fail to reach genuine knowledge
integration and result in weaker projects with restricted
role for SSH [1].

We thank all participants in the epistemic experiments and
the SSH CENTRE partners who contributed to the formative
evaluation.

This Briefing Note collection is part of a deliverable for
the SSH CENTRE project. The project has received funding
from the European Union’s Horizon Europe research and
innovation programme under grant agreement No 101069529
and from UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) under the UK
government’s Horizon Europe funding guarantee [Grant No
10038991].
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