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Abstract

Relevance has become a central concept in the discussion of academic knowledge production,
used in the strategies and guidelines of various research-oriented institutions. This article
analyses some of the key contemporary tenets in this area. Having conducted a systematic
literature review of 113 academic articles, I distinguish eight main ways of referring to relevance
in the context of knowledge production. Some accounts focus on how existing knowledge
institutions do or could provide users with relevant knowledge, whereas others take a more
dynamic approach reflecting on how stakeholder needs should influence knowledge production
and what types of institutional structures allow them to do so. This difference corresponds with
the characterisation of the science-policy interface either as a two-world (linear) relationship or
as one-world intertwined. It is also worth considering how social and policy relevance, for
example, stand against each other. These nuances should be recognised given that the concept of
relevance is widely used in institutional design and in discussions about the future of academic
knowledge production.

Keywords: relevance, science policy, societal impact, policy relevance, transdisciplinarity,
university research, literature review

1 Introduction

Relevance has been an influential notion in the design of institutions and actions located at the
interface between science and society. Research funders and universities point out that researchers
should aim at societal relevance, and demonstrate this in their funding applications and public
research profiles. The development of various guidelines and metrics in research funding and
policy has disseminated such thinking across academia, making it necessary to understand the
demands and conditions it imposes on academic research (Demeritt, 2000; Hessels et al., 2009;
Irwin & Horst, 2024; OECD, 2018; van der Molen et al., 2019). The European Union, for
example, places societal relevance in a central position in its strategy for research and innovation
(Centre for Strategy & Evaluation Services LLP (CSES) et al., 2020). Relevance is also a potential
goal for institutions such as the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), with its

target of offering "the most relevant and up-to-date research on climate change mitigation” As



yet, however, there is no overarching literature review that encompasses the varying ways in
which the notion is used in the discussion on academic knowledge, or the varying goals and
epistemic considerations set for its production. My aim is to narrow the research gap.

This article gives an overview of relevance and its various uses, showing how people have
approached the phenomenon from contrasting perspectives. It shows how existing research,
academic fields and disciplines aim at relevance, and the kind of properties required of knowledge
if it is to be relevant. Other authors have a more dynamic perspective, emphasising the tendency
in relevant research to involve an active relationship between academic and non-academic actors,
often with elements of co-production. Researchers are also encouraged to give more consideration
to the relationship between the various sub-categories, particularly policy and social relevance.
This varying usage imposes competing goals on researchers and institutions, given their differing
interpretations of the relationship between scientific research and society. One of the main
questions raised concerns whether knowledge that “is already out there” can be evaluated and
assessed in terms of relevance, or if it calls for more fundamental changes of orientation in the
production of academic knowledge.

One good reason for enhancing understanding of relevance and its underlying assumptions is its
pivotal position in current research policy and in the design of institutions connected to research.
Some recent studies analyse its constituents from a bottom-up perspective, focusing, for example,
on researchers’ articulations (Bieszczad et al., 2025; Hellstrdom & Jacob, 2024; Koch & Varga,
2024; Sigl et al., 2023), practices of ‘doing relevance’ (Sigl & Fochler, 2025), or institutional
strategies connected to it (Irwin & Horst, 2024). These analyses provide details about its various
properties and emphases in the context of knowledge production. The following literature review
of the diverse uses of relevance shows how the concept has been applied in various contexts such
as institutional design and scientific explanation, as well as in the targets of academic disciplines.
This wide variation highlights the need to evaluate the compatibility among these usages. What
goals does “relevant knowledge” imply, and how do they relate to goals such as being “more
relevant”? My aim is to clarify these questions. The findings indicate that one of the main tensions
associated with relevance concerns the role of co-production in knowledge production and
research organisation.

Relevance has featured in discussions about academic knowledge production for several decades.
Aant Elzinga (1997) observed in the late 1990s that people tended to refer to relevance in contexts
such as the maintenance and transformation of the relationship between science and society.
Building on this, Hessels, van Lente and Smits (2009) point out that relevance is “at the core of
the relationship between academic science and society”. There are signs of recent changes in how
relevance is perceived nowadays, covering more viewpoints aimed at re-orienting research
questions, methods and approaches of academic inquiry (Sigl & Fochler, 2025). My target in this

paper is to update and supplement current analyses of what constitutes relevant research (Hessels



et al., 2009; Jacob & Jabrane, 2018; Kowalczewska & Behagel, 2019; Nicolai & Seidl, 2010;
Schikowitz, 2020; Sigl et al., 2023).

The article continues as follows. Section 2 gives a brief historical overview of the emergence and
uses of relevance in the context of academic knowledge production. Section 3 introduces the data
and methods used in the review. I present the findings in Section 4, identifying eight distinct
applications of the concept. The discussion is extended in Section 5 to include the similarities
and differences among the diverse applications . In conclusion, I discuss the contributions of the

study, and the need to recognise these tendencies in the context of relevance.

2 Historical background

The key idea behind the term relevance is that of helping. The word derives from the Latin
‘relevant’, which has the same roots as the word ‘relieve’ and is used when there are issues,
interests and needs to be resolved (Oxford English Dictionary, 2009). Inherent in ‘relieving’ is
the assumption that one has an identified problem, a problem that needs to be solved. Given this
background, it is quite easy to see why many people assess relevance against identified needs and
interests, such as when evaluating the relevance of a tool or a piece of information in terms of
how it meets or alleviates people’s needs (e.g., Montuschi, 2017). This aspect of giving help
connotes the idea of a relationship: something or someone is or should be helpful for some reason
or to/for someone else. In very general terms, one could characterise relevance thus: X is relevant
to/for Y. However, there are various potential x’s and y’s in the context of knowledge production.
X could take the form of research items, activities or organisations; Y could range from scientific

understanding to society more widely.

The notion of relevance started to gain popularity in academic discussion in the early 20™ century,
and then particularly in the context of art and philosophy (Tamarkin, 2022, p. 5). However, there
is also a long tradition of its use in the context of knowledge production. One influential source
for this is Alvin M. Weinberg’s article “Science and trans-science” (2000, originally 1962), and
the academic discussion conducted in the 1960s about the relationship between science and
society. Weinberg argues that the advancement of science and technology introduces a wide set
of questions that could be asked of science, but that science alone cannot answer. Referring to
these questions as trans-scientific, he distinguishes between the scientific and the social relevance
of research. One synonym for scientific relevance is ‘importance’, meaning ‘relevance to
neighbouring areas of science’ (Weinberg, 2000, p. 261). Meanwhile, social relevance is
evaluated against social values and contributions to human welfare (Weinberg, 2000, p. 261).

Weinberg’s focus is on the responsibility of scientists in trans-scientific questioning, who in his



view should participate in public debate by making it clear when science ends and trans-science

begins.

Weinberg’s analysis is a comment on US science policy, to which he made an important
contribution (Burns & Studer, 1975). In the context of US science policy and the National Science
Foundation, it was common in the 1960s and early 1970s to refer to relevance in the context of
applied research, connecting it with usefulness (Coren, 1970; Smith & Larsen, 1989). One
funding programme in which this orientation was visible was “Interdisciplinary Research

Relevant to the Problems of Society”, which ran between 1970-1977 (Smith & Larsen, 1989).

The concept of relevance has been in use in Europe for several decades, too, although differing
slightly from Weinberg’s interpretation. One prominent example of this is Erich Jantsch’s (1972)
analysis of the role of interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity in universities, although his aim
was to understand what kind of research universities should produce to give society a continuous
source of self-renewal. Both Jantsch and Weinberg refer to relevance as a key concept that
promotes reflection on the allocation of labour between science and society, although there are
major differences between them. Whereas Weinberg focuses mainly on research conducted in
STEM areas, Jantsch’s disciplinary coverage is wider and he reflects on the role of higher
education in universities. For Weinberg, societal relevance implies the trans-scientific nature of
research, and that the outcomes of scientific research cannot be evaluated exclusively by scientists,
whereas Jantsch seeks to understand the more complex dynamics between universities and
societal needs. His interest is in showing how science and education can be relevant in the present
situation, and how the target of relevance and being more relevant could call for the reorganisation
of universities and academic disciplines. Both Jantsch’s and Weinberg’s conceptualisations of
relevance describe the relationship between science and society, but they hold divergent
assumptions as to the extent and the ways in which science should change in order to be relevant
(Schmidt, 2021, p. 78). Jantsch argues that such an orientation requires the highest level of

interdisciplinarity, which he calls transdisciplinarity (Schmidt, 2021, p. 78).

Relevant research and knowledge are potentially of use to various actors and institutions in society
and in the economy, whereas policy relevance started to gain more traction in the 1980s. Sheila
Jasanoff published an influential article entitled “Boundaries in policy-relevant science” in 1987.
It assigned a bigger role to actors working on policy, asking how regulatory decisions were made.
Her analysis shares similarities with the ideas discussed by Weinberg, stressing that there are
limits to scientific knowledge in decision-making. However, her conclusions go further, as she
argues that the question of who should have a stake in policy-relevant science is both very
important and also political. She uses relevance in diverse ways, sometimes underlining the
distribution of labour between researchers and administrations: “Scientists themselves are quick

to acknowledge that policy concerns should be addressed through the administrative process, after



science has provided all the relevant evidence to the agencies.” Yet, on other occasions she points

out that stakeholders should have a greater say in what characterises relevant evidence.

The notion of relevance became fashionable in science and technology policy in the 1990s
(Elzinga, 1997; Hessels et al., 2009). One reason for its popularity was the publication of The
New Production of Knowledge (Gibbons et al., 1994) in which it was argued that academic
institutions should focus on producing relevant research: “Currently, success in attracting funds
for research depends on meeting a complex set of extra-scientific criteria related to social
priorities, relevance and accountability” (Gibbons et al., 1994, p. 145). Their account makes a
distinction between Mode-1 and Mode-2 knowledge production. Mode-1 refers to traditional,
disciplinary-based production built around academic communities, whereas Mode-2 deals with
knowledge gathered from wider social domains, and is used for solving practical problems
(Gibbons et al., 1994; Jarzabkowski et al., 2010). Mode-2 knowledge production is heterogeneous,
meaning that it involves various organisations, not just universities, and that there are varying

objectives and needs (Jarzabkowski et al., 2010).

It became increasingly popular in research policy of the late 1990s and the early 2000s to stress
the need for academic research to focus on societal problems, contributing to economic growth
and to national innovation systems (Hessels et al., 2009), and this extended to the context of
sustainable development (Cash et al., 2003). It became even more popular when it entered the
domain of science policy, and people started using it as an outcome in disparate ways. Hessels et
al. (2009) observed this tendency when reflecting on how science could serve society, and it could
even cover elements such as the promotion of a wider understanding of the world and the
preservation of socio-cultural values. Actors working in research policy in the 2010s started to
pay more attention not only to economic growth and innovation, but also to the ability of academic
knowledge to support societal transformation and sustainability (Koch & Varga, 2024; Schot &
Steinmueller, 2018).

From the perspective of contemporary discussion on academic knowledge production and
innovation policy, a major challenge concerning the notion of relevance is the prevalence of its
various sub-categories, which are not always mutually compatible. Societal relevance is not the
same thing as economic relevance, and the characteristics of policy-relevant research differ from
the relevance transdisciplinary research teams strive to achieve. There is sometimes a lack of
explicitness about these differences. In the IPCC, for example, the official target of providing
relevant research has imposed various organisational goals on the generation of user-oriented
knowledge, including summaries of existing knowledge (Hermansen et al., 2023). The
implication here is that organisations and researchers could make general references to relevance
while claiming that they are helpful actors in society, even if they hold divergent views on the

science-society relationship. I will return to this issue in Section 5.



3 Data and methods

I have shown in the previous section how the concept of relevance has been used in various
intellectual traditions, involving various relationships between science and society. My next target
is to analyse its use in contemporary discussions on academic knowledge production. What
aspects are labelled relevant? What characterises these ‘relevant’ aspects? The analysis covers the
diverse formulations of ‘relevance’ in the academic discussion on the production of academic

knowledge.

This study leans on the systematic literature review (SLR) method (Jesson, 2011; Purssell, 2020).
The procedure has five main phases: first, identifying the areas and journals in which the concept
of relevance is used; second, searching Thomson Reuter’s Web of Knowledge citation index; third,
reflecting on the inclusion and exclusion criteria of the primary documents and supplementing
the data set to gain more comprehensiveness; fourth, going through the list of documents,
excluding redundant items and summarising the views in the selected documents; and fifth,

interpreting and categorising the findings.

The fields in question were research policy, science and technology studies, and organisation and
management. To locate the key journals covering these topics, I included all journals indexed in
the Web of Knowledge in the category “philosophy and history of science”, supplemented with
115 publications in the fields of science and technology studies as well as organisation studies,

including Research Policy, The Journal of Management and Organization. !

The purpose of the analysis was to trace how these publications referred to ‘relevance’ or policy
relevance, or used the notion of ‘relevant’ with reference to knowledge production. The exact
search criteria were “relevan™® OR policy-relevance OR policy-relevant”, limited to abstracts and
titles. The items had to be academic articles, books or book chapters. The data were gathered in
October 2022, assembled from the ISI Web of Knowledge database and ranging in time from
2010 to 2022. Figure 1 describes the data-collection procedure.

Insert Figure I here

The initial number of items included was 1,309. I read through the titles and abstracts to locate
those that used relevance with reference to knowledge, knowledge production or institutions
producing knowledge. A large proportion of the articles did not meet this criterion, using

relevance in too general a manner and especially when stating that “these findings are relevant to

! The question of how different disciplines refer to relevance — including their potential similarities and
differences — is an interesting one, but unfortunately beyond the scope of this study.



understanding X”. These texts (n=1,096) were excluded from the final analysis. Most of the items

included in the final data set used the term ‘relevance’ rather than the adjective ‘relevant’.

The next phase of data inclusion and exclusion required several steps of iteration. First, I read the
selected documents (n=213) more closely. Relevance was the main research topic in some of
them, which I read in full. Several documents were excluded during this phase (n=53). I
supplemented the journal list by including Research Evaluation, and added 24 suitable articles
from this journal to the data set.2 I made further exclusions during the data analysis, discarding
47 articles from the final data set.3 The total number of included articles was 113. All the selected

articles and their DOI numbers are listed in Appendix 1.

On the conceptual level, statements about relevance connote a relationship, expressed in a format
such as “X is relevant to/for Y” or “X is helpful to/for Y”. In the data analysis I tracked down the
X (‘what is relevant’) and the Y (‘to/for whom’) components in all the articles. Conceptualisations
of the actors were rather broad, Y covering notions such as “sustainability transitions”, “labour
market”, “environmental philosophy”, “organisational practice” and “industrial innovation”. I
also noted the journals concerned, and whether the articles referred to relevance in general or
more specifically, such as policy or societal relevance. These items focus on content and potential
recipients, and whether the analysis leans towards some specific form of relevance. With its focus

on “of what” and “to whom”, the approach also reflects Hellstrém and Jacob’s (2024) distinction

between ‘in’ and ‘of” relevance .

In the next step, I classified the articles into several categories. These share similarities with
Brunet et al.’s (2024) typology in that some of them discuss the contents of knowledge and the
selection of research topics, for example, whereas others address topics such as institutional
targets for relevance, policy relevance, and the need for societal engagement and user-driven
research. Other accounts emphasise the dynamic nature of relevance, as something that allows
researchers to engage in and reorient their broader research fields (see Sigl & Fochler, 2025).
After analysing the similarities and differences I was able to to establish eight categories. Some

articles adopted more than one perspective, in which cases I chose the most visible one.

Categories 1-4 focus on how research and knowledge production could be epistemically
connected to social interests and issues, frequently starting from grounds that Hellstrdm and Jacob

(2024) label ‘internal relevance’. The articles in Category 1 explore the types of information and

? This journal is categorised under ‘bibliometrics and scientiometrics’ in the Web of Science, and thus is
not included in the category ‘history and philosophy of science’.

® There were two applications of the concept of relevance that were too detached from the discussion of
relevant knowledge. First, several philosophy-oriented articles (n=16) discussed relevance in the context
of explanation, analysing the relationship between explanandum, explanation and possible alternatives
(Woodward and Ross 2021); and second, articles discussing relevance in information science and
bibliometric analysis (n=31) that were connected to knowledge databases and search inquiries.



knowledge that are perceived or ranked as relevant specifically in policymaking and policy
evaluation. They do not address the wider social context or conditions within which this
knowledge is being produced, but rather focus on the characteristics that policymakers and other
practitioners find valuable and relevant when evaluating data and evidence. Categories 2 and 3
concern knowledge and institutions, discussing how ideas about relevance influence the selection
and reorientation of research topics, disciplines and academic institutions. The articles in
Category 2 focus on relevance from the perspective of higher education and academic institutions,
and how they are changing to become more relevant. Those in Category 3 examine the diverse
articulations and approaches, and include studies on the clash between various forms of relevance
and its different framings. Category 4 concerns practical relevance, focusing especially on
organisational and management science, and specifically how they strive to engage in practically

useful research.

Categories 5-8 deal with user needs and practical demands. The articles typically explore
relevance via the interplay between the users and makers of knowledge in a specified context or
for certain actors or stakeholders. This approach shares similarities with the notion of ‘external
relevance’, meaning an outcome of the interaction between research and societal actors/concerns
beyond academia (Hellstrom & Jacob, 2024). Category 5 includes articles on policy relevance
and policy-relevant research. It covers articles that reflect policymakers’ needs in the creation of
policy-relevant research. Unlike those in Category 1, they explore policy relevance in terms of a
dynamic relationship between science and its users, and many also show how research could gain
in this respect. Category 6 focuses on the evaluation of research, specifically concerning its impact
in areas such as industry and innovation, among non-academic stakeholders, and on the economy.
A large proportion of the articles are published in Research Evaluation, which evaluates activities
to do with scientific research, technological development and innovation. Potential collaborators
discussed in Category 6 include industry and actors interested in the economy and technological
development. Category 7 targets issues such as the personal, public and practical relevance of
research. It looks at practitioners and the list of potential non-academic actors includes students,
museum visitors and the public. Their interests are not always very specific, such as in articles
that discuss how museums and higher education degrees help to enhance understanding of the
world. The articles in Category 8 concentrate on transdisciplinary and transformative research. It
addresses issues such as how to support research on societal and environmental problems and the
transition towards sustainability. In sum, the focus in Categories 5—8 is on the actions research
institutions and research groups should take to engage more effectively with society, as well as
the interplay between knowledge production and user needs. A common target in all four
categories is to evaluate the extent to which and how research, higher education and its institutions

can be meaningful and useful for specific people.



4 Results

Table 1 summarises the eight main ways of referring to relevance identified in the data set. In the

following, I discuss these usages in turn.
Insert Table 1 here

Category 1) Philosophical analyses of policy-relevant evidence, knowledge and
technology

This category contains philosophy-oriented articles concerning the characteristics of relevant
evidence, knowledge and technology in the contexts of policy analysis and decision-making. The
articles discuss the typical properties of relevant knowledge and technology, and how
policymakers, decision makers and the public make judgments about relevance. The focus is on
evaluating the relevance of research that has already been conducted, with limited discussion of

how societal needs and actors influence the production of policy-relevant knowledge.

A typical starting point in these analyses is to consider whether or how well the research data and
the methods address the decision-making problem at hand (Drouet et al., 2021), which does not
necessarily have a clear definition: “If scientific research generates conceptual impact, it can shift
the scope of issues that are considered relevant”, as Edler et al. (2022) point out. This category
includes several texts about evidence-based policy and evidence-based medicine, and the question

of ranking evidence according its perceived usefulness (Parkhurst & Abeysinghe, 2016).

More empirically grounded analyses of policy relevance consider the practical needs and
valuations of knowledge users, who tend to evaluate the relevance of knowledge in terms of how
much it helps in solving the decision-making problem at hand without neglecting any important
dimensions (Drouet et al., 2021). Typical qualities of relevant knowledge valued by users include
simplicity, generality and attention to what happens if the estimations are wrong (Yu, 2022).
Studies focusing on users also point out the need for policy-relevant research to consider their
abilities, willingness and readiness, as well as the institutional structures that have an impact on

why knowledge becomes or fails to become policy-relevant (Edler et al., 2022; Sapat, 2021).

Category 2) Relevance in institutions of higher education and research

The second category comprises articles that explore how the need for relevance influences the
targets of higher-education and research institutions, and how the authors have attempted to make
them more relevant. Most of the articles are published in journals such as Minerva, Science and
Public Policy, and Studies in Higher Education. Several of them discuss how academic

knowledge and institutions of higher education provide societally helpful research, thereby
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demonstrating their value to society (Jacob & Jabrane, 2018; M. A. Lim, 2018; Santoalha et al.,
2018). Bandola-Gill (2019) argues that the increased emphasis on relevance derives from the
broader institutional changes in academia, and the need for researchers to demonstrate the broader
applicability of their findings in the social, political and economic environment. Gléser et al.
(2022) analyse the ways in which different academic disciplines generate knowledge about legal,
economic, political, social and cultural problems, and the relationship between these aims and
research autonomy. The question of autonomy is also visible in Diippe’s (2015) analysis of
economic sciences in Humbolt University in Berlin, which covers the conflict between the targets
of practically relevant knowledge and researcher autonomy. Hakansta and Jacob (2016) locate a
potential conflict between excellence and relevance in their analysis of research on Swedish
working life, in that requirements of scientific quality may digress from stakeholders’ interests

and their views on what counts as relevant research.

Several of the articles consider the interplay between social demands and academic knowledge
production. Some of them identify and discuss different formulations of relevance. Stehr and
Adolf (2016), for example, locate some tension between individual, economic and public
relevance when discussing the benefits of academic knowledge. Hessels and van Lente (2011)
distinguish between academic and societal relevance, showing that the distinction is not always
very clear in assessments of academic performance. Some texts discuss the requirements of
relevant research, and the institutional obstacles that may make it difficult for researchers to
achieve relevance. Neff (2018) discusses priority-setting Mexican ecological research, and how
the relevance of national needs was not given equal priority with the target of international
publishing. Jacob and Jabrane (2018) analyse the humanities and social sciences, discussing the

difficulty of combining the target of relevance with the requirements of an academic career.

Some articles discuss the typical properties of relevant research. Boaz et al. (2021), for example,
identify stakeholder engagement, including co-production, as one way of improving “the value,
relevance and utilization of research”. Olson and Pinto da Silva (2020) and Kwiek (2018) connect
relevance with applicability. The former conducted interviews with fisheries scientists, and

observed that relevant research was often perceived also to be interdisciplinary.

Category 3) Defining social and societal relevance and their characteristics

The questions addressed in this category concern what makes research groups and projects,
universities and academic research relevant to society, local actors and the economy, and how
those involved perceive such relevance . A typical focus is on the characteristics of socially
relevant research, compared with more specific formulations such as policy or industrial
relevance. They can look, for example, at the differences between academic and societal

relevance (Brenninkmeijer, 2022).
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As Brenninkmeijer (2022) points out, during the past fifteen years research organisations have
been under increasing pressure to consider not only traditional indicators of academic impact (e.g.
citations), but also the societal impact (e.g. policy advice). Miiller and de Rijcke (2017) discuss
the role of quantitative performance indicators, arguing that too strict a focus on academic
indicators could downplay the other norms and criteria for scientific quality, including epistemic
originality, long-term scientific progress, societal relevance and social responsibility. In this
context, the authors suggest that some research topics have greater societal relevance than others,
and that the study of such topics is connected with people’s desire to contribute to the greater

good (Miiller & de Rijcke, 2017).

Several studies in this category analyse articulations of societal and social relevance in different
academic fields and disciplines (Bliimel, 2018; Holmes et al., 2016; van der Weijden et al., 2012).
Bliimel (2018) considers relevance in the context of translational research, and its potential role
in increasing societal relevance. He points out the assumption in traditional articulations that the
best scholarly output is also the most societally relevant (Bliimel, 2018). Van der Weijden et al.
(2012) conducted a study of biomedical and health research in the Netherlands. They approached
societal relevance in terms of societal impact, which could be assured by producing non-scholarly
output for stakeholders drawn from the expertise of researchers (van der Weijden et al., 2012).
Outputs could include new treatments, policy advice and plans for organising healthcare systems,
healthcare innovation, and generally informing the public (van der Weijden et al., 2012). The
implication in these studies is that there may be extensive differences between academic fields in

terms of what counts as societally relevant.

Sigl et al. (2020) analyse articulations of societal relevance by life-science researchers, who tend
to perceive societally relevant research as motivated by societal concerns. These concerns are so
strong that they affect the choice of research topic and approach, such as having direct interaction
with societal actors (Sigl et al., 2020). The authors also point out the apparent tension between
societal relevance and the workings of inner-scientific logic, which typically prioritises topics
other than the concerns of the actors (Sigl et al., 2020). This finding resonates with a study
conducted by Rosenlund et al. (2017) showing that researchers frequently reflect upon the social
and environmental relevance of their work, and that such considerations could influence their
research choices and dissemination activities (Rosenlund et al., 2017). A similar emphasis is
visible in Klenk and Hickey’s (2012) work, which analyses cross-sector research networks in
Canada’s nature resource sector. The authors argue that one of the biggest challenges its
organisation faced was the goal to engage with civil society groups, and that this collaboration
could foster innovation and produce socially robust science (Klenk & Hickey, 2012). In
combination, these studies show how the notion of social relevance is used in multiple ways in

the literature, some of which leaves the scientific process intact, focusing rather on dissemination.
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However, it is also suggested in several analyses that research on societal relevance should engage

with non-academic stakeholders in a more profound way.

Various studies in this category approach social relevance from the perspective of local relevance,
showing that such a target may be in conflict with the typical demands of academic knowledge
production. Mizrahi-Shtelman and Drori (2021) analyse the governance of Israeli Higher
Education Organisations, distinguishing between a global orientation and local relevance. They
argue that there is tension between these two organisational goals in that recognition requires
different actions from universities. A similar perspective is also visible in Kitagawa (2010), who

separated international research excellence from regional relevance.

A few articles refer to both social and economic relevance. One example is Hicks (2012), who
studied performance-based research funding systems and their aims of enhancing the economic
relevance of research. Such thinking is also visible in the funding and evaluation of Dutch
research: for example, the national Standard Protocol for scientific research includes the

component ‘relevance to society’ as one of its key assessment criteria (van der Molen et al., 2019).

Category 4) Academic disciplines striving to be practically relevant

This category covers articles that question the usefulness of academic knowledge and training to
practitioners. A substantial proportion of the texts (eight articles out of nineteen) refer to
organisational and management science. The analyses stem from the academic discussion in the
early 2000s that criticised business schools for favouring scientific rigour over relevance to
practitioners (Knights & Scarbrough, 2010, p. 1288). The authors evaluate the relevance of
organisational and business science to practice, practitioners and the innovation process. In terms
of scope, this category shares some similarities with Category 2 in that both concern changes in
academic institutions and disciplines. The aim is to spell out and define user needs more clearly.
A typical context in which research could strive to be relevant is “organisational practice” rather

than “to resolve societal and scientific problems”.

Given that it represents an applied science, the field of management studies typically has to
display practical relevance (Nicolai and Seidl 2010). Indeed, relevance is one element in the
science-practice gap, meaning the gap between management literature and recommendations
made to practitioners (Avenier 2010; Banks, Barnes, and Jiang 2021; Jarzabkowski, Mohrman,
and Scherer 2010; Wolfenden, Sercombe, and Tucker 2019). One reason for the gap is the
preference among journal reviewers to over-emphasise rigour at the expense of relevance
(Wolfenden et al. 2019). This is sometimes referred to as the rigour-relevance gap, and concerns
the extent to which management scholars conduct research on topics that matter to practitioners
(Banks et al. 2021). Research is relevant if it has the capacity to influence practice and policy-

making positively (Banks et al. 2021). One way of boosting this is to maximise communication
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and collaboration, making academics more aware of the problems faced by practitioners instead
of generating problems from within the discipline (Wolfenden et al. 2019). As Nicolai and Seidl
(2010) argue, management science could also demonstrate relevance on the conceptual level,
meaning that not only would scientists offer recommendations to practitioners, they would also

enrich their understanding of the decision situation.

Category 5) Policy relevance and the characteristics of policy-relevant research

The articles in this category target and discuss the relevance of research, scientific knowledge and
different academic disciplines to policymakers, policy or climate action, for example. They
provide analyses of the relationship between research and policy. Several of them refer to
relevance as one component of “credibility, salience (relevance) and legitimacy” in studies on the
generation of actionable knowledge, often in the context of sustainable development (Clark &
Holmes, 2010; Dunn & Laing, 2017; Heink et al., 2015; White et al., 2010). Cash et al. (2003),
for example, applied this framework to determine how science and technology could assume a
more central role in sustainable development. One typical starting point in this category is the
notion of boundary organisations, referring to institutions operating at the interface of politics,
society and public action (Clark & Holmes, 2010; White et al., 2010). The notion of relevance in
this context refers to the requirement among these organisations to provide information that meets
the needs of decision makers (Heink et al., 2015; White et al., 2010). This stance connects

relevance with the capacity to influence policy (Heink et al., 2015).

The role of users’ needs is significant. According to the “Destination’s view” (Saracevic, 1975),
only information that is relevant is judged as relevant by users, and these judgments are influenced
by factors such as the policy process and the timing of knowledge delivery (Heink et al., 2015).
This calls for a dynamic stakeholder perception of what is relevant: such factors are not typically
known at the beginning, but are an outcome of deliberative processes (Heink et al., 2015). Van
Wee (2019), in turn, discusses the ethical questions that arise from policy-relevant research, and
how politicians, policy makers and interest groups know that it is carried out and reported

independently and without bias.

The role of stakeholders’ perceptions is pivotal in this category. As Kowalczewska and Behagel
(2019) point out, research becomes relevant when the results satisfy policymakers’ needs, and
match societal needs. Policy-relevant research tends to involve transdisciplinary collaboration,
which narrows the intellectual and practical gaps between researchers and users of knowledge
(Kowalczewska & Behagel, 2019; Ramirez & Belcher, 2019; White et al., 2010). Such an
orientation could also affect academic disciplines. Dix (2019) and Cointe et al. (2019), in turn,
discuss how macroeconomic forecasting and the development of integrated assessment models

(IAMs) aimed to provide policy-relevant evidence.
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Category 6) Research evaluation, research impact and university governance

The articles in this category cover research evaluation and performance measurement, and offer
empirical assessments concerning the relevance of universities, academic knowledge and
technology transfer to production, innovation, economic growth and development (Evangelista &
Vezzani, 2010, p. e.g.; Noack & Jacobsen, 2021). Many of them analyse collaboration among
research institutions, companies and public-sector organisations. Relevance is typically
approached from two angles, namely the stakeholder’s perspective and participatory monitoring
and evaluation, and on a general societal/economic level. An example of the former is the work
of Belcher et al. (2016), who refer to relevance as the main criterion for good transdisciplinary
practice, namely “the importance, significance, and usefulness of the research problem, objectives,
processes, and findings to the problem context”. Bolling and Eriksson (2016, p. 213), in turn,
discuss collaboration between universities and society in terms of relevance, referring to a call
from the Swedish Research Council to “assess the relevance and benefit to society of universities’
research”. Given that many of these articles focus on impact evaluation, the emphasis tends to be
on ex-post rather than ex-ante relevance. This is atypical in claims of relevance that typically

highlight potential applications or uses of research (Hellstrom & Jacob, 2024).

Several of the articles consider societal and economic relevance from a local perspective (e.g.,
Bolling & Eriksson, 2016; Coombs & Meijer, 2021), reflecting research policy in the 1990s and
2000s when many European governments instructed institutions of higher education to focus
more strongly on regional development and professional practice (Jongbloed, 2010; Sleuwaegen
& Boiardi, 2014). Analyses of knowledge transfer and regional innovation systems shed light on
how research institutions produced economically relevant knowledge that aims to contribute to
economic growth and regional development (Nilsson & Moodysson, 2015; Noack & Jacobsen,
2021). Some authors use quantitative analysis to highlight differences between institutions of
higher education (Lepori, 2022), as well as the diverse nature of academic engagement and

commercialisation (Perkmann et al., 2015).

Category 7) Educational, practitioner and public relevance

The seventh category comprises articles that consider the relevance of academic research and
knowledge from the viewpoint of students, the public and working life. They investigate the
relevance to students of elements such as university teaching, history and philosophy, museums,
humanities, values and morals, and the understanding of individuals and society. Several of them
focus on museums and their aim to become more relevant (e.g., Hetland, 2019). A common trait

in these analyses is the association of relevance with “meaningful”.

In the context of education, many articles explore the extent to which and why students consider

their education to be relevant (Green et al., 2021; J. H. Lim et al., 2021). Kapon et al. (2018), for
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example, assume that students in higher education find personal relevance in their studies,
particularly if they address targets of life beyond academia, or serve the needs of working life
(Kapon et al., 2018). Analyses of public relevance are based on the premise that knowledge is not
inherently relevant or irrelevant, and that information and knowledge will become more relevant
if they target the right types of action. In the context of climate change, for example, academics
could increase the effectiveness of their work if they took into account the worldviews and values
of their audiences, and if they engaged with the public (Thompson & Whyte, 2012; van Eck et
al., 2020).

Category 8) Transdisciplinary and societally transformative research

The articles in this final category consider relevance in the context of transdisciplinarity (Binder
et al., 2020; e.g. Rau et al., 2018). In other words, they investigate the relevance of universities,
research processes, innovation and technology policy, and multiple forms of knowledge to
sustainability transitions, societal actors, transdisciplinary research, and both global and local
communities. A typical assumption is that academics should work more with local communities,
sometimes further suggesting that research should aim at societal transformation (Bell & Lewis,
2022; Fagerberg, 2018). These studies examine diverse strategies whereby research groups could
broaden their engagement with the public, such as becoming involved in participatory action
research, community-based participatory research, citizen science and the co-production of
knowledge (Bell & Lewis, 2022; Phillips et al., 2019). Many of the analyses share aspirations
with societally relevant philosophy of science, in which the target is to address “scientific research
topics and scientific practices that are directly relevant to public welfare” (Fehr & Plaisance,
2010). I also included articles evaluating the impact of transdisciplinary and interdisciplinary
research (Belcher et al., 2016, 2019; de Sandes-Guimaraes et al., 2022; Franssen, 2022; Hansson
& Polk, 2018).

One key question here concerns how research can lead to societal transformation (e.g., Fagerberg,
2018; Kern et al., 2019). Turnheim and Nykvist (2019) analyse the feasibility of sustainability
transition pathways (STP) in evaluations of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC), arguing that the institution should give more attention to governance, and to integrating
multiple types of knowledge, thereby supporting the transition to sustainability. Ely et al. (2014)
point out the importance of readjusting technology assessment to enhance its potential in
achieving the Millennium Development Goals set by the United Nations, and to encompass
broader stakeholder and citizen deliberation. Several articles in this category underline the need
for critical and heterogeneous dialogue between research and practice communities to facilitate
mutual shared understanding (Binder et al., 2020; Shavit & Silver, 2022; Tavenner & Crane,
2022).



16

5 Discussion

Let us return now to the big question. What is relevant? When people speak about relevance, to
what types of action or institutions do they refer? As noted in the previous section, there are
several synonyms for ‘relevance’ and ‘relevant’, and a major target in the data analysis was to
collect ‘what’ and ‘to/whom’ information. Some accounts place more emphasis on the kind of
knowledge or institutions that are relevant (Categories 1—4), whereas others focus more strongly
on how research and knowledge may be relevant to/for someone (Categories 5—8). There was
some overlap between these two approaches. In the context of policy-relevant research (Category
5), for example, stakeholders’ needs typically occupy a central position, but these targets also set

requirements for institutions and the acquisition of knowledge.

Before drawing my conclusions I will identify and discuss a number of key topics and issues,
namely: 1) relevance as a property of knowledge or an active relationship; 2) diverse sub-
categories of relevance; 3) recent historical trends; 4) a turn towards coproduction; 5) dual

understandings of policy-relevant research; and 6) knowledge gaps and further research avenues.
1) Relevance as a property of knowledge or an active relationship

References to the relevance “of something” versus “to/for someone” emphasise the difference
between more static and more dynamic accounts of the relationship between research and society.
As such, it reflects Hellstrom and Jacob’s (2024) differentiation between the “relevance in” and
“of” research. As Hellstrom and Jacob (2024) point out, some usages focus on internal relevance,
assessing how social interests and issues can be epistemically connected to research, whereas
external relevance is actively established through the strengthening of ties between research and
societal actors. Whereas Hellstrom and Jacob (2024) focus on the social sciences and humanities,
the present study shows that such a distinction is prevalent more widely across academic fields.
Furthermore, from the perspective of research policy, I suggest that these two approaches are
dissimilar in their portrayal of the science-policy relationship: some accounts draw from the linear
model of transmission from science and policy, whereas others characterise the relationship
between these two domains in terms of continuous interaction (Grundmann & Stehr, 2012;
Hermansen et al., 2023). In the present study, these differences are particularly visible in the

articles belonging to Categories 1 and 5.
2) Diverse sub-categories of relevance

The results of this study show how widely knowledge production and its targets have been
addressed from the perspective of relevance. The concept is multi-faceted, and it covers several

subcategories including social, academic, personal, practical and policy relevance. Of these,
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social or societal relevance is the most common, and it can be combined with several sub-
categories. The only major exception is academic relevance, which focuses mainly on the
relevance of academic knowledge in enhancing scientific understanding and furthering academic

discussion.

It is worth considering how these different sub-categories of relevance stand against each other,
not least because the various formulations are frequently used to describe the targets of research-
led projects, and in the context of research evaluation. Jacob and Jabrane (2018) identify several
contested aspects in the various definitions of relevance, including what could be characterised
as relevant, who should decide what is relevant, and whether relevance is or should be a funding
criterion. I used these distinctions when comparing the diverse sub-categories. For example,
economic and industrial relevance typically call for different types of action and orientation than
general societal relevance. The latter could involve transdisciplinary collaboration with non-
traditional stakeholders, whereas industrial relevance prioritises goals such as economic growth
and societal transformation. It thus seems that relevance, in its general form, sets very vague
targets for research-led institutions. Such vagueness could cause difficulties and power-related
problems in the design of research policy and in various institutions. In the context of grand
challenges, for example, it has been observed that vague formulations have tended to result in
prioritising and legitimising research that favours the interests of actors in societally dominant
positions (Ludwig et al., 2022; van der Molen et al., 2019). An over-restricted focus on relevance
could exclude important questions to do with practical implications, such as defining stakeholders
and their needs, as well as the goals set for research projects and institutions. From this perspective,
one can understand why several studies (Hékansta & Jacob, 2016; Jacob & Jabrane, 2018; Nicolai
& Seidl, 2010) point out that scientists and non-academic actors apply this concept in a general

manner without needing to agree upon its specification.
3) Recent historical trends: towards greater engagement and context sensitivity

The findings of this study underline the central role of users and their needs in reflections on
relevance and its implications for knowledge production. It is clear from the data that this dynamic
and societally more engaged approach developed in academic discussion between 2010 and 2022.
A major proportion of articles in Category 8 on transdisciplinary research (14 out of 18) were
published from 2018 onwards. At the same time, the discussion on practical relevance and
questions concerning the practical value of research, especially in the organisational sciences, had
its heyday in the early 2010s: a substantial proportion of the articles in Category 4 (11 out of 18)
were published before 2018. The recent articles on relevance published in the Minerva special
issue in 2025 were not included in the data set, but they underline further that the need for
relevance calls for a more pluralistic, reflexive and context-sensitive approach to research (Klenk,

2025). In fact, relevance may be something that researchers are actively doing to conduct
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actionable research that strengthens the connection between the academia and wider societal

fields and communities (Sigl & Fochler, 2025).

According to some recent studies (Brunet et al., 2024; Klenk, 2025), many current approiaches
towards relevance emphasise its context-dependent and situated nature, and its emergence via
interactions among actors, tools and expectations rather than being an inherent property of
research outputs. Such a view is in accordance with the distinction discussed above regarding the
“relevance of something” and “relevance to/for someone”. It seems that the goals of relevant
research have become more diverse during the studied period. Our data set covers several articles
from the early 2010s, in which the primary focus in terms of relevance was on the capability of
universities and research organisations to promote innovation and economic growth (cf.
Evangelista & Vezzani, 2010). Meanwhile, more recent accounts tend to offer a richer and more
societally engaged description of the potential goals. Even in the context of research evaluation,
more recent studies emphasise the multi-dimensional nature of evaluative practices: evaluation
happens on several organisational levels and supports various social objectives, creating a richer

understanding of the research impact (Sandin & Benner, 2022).
4) A turn towards co-production

The idea of a stronger relationship between research and society is evident throughout the data
set. In many cases, especially in Category 8, socially relevant research connotes collaboration
with non-academic actors (e.g. Olmos-Penuela et al., 2014; Olson & Pinto da Silva, 2020;
Schikowitz, 2020; Zapp & Powell, 2017). Category 6, in turn, comprises articles about research
collaboration with business and industry. A focus on stakeholders’ needs is a central target in co-
production, which aims at the creation of meaningful knowledge for particular contexts of action
(Bremer & Meisch, 2017; Jasanoff, 2004). Similarly, the discussion on co-production may help
in explaining some of the main topics and issues related to relevance. Examples include:
institutions and public services (such as how to build adaptative capacities in governance
institutions and the design of government agencies); empowerment and social learning (how to
draw from multiple knowledge systems and facilitate new learning); interactive interaction and
extended science (how to promote consultative interaction between academic and non-academic
stakeholders and support the agency of various groups); and constitutive and interactional aspects
(how knowledge influences perceptions, and how science changes as a result of institutional and
wider problems) (Bremer & Meisch, 2017). A major topic in the discussion on co-production and
relevance is the capacity of research to assist societal transformation and change (Horcea-Milcu
et al., 2019; Klenk, 2025). If a target of relevance is to take a transformative approach it could
foster changes in knowledge production, such as when researchers need to consider a broader
range of problems or integrate research into perspectives from several disciplinary domains (Sigl

et al., 2023).
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5) Dual understandings of policy-relevant research

Policy relevance is one of the largest sub-categories of social relevance. It is approached in the
data set from diverse perspectives, some of which emphasise “of something”, and some “to/for
someone”. This difference resonates with the analysis conducted by Schikowitz (2020), which
distinguishes two main forms of social relevance, namely local and policy-related. The major
difference between the two is that policy-relevant knowledge reflects the complexity of a situation
and estimates the outcomes if people were to take diverse measures, whereas locally relevant
knowledge addresses the experiences and threats faced by local actors (Schikowitz, 2020).
Consequently, policy-relevant knowledge may either summarise the existing state of research, or
offer a more contextual and local perspective. According to Schikowitz (2020), there is a
dissimilarity in aims between policy and transdisciplinary relevance, the target in the former being
to explore the outcomes of different decisions, whereas in the latter it is to conduct research that
is useful to collaborators beyond academia. The findings of this study do not fully support this
view. It is true that some accounts approach policy relevance in terms of the extent to which
knowledge can help in solving particular decision-making problems (cf. Drouet et al., 2021).
However, there are also several examples of studies that describe it as the outcome of a process,
paying special attention to policymakers’ and societal needs (Kowalczewska & Behagel, 2019),
and claim that an interest in societal issues could influence academic fields and disciplines (Cointe

et al., 2019; Dix, 2019).

Within this data set, the subject of policy relevance arises not only in reflections on the targets of
knowledge, but also in the setting of goals for research institutions and boundary organisations.
It is a topic that has been addressed in contexts such as climate-change-related research and policy.
Hermansen et al. (2023) present four reform agendas, which the IPCC uses to generate policy-
relevant knowledge. It is argued that these forms differ in their approaches to policy relevance
(process- or outcome-oriented) and representations of the science-policy interface (a two-world
linear relationship, or one-world intertwined). The process-oriented approach emphasises the
need for research assessment to be comprehensive, objective and transparent, whereas the
outcome-oriented approach calls for reports that are neutral, objective and relevant to
policymaking (Hermansen et al., 2023). Potential policymakers and organisations with a need for
IPCC knowledge include countries, cities, companies and civil society (Hermansen et al., 2023).
In recent years the organisation has shifted its emphasis from summarising research to giving due
consideration to the demands and needs of various people and groups, recognising that different
actors may have different needs for different types of knowledge (Asayama et al., 2023; Cointe
et al., 2019). The results of this literature review indicate that an increasing number of studies
consider policy relevance a property that involves more active engagement with users and their

needs. Such an orientation could make knowledge more useful and applicable. It could also raise



20

new questions concerning topics such as the role of values and interests in policy-relevant
research and expertise (Douglas et al., 2024; cf. van Wee, 2019), and how to align research when
there are clashing demands from the academic environment and other stakeholders (cf. Huitema

& Turnhout, 2009; Parker & Crona, 2012).
6) Knowledge gaps and further research avenues

Academic disciplines and research orientations approach relevance from diverse perspectives. As
yet, however, there has not been extensive research on these disciplinary differences, or on the
potential changes within these fields concerning their claims of relevance. This is a significant
research gap, and closer consideration might enhance understanding of how diverse academic
disciplines evolve and change in response to non-academic demands. It is pointed out in some
recent studies that researchers could adopt various strategies to make and portray their research
as more societally relevant. Sigl, Falkenberg and Fochler (2023) analysed articulations of
relevance by soil scientists, identifying five types of action in their approach. Some of these relied
on the separation of research-related actions and societal engagement (Sigl et al., 2023). On the
other hand, soil scientists are also developing new methods of collaboration to address societal
and environmental problems and to become more responsive. This is visible, for example, in the
development of boundary concepts that both academic and societal actors can use, and the
provision of regional scenarios for soil management (Sigl et al., 2023). Their analyses represent
the bottom-up approach to these disciplinary changes, but it would be useful to have a more

nuanced understanding of the differences in which relevance is used across disciplines.

I excluded from the data set several articles published in the fields of bibliometrics and
information retrieval that did not discuss knowledge production in general. However, it is worth
noting that, in recent years, relevance has also assumed importance in ranking, presenting and
recommending information and knowledge (e.g. Breuer et al., 2022), usually synonymously with
‘being used’ (de Fremery & Buckland, 2024). The ranking of information according to its
perceived relevance is not only descriptive, but also self-fulfilling in that such rankings influence
the type of knowledge that is used and that which is not. This understanding of relevance is not
currently connected to the academic discussion of knowledge production. Hence, it could be said
that relevance currently means something quite different in the contexts of bibliometrics and

information retrieval than it does in knowledge production.

The contested nature of relevance is not only a theoretical issue. It has practical implications in
the context of science policy and research striving to demonstrate social or policy relevance. The
ambiguity leads to contrasting approaches and funding instruments, differing in the definition of
the actors and groups that constitute relevant stakeholders, and in how much interaction there

should be between researchers and non-academic actors. This literature review highlights the fact



21

that academic articles approach relevance from diverse perspectives. One major difference among
them concerns the extent to which the concept is evaluated only in hindsight, or if it affects the
organisation of research on a more profound level. The difference in emphasis has significant
consequences for research-led institutions aiming to provide ‘relevant’ knowledge, and to

demonstrate that they have enough relevance themselves.

6 Conclusion

Relevance as a concept encompasses a spectrum of meanings, applications and implications for
researchers and stakeholders. As Jacob and Jabrane (2018) observe, the criteria for determining
what is deemed relevant may differ widely, leading to potential conflicts in priorities and
interpretations. It is essential to take into account the type of relationship between research and
society that is implied, as well as questions such as who defines relevance, what are its targets,
and how it is measured. These considerations would allow for a much clearer understanding of

its impacts on knowledge production, including the type of knowledge that is prioritised.

This study sheds some light on the different perspectives from which relevance is viewed. It
distinguishes eight main categories, some of which characterise various entities that make claims
about relevance and policy-relevant knowledge, including universities, research units as well as
academic fields and disciplines. Other papers reflect the interplay between knowledge production
and various societal actors. Such a focus was most visible in the articles on transdisciplinary

research, with its interest in exploring the dynamics of co-production.

Relevance has been a commonplace aspect of research policy for over fifteen years. There seems
to have been a shift in emphasis in how it is referenced in academic discussion from 2010 onwards.
Earlier accounts typically discuss the notion on a rather general level, such as considering how
research could be more impactful. More recent accounts tend to offer a more nuanced and
dynamic understanding, also showcasing how researchers are able to craft it in different directions.
However, the findings of this article indicate that few studies thus far have analysed the extent to
which and in what ways diverse academic disciplines have responded to calls for higher levels of
relevance. Given the flexibility inherent in the notion, it may be that this general goal has led to
several, sometimes even contradictory, changes in diverse academic disciplines and research

institutions.
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