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Looking Through the Lens of Social Sciences:
The European Union in the EU-Funded Research
Projects Reporting

Matteo Gerli

University for Foreigners of Perugia — matteogerli8l@gmail.com

Abstract

In the last decades, European integration and scientific production have
come to be deeply intertwined as a result of the Europeanization of many
research activities. On one side, European institutions promote the
realization of research projects aiming at developing a type of knowledge
“close” to the end users’ interests; on the other side, the resulting knowledge
contributes to conditioning the practices that take place in the European and
national institutions, according to a circular process that brings the
innovations to feed back into the system that expresses them. The purpose of
this paper is to explore this relationship by examining two peculiar scientific
products realized by researchers operating within the broad domain of the
Socio-economic Sciences and Humanities (SSH), as a part of the research
projects financed by the Seventh Framework Programme (2007-2013) of the
European Union: final reports and policy briefs. In other words, it aims to
analyse all reports as a whole using some automatic text analysis tools, while
incorporating some supplementary variables which help to define the
broader context of scientific production.

Keywords: European Union, International Research Projects, Socio-economic
Sciences and Humanities, Textual Data Exploration, Quantitative Discourse
Analysis, IRaMuTeQ.

1. Introduction

The European Research Policy plays a strategic role for thousand of
researchers and research institutions which operate within the EU borders.
Thanks to the concomitant decrease in national public funds for scientific
activities (see for instance, Vincent-Lacrin, 2006; 2009), the European research
agenda has dramatically increased its appeal among scholars and
consequently its ability to have an impact on the directions and processes of
scientific knowledge production. Indeed, starting from the 90s, the European
Commission has equipped itself with new means to combine and manage, on
the basis of medium to long-term planning cycles, the whole set of scientific
and technological initiatives financed by the European budget: the framework
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programme (Ippolito, 1989; Ruberti and André, 1995, Guzzetti, 1995;
Menéndez and Borras, 2000; Borras, 2000; Banchoff, 2002; Cerroni and
Giuffredi, 2015). In short, the underlying logic is that of the programmatic
intersection between research activities and other European policies, so that
the promotion of scientific excellence complements the need to foster the
creation of cross-border and interdisciplinary collaborations intended for
producing a type of knowledge “close” to the end users’ interests.

As it was observed in previous studies (Adler-Nissen and Kropp, 2015),
European integration and scientific production have come to be deeply
intertwined: on one side, the progress of integration process influenced (and
still influences) research activities through the promotion of particular forms
of knowledge and research questions (as far as we are concerned, mainly
through the realization of cross-national and cross-disciplinary research
projects); on the other side, the resulting knowledge contributes to
conditioning the practices that take place in the European and national
institutions, according to a circular process that brings the innovations to
feed back into the system that expresses them. Social Sciences and
Humanities, which are less directly involved in the production of knowledge
with a clear practical usability, are by no means unconcerned with this kind
of phenomenon. At this regard, the Journal of European Integration has recently
published a special issue on the relationship between social sciences and
European integration, hosting some important articles that have highlighted
the existence of several “crossroads” between the European Union and the
scientific community’s “itineraries”!: Rosamond (2015), for instance,
observed how certain theories on the political and economic integration (in
particular that of the Hungarian Béla Balassa, from the economics side, and
the neofunctionalism, from the political science side) had been informing the
“strategic narrative” adopted by the European Commission during the 60s
and 70s to legitimize its newly-formed institutional role and its economic
policy position, according to a quite peculiar two-ways traffic of influences
process, being the economic integration theorized while it was happening;
Deem (2015) pointed out the existence of a relationship between the birth of a
new field on higher education studies, the simultaneous evolution of national
university systems and the launch of the so-called Bologna process at
European level; Vauchez analysed, through a sociogenetic approach, the
historical process through which the acquis communautaire «has been
formulated, stretched, criticized, revised and finally naturalized as the most
rigorous and objective measure of Europe against other possible methods»
(2015: 196) thanks to the work of those who have been defined

1 Journal of European Integration, 37 (2015).
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“methodological entrepreneurs”, that is European officials who have
politically invested and succeeded in establishing Europe’s cognitive and
technical equipment.

Looking beyond such individual cases, what is really relevant to our purpose
is the underlying idea about the possibility of studying science production
from a sociological point of view, basically by rejecting what was
traditionally regarded as an internal/external division (Adler-Nissen and
Kropp, 2015: 161-163), and thus admitting that even scientific and academic
concepts can be formulated in conjunction with political-economic ambitions
and practical problems (see Bohme et al., 1983; Funtowicz and Ravez 1993;
Slaughter and Leslie 1997; Gibbons et al., 1994; Ziman, 2000; Albert and
Mcguire, 2014), such as those above mentioned. This does not mean that
science is equal to politics or economics (Breslau, 1998); what it does mean is
that, in order to understand science production, one needs to recognize that
“non-academic” resources (such as, for instance, financial or material
resources, ideas and beliefs, symbolic resources, political or normative
resources, people, etc.) may overstep scientific boundaries and be used for
the production of new knowledge. Bourdieu (1975, 1984, 1990, 1992, 1994,
1995, 2001) described this phenomenon through the concept of “fields
interrelations”. In few words, the social word is composed of multiple semi-
autonomous fields, basically microcosms characterized by different stakes,
rules of the game and particular resources which one needs to possess to get
access to the game itself and its specific advantages. He conceptualized these
sphere as partially independent, by which he means that, even though each
field develops its own institutions, hierarchies, problems, tacit or explicit
rules, they necessarily interact and affect each other. This is particularly true
for cultural fields (art, cinema, religion, science, journalism, etc.), since they
are structurally dependent and subordinated to political and economic fields.
Going straight to the point, this is to say that, if one is dealing with a
sociological analysis of a cultural product (e.g. a text), thus one neither can
just consider its formal characteristics, nor be limited to its context of
production. Instead, one should use a “relational approach”, taking into
account both the internal features of the product and its external determinants.
In engaging with this broad issue, this paper will try to further contribute to
the understanding of the topic by examining two peculiar scientific products
realized by researchers operating within the broad domain of the Socio-
economic Sciences and Humanities (SSH), as a part of the research projects
financed by the Seventh Framework Programme (2007-2013) of the European
Union: final reports and policy briefs. By using some automatic text analysis
tools, it will thus statistically explore the contents of such documents not per
se, but in connection with some variables, which help to define the broader
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context of production. In its exploratory character, this study does not have
strong hypothesis to be tested. Nevertheless, following Bourdieu’s approach,
it aims to give an original perspective through which observing the
relationship between the field of social sciences and the public policy field of
the European Union (Gerli, 2017).

2. The corpus and methodology

Unlike the studies discussed earlier, which are mainly based on micro-
sociological observation, our investigation covers a macro-sociological
analysis of a quit large corpus made of 46.513 graphic forms, equal to
3.025.960 occurrences. It is an ad-hoc constructed corpus: it contains 360 texts,
of which 205 belonging to final reports and 155 to policy briefs, which were
collected from the digital database CORDIS?, the main institutional source of
information related to the research projects financed by the European Union.
The choice to focus on these documents is not accidental, but depends on
their strict relevance to our research objectives. In fact, both include a
summary of the project results and conclusions, with a description of their
potential socio-economic impact (EC 2010), even though policy brief is strictly
designed for policy makers (both European and national ones), while final
report is addressed to a wider audience, which may include (at least
potentially) lay people as well. In this perspective, they represent an effective
“shortcut” through which empirically observe the way in which the research
groups awarded a grant “actualized” the inputs they received from the
Commission. This is, to resume the previous discussion, to analyse how
European institutions and social scientists contribute together to the
definition and resolution of some EU-related issues.

With regard to the methodology, both simple and multivariate analyses were
performed with the IRaMuTeQ software (Lebart et al., 1998; Bolasco, 2013). In
particular, the lexicographical analysis was used for a first exploration of the
corpus, that is to identify and format texts units, turn texts into text segments
(TS) and classify words by their frequency. The multivariate analysis,
instead, was performed to detect the associations between textual data and
the following supplementary variables related to what in the 7FP was
defined as macro-activity (MA) and financing scheme (FS)’. Going into more
details, the 7FP included eight macro-activities: Growth, employment and
competitiveness in a knowledge society (MA1); Combining economic, social and
environmental goals in Europe: towards sustainable development (MA2); Major

2http://cordis.europa.eu/projects/home_it.html.
3 For more details: Decision No 1982/2006/EC of the European Parliament and of
the Council of 18 December 2006.
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trends in society and their implications (MA3); Europe in the world (MA4); The
citizen in the European Union (MAD); Socio-economic and scientific indicators
(MAG®); Foresight studies (MA?7); Strategic activities (MAS8). As for the financing
schemes, the 7FP included five main different types, which differed from
each other by the research team size and the type of purposes to be achieved
(the first three mainly focused on the development of new knowledge, while
the last two were mainly thought for the coordination and support of
research activities and policies): Small or medium-scale focused project (FS1);
Small or medium-scale focused research project aimed at international cooperation
(FS2); Large-scale integrating project (FS3); Coordination action (FS4); Support
action (FS5). Additionally, we also took into account the starting year of the
project and the geographic area in which the coordinating institution was
located.

As a whole, our sample (of non-probabilistic type) involves 223 research
projects out of 251 realized in 2007-2013 (equal to 88.8%) and broadly covers
all macro-activities and financing schemes above mentioned. In Tab. 1, a
description of the corpus and its main subsets is provided.

Tab. 1: Description of the corpus

Type Number of texts Graphic forms Occurrences
Final report 205 42.047 2.441.168
Policy Brief 155 19.795 584.792
Corpus 360 46.513 3.025.960

3. The main findings

At first glance, the most frequent “full” words used in the SSH research
reports do not provide particularly relevant insights. The first ten (social,
policy, research, European, project, EU, countries, public, national, Europe)
concerns the “general context of meaning” where discourses on Europe and
related issues took shape. Ten words that, without having a clear disciplinary
connotation, define some “semantic coordinates” common to all research
projects carried out. Interesting enough, it is the wide use of the words
countryles (freq.=10.531) and national (freq.=5.527) which, compared with the
words European (freq.=9.190), EU (freq.= 8.563) and Europe (freq.=5.408), prove
the great importance of the “national” level of analysis, mainly in a
comparative way. Scrolling down the list, we can also recognise some typical
words of the socio-economic lexicon (economic, market, growth, employment,
financial), the socio-political lexicon (people, education, State, young, groups,
cultural, society, governance), and the methodological one, namely related to
the operative context of the research activities (date, case, results, impact,
analysis, study). Yet these are terms that, at this early stage of the analysis, do
not provide any clear “message”.
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At a closer look, however, we can identify some specific words which are, in
a broad sense, linked to the political macro-orientations defined by the
Lisbon Strategy (European Council 2000), demonstrating the “osmosis”
existing between European institutions and social sciences. Here some
examples: innovation (freq.=5.793), cornerstone of industrial competitiveness
and economic growth (EC 2003, 2006); development (freq.=5.176), to be
understood, among the various meaning, mainly as sustainable development
(EC 2005, 2009); education (freq.= 3.490) and knowledge (freq.=3.221), which,
together with the already mentioned “innovation”, represent the “three
sides” of the so-called “knowledge triangle”, from the European
Commission’s perspective, the ground for a greater economic and social
dynamism.

For the aim of this study, what is of particular interest is also the
geographical scope of the research activities. Indeed, the most frequent
toponyms refer to EU based countries. Among these, the five main sponsors
and recipients of the framework programs (Germany, UK, France, Italy and
Spain) are placed at the top of the ranking. As for the extra-European
countries, several of them are placed in Asia (e.g. China, Japan, India, Vietnam
and Thailand), North Africa (Morocco, Tunisia, EQypt and Libya) and South
America (Brazil, Argentina, Colombia, Peru and Chile). This is indicative of a
globalization process, which is affecting both European institutions and
researchers by expanding their interests (“political”, with regard to the first
ones, and “scientific”, for the second ones) beyond the European borders.
What matters is that they are moving together insofar we can suppose the
existence of a clear synergy between the emergence of a new multipolar area
of political, commercial and cultural influence, in which the European Union
is now required to act, and the production of knowledge on topics with a
potential “global” added value.

3.1 The main semantic groups and their connections with the “context”

To go deeper in the analysis, and to explore the relationship between the
selected texts and some variables related to their context of production, we
performed a Descending Hierarchical Analysis (DHA). Indeed, this method
allowed us, first, to identify clusters with similar vocabulary within text
segments and, then, to visualize them in conjunction with the supplementary
variables (Camargo and Justo 2013; Curbelo, 2017). In Fig. 1, the output of the
DHA is summarised.
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Fz% 1: Dendrogram of top-down hierarchical classification (Reinert method) of the corpus

As it can be easily seen in Fig. 1, the DHA algorithm allowed the
identification of five clusters, each with its own specific semantic content.
Following Reinert (1987), they can be interpreted as “lexical words”, namely
specific semantic structures which, in our case, refer to different and even
competing scientific representations of the European Union and related
issues. The second cluster has the greater representation (26,8% of the SSH
discourses) and identifies a semantic sphere characterized by a language
mainly oriented towards political and social issues. Indeed, the most central
word in this cluster is political, followed by cultural, identity, citizenship, border,
conflict, citizen, State and so on. Immigration (migrant) and related issues
appear to be particularly relevant as well. The fifth cluster (24,1%) delineates
a quite peculiar semantic sphere based on a set of words (such as project,
conference, research, university, workshop, dissemination, website, etc.) strictly
linked with the management and realization of European research projects
and, more in general, with scientific research and related activities. The first
cluster, third in terms of representativeness (19%), refers to the relationship
between economic development and environmental protection, being the
most central word innovation, followed by development, economic, sustainable,
environmental, change, rural and so on. This interpretation seems to be
supported by the presence of several words that refer to the need for a
change with respect to a situation that is perceived as not desirable (change,
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impact, strategy, challenge, need, solution, improve, step, etc.). The third cluster
(16,2%), instead, covers a semantic area mainly related to the economy and
the market. It is a language that involves two main branches, the one of the
real economy (income, price, household, wage, firm, energy, poverty, etc.), and the
one of the finance (financial, bank, risk, monetary, credit), but above all it is
characterized by the large presence of technical terms and acronyms (gdp,
estimate, asset, inflation, emu, Eurozone, insurance, macroeconomic, etc.). Finally,
the fourth linguistic cluster (13,9%) includes words essentially associated to
the relationship between education, training and employment, as shown by
the presence of terms such as young, person, child, school, education, aspiration,
background, vocational and compulsory. It is a cluster that differs from the
others due to the greater concreteness of the language, as proved by the
recurring use of words referring to “concrete” social actors (child, parent,
student, teacher, mother, friend, volunteer, etc.).

Fig. 2, resulting from a Lexical Correspondences Analysis (LCA), shows the
relationship between clusters (left side) and between clusters and the
supplementary variables (right side). The main aim here was to verify
whether or not SSH discourse exhibits clear evidence of “adaptability” with
regard to the macro-activities and the financing schemes, as defined by the
European Commission.

"MA_5
‘MA_3

'Acdvu‘:{étc

Fig. 2: Association between clusters and supplementary variables

The first two factors summarize together 67,5% of the total inertia: the first
one (39,97%) marks a clear opposition between cluster 5 (positive half-plane)
and the other four clusters (negative half-plane); the second factor (27,47%),
instead, highlights a significant opposition between clusters 1 and 3 (positive
half-plane) and clusters 2 and 4 (negative half-plane). As a whole, we can
distinguish three different (partially autonomous) semantic contexts, arising
from the association between the “cultural” and “socio-political” discourses
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(third quarter), the “economic” discourse and that on “innovation” and
“sustainable development” (forth quarter), and finally the discourse on
“research activities” (in-between the first and the second quarters).

As far as the relationship between discourses (clusters) and supplementary
variables, Figg. 3 and 4 show the most significant categories (those with a
larger chi-square and a lower p-value), referring to the “macro-activity” and
“financing scheme” variables. As shown in the first figure, MA1 and MA2
categories are only significant in the definition of clusters 1 (innovation) and
3 (economics); MAS is the most relevant for cluster 2 (politics); similarly,
MAS3 category is the only significant for cluster 4 (culture); and finally, MA4
and MAS categories predominate on cluster 5 (research activities). In short,
these results strongly support the thesis of adaptability, insofar the different
scientific representations of the European Union emerged from the analysis
resulted strongly associated with the macro-activities defined by the
European Commission.
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Fig. 3: Chi2 significance of variable “macro-activity” by cluster

On the other hand, the role of the “financing scheme” variable resulted much
less significant in discriminating the five clusters, except for categories FS4
and FS5, which are the most significant for cluster 5, and category FS1, which
instead clearly prevail on cluster 4. Nothing relevant emerged in relation to
the variables “geographic area” and “starting year”.
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Fig. 4
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4. Conclusions

The findings presented herein indicate a close relationship between the
programmatic framework, defined by the Commission, and the contents of
the final reports and policy briefs, supporting the thesis of a co-construction of
the European integration (Adler-Nissen, Kropp 2015). The scientific
discourse has come to be structured around few semantic macro-aggregates
arisen from DHA, which in turn resulted associated with the variables
performed in LCA. Furthermore, the SSH linguistic space shows a clear
cleavage between the economic discourse and the cultural discourse, which
points out the existence of a lack of interaction between these two spheres.
From a more “general” point of view, all this means that, in connecting the
social sciences field with the policy field, the European research projects
produced a scientific discourse that, on the whole, is structurally homologous
with the “space of possibilities” inherent to the 7PQ.
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