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Editorial: Post-graduate
programmes and their societal
impact: reflections on the business
and management field in Brazil

Not everything that can be counted counts, and not everything that counts can be counted.
Cameron, W.B. (1969, p. 12)

Post-graduate programmes are the primary locus where research is produced in Brazil.
These programmes have historically contributed to the advancement of knowledge and the
training of highly skilled researchers. According to data from the Coordination for the
Improvement of Higher Education Personnel (CAPES), collected on their platform Geocapes
[1], the fields of Administration, Accounting, and Tourism conferred a total of 3,431 doctoral
and 8,799 master’s degrees in academic programmes between 2017 and 2022. Regarding
scientific production, researchers, faculty and students from these programmes have
published roughly 50,000 articles in scholarly journals in the same period (Dados Abertos
Capes[2]).

Although these outcomes cover the first and second missions of the university system
(teaching and research), there is a missing link between these activities and their practical
application for society. Bridging this gap would enhance the relevance and impact of post-
graduate programmes, ensuring that research outcomes are effectively translated into real-world
solutions and innovations. Hence, this editorial discusses the societal impact of post-graduate
programmes, focusing on the field of Business and Management (B&M).

Post-graduate evaluation in Brazil
In an institutionalised format, post-graduate programmes in Brazil date back to the 1960s.
Nevertheless, the post-graduate assessment system in Brazil was formed only in 1976,
aiming to cultivate and establish high-quality standards for graduate programmes and
scientific research within the nation. The first evaluation of post-graduate programmes
carried out by peers, with the work of committees of consultants, took place in 1978,
establishing the practice of peer evaluation as a fundamental component of the whole
evaluation system (Marques, Veiga, & Borges, 2020).

Since its creation, the post-graduate evaluation process has undergone multiple revisions
to enhance the evaluation procedures. In 1996-1997, CAPES sought the assistance of 18
foreign specialists to improve its evaluation system by obtaining recommendations for
modifications. The uncovered challenges included local pressures from the scientific
community, which led to inflated assessment marks. These facts ultimately showed that the
system could no longer effectively differentiate between different levels of performance
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(Balbachevsky, 2005). Starting in 1998, CAPES implemented a notable modification to its
evaluation approach by incorporating quality indicators to ensure comparability across
programmes and areas, ultimately leading to the creation of the Qualis system for journal
ranking.

The system evolved continuously, improving the evaluation methodology to promote the
quality and excellence of post-graduate programmes in Brazil, not without criticisms from
the scientific community. For a long time, the model raised the pressure to publish — worldly
known as the “publish or perish” dilemma — making researchers less likely to generate
research that could transform reality and people’s lives and more likely to develop research
with incremental or less innovative theoretical contributions (Costa, Machado, & Camara,
2022).

The current format, initiated in 2021, aims not only to evaluate the performance of post-
graduate programmes in terms of the training of master’s and doctor’s and intellectual
products but also includes an assessment of their impact on society [Coordenacgio de
Aperfeicoamento de Pessoal de Nivel Superior (CAPES), 2021]. This aspect did not really
occupy a significant portion of the programmes’ assessment until this last update (now 1/3
of the programmes’ score), which calls for more insights on concepts and methods for
evaluation. Furthermore, as stressed by Costa et al. (2022), this shift in evaluation processes
will pose difficulties for researchers who have mainly concentrated on scientific relevance
throughout their careers.

To assist programme coordinators in understanding societal impact, a working group at
CAPES produced a report on the subject, highlighting definitions, types of impact and
evaluation formats based on a literature review [Coordenacio de Aperfeicoamento de
Pessoal de Nivel Superior (CAPES), 2019]. The assessment agency kept some evaluation
fields open (without defining specific indicators or guidelines regarding what counts as
impact) so that coordinators of post-graduate programmes could report relevant information
that best represented the impact of their programmes in society. This perspective highlights
the significance of recognising the programmes’ societal contributions, as emphasised in the
evaluation report for CAPES Administration, Accounting, and Tourism area: “It is
advisable to consider the trajectories that programs aim to pursue, surpassing the limited
focus on scientific output guided by Qualis and emphasising excellence in people training,
knowledge generation, and societal impact” [Coordenacio de Aperfeicoamento de Pessoal de
Nivel Superior (CAPES), 2022, p. 81].

Given the growing significance of societal impact in the CAPES evaluation process, we
must discuss how to evaluate this societal contribution and collaboratively develop a model
involving the academic community, CAPES and their several societal stakeholders.

The societal impact

Societal impact or research’s impact on society is not a “set in stone” concept. As highlighted
in a previous editorial (Sandes-Guimardes & Hourneaux Junior, 2020), there are several
definitions of research impact in the literature, reflecting different assumptions about what
science is, scientific knowledge and what is its role in society (Greenhalgh, Jackson, Shaw, &
Janamian, 2016). Overall, the whole concept of research impact on society revolves around
the benefits, effects, influences or contributions that research (both its process and its result)
can have for the different domains of society (Sandes-Guimarées et al., 2022). Recent studies
in B&M highlight the importance of the research process, which also leads to changes in
how people think about business practices and how they do them (Hughes, Davis, Robinson,
& McKay, 2021; S liwa & Kellard, 2022).
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Although the emergence of societal impact in national evaluation systems is recent,
with the UK’s Research Excellence Framework as a key precursor since 2011, the
societal impact of research was already a concern of programmes and professors long
before. In the context of the Brazilian national research assessment conducted by
CAPES, Dantas (2004) long had already expressed concerns about the distancing of the
academic programmes and societal needs, highlighting the role of the assessment
process: “The areas’ evaluation reports remain silent about the association of lines of
investigation with relevance for social and economic development, their alignment with
national strategic objectives, or even about the innovation capacity of the programs,
and non-traditional academic paths.” (p. 165).

Assessment systems play a huge role in defining a country’s academic research
direction. Frishtak (2019), while talking about innovation (one of the ways academic
research can reach society), states that Brazilian universities and research institutions have
a relatively rigid and narrow incentive structure that does not reward collaboration with
external actors, adopting an inward-looking system that hampers collaborative innovation.
Despite laws and incentives designed to strengthen relationships between universities and
the productive sector, research is mostly isolated from the wider society, even though much
of it has practical and applied purposes (Schwartzman, 2022).

As emphasised before, CAPES is now starting to evaluate the societal impact of post-
graduate programmes, which means, in the near future, selecting or developing a framework
for this assessment. In another editorial (Hourneaux Junior & Sandes-Guimarées, 2020), we
already discussed existing models and frameworks and their limitations. It is essential to
mention that at least 20 frameworks are available for evaluating projects’ societal impact.
Many countries, such as the UK, France, Netherlands, Australia and Norway, are
implementing national assessment exercises that assess societal impact, drawing from these
project-level frameworks and other experiences. All models, especially those associated with
funding, have been criticised and improved with the collaboration of the scientific
community.

In essence, these experiences demonstrate that evaluating the societal impact is a
complex task, especially considering social fields (like B&M itself) that deal with people
and organisation-based changes. Challenges to pursuing this societal impact
assessment include the time lag between research and the outcome/impact; disciplinary
differences, that is, the nature of knowledge in different areas, especially when
evaluating interdisciplinary research; and the focus on comparability for funding
allocation (McKenna, 2020). One of the most crucial challenges is evidencing (or
measuring) this type of impact.

Two primary approaches have been devised to deal with this assessment dilemma.
One is to devise elaborate measurement methods, which may not be suitable for every
evaluation case; the other, more simplistic, emphasises collecting basic numerical
information and a case study (Morton & Cook, 2022). While the measurement approach
is attractive as it enables comparability, concentrating only on numerical data conceals
the fundamental element of research activity that gives it its unique value — the
individuals involved. As highlighted by Morton and Cook (2022), “It’s not possible to
understand the difference you are making with numbers alone” (p. 104). Thus, models
for societal impact assessment should incorporate both qualitative and quantitative
data suitable for the given context to provide a comprehensive understanding of the
effects of research activities on individuals and communities. Incorporating qualitative
data allows for a more holistic evaluation of the research impact, capturing the human



experiences and perspectives, something that may not be achieved through numerical
data alone.
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