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• Principal government agency for research and innovation

• UKRI funds research in universities and other research organisations and 

also performs research in its own institutes

• UKRI is made up of 9 Councils:

• 7 Councils focussed on research in specific disciplines

• Research England

• Innovate UK

UK Research and Innovation



UKRI currently has a combined budget of more 
than £9bn and in 2019-20:

• Supported more than 24,000 researchers 
across more than 4,100 research organisations. 

• Funded 1,500 research fellows across 100 
research organisations.

• Supported over 27,000 active students.

• Allocated research funding to 151 universities.

• Supported 38 institutes, laboratories, units, 
campuses and innovation catapults.

The Numbers



• Our mission is to create and sustain the conditions for a healthy and 

dynamic research and knowledge exchange system in English Higher 

Education Providers

• Strategic investments underpinning research and knowledge exchange

• Bulk of funding provided as annual grants to universities, based on past 

performance in research and knowledge exchange

• Conduct the national research evaluation, the Research Excellence 

Framework (REF)

Research England
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Evidence and strategy development

Current state or 

performance

Desired future state or 

performanceSTRATEGY

• Actions

• Capabilities

• Culture

What is our current 

performance on 

societal impact?

Current capabilities 

and culture?

How are we 

progressing towards 

our goals?

Building 

strengths/addressing 

weaknesses?

What can we learn 

from the performance 

of others?

What needs to 

change?
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https://kef.ac.uk/dashboard

https://kef.ac.uk/dashboard
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Publications funded by UK 

Research Councils allocated to 

Sustainable Development 

Goals. Source: Dimensions 

https://app.dimensions.ai/

https://app.dimensions.ai/




Source: https://doi.org/10.1162/qss_a_00071

https://doi.org/10.1162/qss_a_00071
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• Challenges with

• Representativeness

• Standardisation

• Case studies are being developed at scale through national research 

assessment exercises

• Australia – Engagement and Impact assessment: 

https://dataportal.arc.gov.au/EI/Web/impact/ImpactStudies

• Norway – Evaluation of the Humanities: https://www.forskningsradet.no/en/about-the-research-

council/publications/2017/evaluation-of-the-humanities-in-norway---impact-cases/

• UK – Research Excellence Framework (REF)

Case studies as impact evidence

https://dataportal.arc.gov.au/EI/Web/impact/ImpactStudies
https://www.forskningsradet.no/en/about-the-research-council/publications/2017/evaluation-of-the-humanities-in-norway---impact-cases/


• How could you improve evidence of societal impact performance for your 

organisation? What additional or new sources of evidence could be used?

• What types of evidence of societal impact could be useful for monitoring 

progress of your impact strategy?

Discussion questions
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• National evaluation of university research

• Conducted every 7 years

• A process of expert review carried out by disciplinary panels (36 Units of 

Assessment in REF2014)

• Universities make submissions concerning:

• Research outputs (academic impacts)

• Impact of research on society

• Research environment

The Research Excellence Framework (REF)



REF 2014



REF 2021

Overall quality

Outputs

FTE x 2.5 = number of 
outputs required

Impact

Impact case studies

Environment

Environment data and 
template 

60% 25% 15%



The impact element of REF

“an effect on, change or benefit 

to the economy, society, culture, 

public policy or services, health, 

the environment or quality of life, 

beyond academia”

• 4-page narrative

• ‘underpinning research’

• evidence and corroboration

• assessment by academics and research 

users









Impact case studies as a research 

resource

http://impact.ref.ac.uk

• 6637 case studies

• All disciplines, almost all 

universities

• Underpinning research (36,244 

with DOIs)

• Search, download, api

• Impact 2008-2013; research 

1993-2013

• Limitations:
• Assessment

• Rules
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Source: https://www.rand.org/pubs/external_publications/EP67130.html

• Focussed on top 1.5% of 

submissions to REF2014 in terms of 

research quality (including societal 

impact)

• Key characteristics included:

• Recruit and retain talented individuals

• Training, mentorship and reward for high 

performance

• Distinct ethos of social and ethical values

• Real, living and owned strategy

• Enable and encourage collaboration

https://www.rand.org/pubs/external_publications/EP67130.html


Source: https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/frsus.2021.662296/full

• Clarity of purpose for the researcher 

and the research organisation

• Rigorous, ethical and action 

oriented research

• Social capital between academic 

and non-academic communities

• Developed capacity (skills, funding, 

leadership)

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/frsus.2021.662296/full


Source: https://emeraldopenresearch.com/articles/1-14

https://emeraldopenresearch.com/articles/1-14
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Source: https://www.routledge.com/Impact-in-International-Affairs-The-Quest-for-World-Leading-Research/Gow-Redwood/p/book/9780367902032

Open access version available from 14 Feb 2022: https://openresearch.lsbu.ac.uk/item/8v5v1

Characteristics of world-leading impact

• Long-term research

• Significant research funding

• Clear engagement with implementation and 

practitioners

• Resource commitment to impact

• Breadth and cumulative impact

• Transformative or innovative for beneficiaries

• Media and public engagement

https://www.routledge.com/Impact-in-International-Affairs-The-Quest-for-World-Leading-Research/Gow-Redwood/p/book/9780367902032
https://openresearch.lsbu.ac.uk/item/8v5v1


Source: Digital Science (2016): Publication patterns in research underpinning impact in REF2014 https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/26933/1/2016_refimpact.pdf

https://dera.ioe.ac.uk/26933/1/2016_refimpact.pdf
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• High academic quality

• Multi- and interdisciplinary

Research for impact





Source: Kings College London and Digital Science (2015) The nature, scale and beneficiaries of research impact https://www.kcl.ac.uk/policy-

institute/research-analysis/nature-scale-beneficiaries-research-impact

Two-thirds of the research 

related to impact case 

studies involved two or more 

disciplines

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/policy-institute/research-analysis/nature-scale-beneficiaries-research-impact
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• Evidence has a crucial role to play in developing impact strategy

• A diverse range of evidence sources are available, and there is value in 

combining different sources

• There are emerging themes that underpin the delivery of impact:

• high quality and long-term research

• deep engagement with stakeholders

• diversity of research

Conclusions
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