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In this talk, I want to explore:

• The new research landscape

• Five reasons to be cheerful

• Eight priorities for future work



THE NEW RESEARCH LANDSCAPE



“The increase we are aiming for would represent the equivalent of 4 new Rolls-
Royces, 4 new GSKs and 4 new Oxford Universities, together with making 
Manchester and Birmingham as R&D-intensive as the East of England. And a 
new Tech City for good measure. In short, it represents a transformation of the 
economy for the better.”
Sam Gyimah MP, Former Minister for Universities and Science, July 2018 



“We argue that the time has 
come to move from a purely 
defensive stance…Social 
Sciences & Humanities have to 
look at “impact” in a different 
way – the term needs to be 
“re-loaded” with a renewed 
sense of responsibility and 
reflecting a different self-
image of their role and 
position in society.” 
Thomas König, Helga Nowotny
& Klaus Schuch

Are we up to this task?



“Never before in the history of 
humanity have so many 
written so much while having 
so little to say to so few”











SDGs: the lingua franca of 
interdisciplinary global 
challenges research



Renewed confidence & 
creativity in our evidence, 
advocacy & alliance-building



We can create our own 
economies of promise 



Possibilities of some new metrics & research data platforms



ARE WE STRETCHING 
PEOPLE IN TOO MANY 
DIRECTIONS? 
ARE INCENTIVES 
MISALIGNED ?

8 PRIORITIES FOR HIGH-IMPACT 

SOCIAL SCIENCE



1. Be critical, confident transdisciplinarians

A multidisciplinary approach draws upon the strengths or 
expertise of different disciplines, and more effectively 
joins up their findings, but leaves disciplinary boundaries 
(and sometimes hierarchies) intact.  

An interdisciplinary approach involves the fuller 
integration of disciplines, to develop potentially novel 
ways of approaching research questions, recognising that 
there is a diversity of ways to understand and address 
particular problems.

Transdisciplinary research not only integrates expertise 
from across academic disciplines, but also involves 
societal stakeholders in the design stage, and throughout 
the research process.  In transdisciplinary research, 
knowledge can come from beyond academic disciplines, 
and insights are often provided through other kinds of 
tacit knowledge – as held by local communities, 
businesses, social movements or practitioners.



2. Keep it complex & embrace the messiness



3. Get serious about ‘team social science’



4. Take the argument into the strongholds of STEM



5. Seize opportunities & golden threads in innovation & 
industrial strategy (place, productivity etc)



6. Invest in new spaces for collaboration & knowledge 
exchange



7. Expand notions of leadership & the criteria & indicators 
we use for hiring, promotion & assessment



8. Invest more in ‘research on research’



@jameswilsdon
@cfsocialscience
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HOW TO INTEGRATE AN IMPACT STRATEGY WITH AN ACADEMIC STRATEGY
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REQUEST FOR KNAW ADVICE FROM STATE SECRETARY FOR EDUCATION

In short: 

How best to determine the societal and economic impact of science?

Sub questions:
• Which instruments are suitable? 
• Identify blind spots?
• Make recommendations for development of new instruments

Composition advice committee, diverse disciplinary background, diversity stakeholders 
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ADVICE REPORT RESTRICTED TO IMPACT ON SOCIETY, DEFINED AS:

The contribution made by scientific research, in both the short and the 
long term, to changes in, or the development of, sectors of society and to 
challenges facing society. 

such sectors of society include the economy, culture, public administration, 
and healthcare, while the challenges include such issues as climate change, 
immigration, quality of life, the environment, the rule of law, and security.

Outside scope: impact on science itself and the educational aspect of science
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WHY IS THERE MORE AND MORE INTEREST IN THE SOCIETAL IMPACT 
OF SCIENCE?

• Justifying investments in public research (tax payer’s interest)

• Increase the impact of research

• Selecting research projects

• Communication of the effects of research in the short and long term
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THREE LEVELS OF IMPACT/RESEARCH RESULTS 

1. Output: the most direct results of a study, often apparent in the 
relatively short term. 
Example: research publications, prototypes, procedures

2. Outcome: the medium-term results, often a clear relationship with 
the objective of the research project/program. 
Example: increase in the vaccination level of children in the Netherlands. 

3. Societal impact: means the effect of science in the long term. 
Example: reduced infant mortality in the Netherlands. 
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EX-POST ASSESSMENT OF SOCIETAL IMPACT

1. Econometric studies determine the economic effects of, e.g. research 
universities and universities of applied sciences as a whole. 

2. The case-based approach to assess what the societal impact has been of 
individual research projects/programs. 

3. Societal impact/relevance as a component of research evaluation is 
increasingly one of the aspects assessed with a great deal of information being 
gathered about utilization of the knowledge generated. 

4. Process-oriented methods clarify the course of the pathway leading from the 
research to its impact on society. These methods focus not on the nature and 
extent of the societal impact itself but on the process leading to it (e.g. the 
involvement of the networks).
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EX-POST INSTRUMENTS, FINDINGS OF THE INVENTORY

• Many methods give a picture of output and outcome rather than of 
societal impact. 

• The methods and tools are often still being developed, and there is not 
one silver bullet approach to measure impact. 

• Mixed-methods are expected to give the best results.

• Most appropriate methodological framework depends to a large 
extent on the aim of the assessment.



38

LESSONS LEARNED INTERNATIONALLY 

• Assessment of narratives by panels of experts combined with effective 
quantitative substantiation provides a good basis for the ex-post assessment of 
societal impact. Assessment panels must include experts who can offer a 
judgement on the use made of the knowledge generated.

• Constructing high-quality narratives and substantiating them is highly labour-
intensive and therefore costly.

• It takes a long time for the impact on society to become apparent and this varies 
greatly from one discipline to another and from one type of research to another. 

• Societal impact of research often becomes apparent later than the usual 
evaluation period of four to six years. This leads to the risk of a distorted picture 
being created of that impact due to changes in the terms of reference.
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REALIZING SOCIETAL IMPACT

There is sometimes an erroneous perception that the process that leads from 
research to societal impact is a linear pathway (“the pipeline”) that starts from 
basic research and proceeds via more application-oriented research to 
(ultimately) applications and societal impact; 

New knowledge is generated within a dynamic and iterative process that is 
increasingly open, cross-disciplinary and involves cooperation with partners in 
society; 

Impact is already realized through this interaction between researchers and 
parties within society; in this context one speaks of “productive interactive 
networks1” 

1LERU (2017) Productive interactions: societal impact of academic research in the knowledge society, KU Leuven
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SOCIETAL IMPACT IS THEREFORE:

• extremely diverse, 

• only apparent after long periods (> 10 years), 

• can often not be linked directly to a particular research project, 

• can not always be objectively assessed at any one time, 

• often has international aspects  only indirect contribution to Dutch society
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CORE OF THE ADVICE: AIM FOR THREE DEVELOPMENT DIRECTIONS

1. Do more ex-post with the information already collected

2. Focus ex-ante evaluation not on determining the societal impact 
itself but on the factors and processes that increase the likelihood of 
such an impact.

3. Utilize ex-post experience to increase the societal impact of future 
projects.

English Summary available via 
https://www.knaw.nl/en/news/publications/maatschappelijke-
impact-in-kaart
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1. Increase the use of the ex-post evaluation information

Make the narratives produced within the framework of the evaluations of 
universities, institutes, etc. easily accessible to a wide audience. Consider whether the 
evaluation committees’ societal relevance assessment can also be linked to those 
narratives.

Commission one or more institutions to produce a comprehensive report on the 
societal impact of research in the Netherlands, and have it updated after a number of 
years. This report must be designed in such a way that it not only provides a 
snapshot but, specifically, can identify changes over time. It should to a large extent 
make use of the information already available such as narratives from evaluations, 
annual reports, project/program reports.
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2. Focus ex-ante evaluation not on determining the societal impact itself 
but on the factors and processes that increase the likelihood of such 
an impact.

Continue along the planned path of requiring applicants for research funding to 
consider how their proposed research can have an impact on society, and what 
action is needed for that to be achieved. E.g. this can involve asking for impact 
pathways to be specified. Ensure that they do not become static documents but 
rather a means for promoting utilization by society. This will also require enabling 
researchers to devote time and attention to the necessary activities.

When assessing and evaluating researchers, take explicit into account the 
performance and efforts aimed at achieving an impact on society.
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2. Focus ex-ante evaluation not on determining the societal impact itself 
but on the factors and processes that increase the likelihood of such 
an impact.

When setting the assessment criteria for research projects and programs in which 
societal impact is one of the aims, include the requirement for there to be a 
potentially productive interactive network.

Continue along the planned path of, for example, experimenting with mission-
driven programs within the framework of the National Research Agenda (NRA) and 
investigate how this approach can lead to a faster and better impact on society.
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3. Utilise ex-post experience to increase the societal impact of future 
projects.

Investigate what relationships and environmental factors encourage the societal 
impact of research, and utilize the understanding achieved to further improve 
policies for promoting societal impact.

Do not link measurement of the societal impact of research to research funding, 
given that doing so will create undesirable incentives to maximize the value of these 
indicators. Measuring these indicators will not, generally speaking, lead to an 
increase in the impact on society. 
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How to integrate an impact strategy with an 
academic strategy @ DIFFER

Initiate or be involved in interactive productive networks
• Actively engage in involving academic, technological institutes and industrial partners

- Public-private partnership programs, utilization committees, advisory boards

- Define research agenda’s, e.g. the NRA The Energy Transition 

• Organizing the funding schemes for the interactive productive networks

- Initiate NWO programs for the research field; incl. Univ. of Applied Sci. and Industry

- Connect with Universities of Applied Sciences by joint appointment of a lectors 

• Actively engage in the public debate, positioning use-inspired basic research

• Co-develop on innovation topics outside mission of institute (ILO)

• Spot early spin-outs/offs



MORE INFORMATION

• Advisory report (in Dutch)
• English Summary available via 

https://www.knaw.nl/en/news/publication
s/maatschappelijke-impact-in-kaart
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