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Defining (research) impact

• REF 2014 – REF 2021 

• @ UGENT

• Supporting impact 

New policy initiatives and impact

• Citizen Science projects (+ exercise impact vision)

• Co-creation hub (Helsinki & Ghent experience)

Sharing experiences

• Accomplissh

• Emerald publishing

• AESIS, ISRIA

Overview 



Academics are no longer confined to their university campuses

All of us are working with diverse external communities such as business leaders, health agencies, 
government bodies, policy makers and citizens.

Collaborating with external partners is facilitating economic or societal benefit beyond traditional academic
outputs, fostering a culture of trust, expertise and influence, is leading to what is known as impact.

Inspired on Rose-Marie BARBEAU, University of Glasgow

How to identify and evidence impact?

Recently, impact, as a term, has become so overanalyzed and 

so overemphasised that it seems to assume these gigantic 

proportions overshadowing every other priority. Impact is not 

a new task separate to research and teaching, competing with 

those things for your limited time and resource, and generally 

causing stress. It coexists with those things. 

Demystifying (research) impact

The research impact agenda has become increasingly important since REF 2014. 

Many funding bodies since then require a statement of research impact as part of the grant 

application process.

Research impact: the demonstrable contribution that research makes to society – that is, 

to communities beyond academia.

It should be an evidenced and measurable effect, change or benefit to:
•Activities, attitudes, awareness, behaviour, capacity, opportunity, performance, policy, practice, process or understanding

•An audience, beneficiary, community, constituency, organisation or individuals beyond Higher Education

•In any geographic location whether locally, regionally, nationally or internationally

Research impact grows out of academic work, by engagement with research users: from 

specialist groups to companies or the general public.

Impact is partly driven by the results of the research, and partly by how that research is then 

used/shared/communicated.

What is it about research impact?
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Impact agenda is here to stay! 

Scientists are supposed to predict it in fund applications H2020  

QA is assessing it  (for REF amongst others)

Impact = the demonstrable real world benefit of research

Key words: attributable, change, non-academic, evidence

Critical remarks voiced by the research community remain 

- Assumption of linear process between research and benefit

- Collaborative and co-creative aspects are overlooked

- Predicting impact is impossible, planning for it is worthwhile

- Undervalued meaningful interactions

Take away from the REF experience  

Methodological challenges of  Research Impact Assessment (RIA)

Five common methodological challenges

• Time lags: how do we assess the impact of research if it usually takes a long 

time for impact to occur? When is the right timing? 

• Attribution and contribution: how do we attribute particular impacts to 

particular research projects and researchers (and vice-versa) if research is often 

incremental and collaborative? 

• Marginal differences: how do we distinguish between high and low impact if 

there is no shared understanding of impact or assessment standards yet? 

• Transaction costs: how do we ensure that the benefits of RIA outweigh its costs 

if the assessment process can be costly and burdensome? 

• Unit of assessment: how do we determine an appropriate unit of assessment if 

research can be multi-disciplinary and multi-impactful? 

Morgan Jones M, Grant J, et al. Making the grade: methodologies for assessing and evidencing research impact. 

In: Dean A, Wykes M, Stevens H, editors. Seven

Essays on Impact. DESCRIBE project report for JISC. Exeter: University of Exeter; 2013. p. 25–43.



Ghent University institutional impact policy 

Societal impact policy statement issued in 2014

Engagement of Ghent University staff members implies that they are committed to 

demonstrating the vital role of Ghent university in contributing to society, in terms of 

education and training,  the production and dissemination of new knowledge, and the 

sustained engagement with societal stakeholders facing the national and international 

challenges (SDG). 

Impact, therefore, is an integral part of what Ghent University does.

Confusion in terms:  (societal) value creation (in Belgium and the Netherlands often referred to 

as ‘valorisation’) is creating added value of scientific knowledge and expertise outside 

academia. But economic added value seems to be isolated form the societal impact. 

If the created added value is aimed at or is of specific importance to a community of external 

stakeholders (ranging from the general public to very specific groups of stakeholders) the value 

creation is deemed ‘societal’.

Ghent University institutional impact policy 
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Ghent University institutional impact policy 



Ghent University institutional societal impact policy 

In its mission to stimulate and incentivise the contributions of Ghent University’s research 

community to society, the university adopted a policy plan, putting forward an approach:

• Which is relevant to all fields of science

• Which respects basic fundamental research

• Which takes into account the individuality and talent of researchers

• Which recognises societal value creation as an iterative process: from the initial research 

question to the methods used and the dissemination of the results

The policy plan focuses on creating an academic environment within Ghent University 

conducive to societal value creation via a set of actions:

• Showcasing success stories

• Decentralised community of practice

• Science Communication, e.g. mandatory lay summary of PhD thesis, awards

• Recognition in recruitment and personalized career progression criteria

Ghent University institutional impact policy – support planning for it 



How can participating in the research impact agenda enhance future career 

progression?

Accepting and understanding research impact within your area of academic 

interest – as well as engaging in external activities – translates into multiple 

benefits for professional development and helps to keep your work relevant.

For example, you might:

• Learn skills that can be transferred to the academic research and teaching 

environment

• Cultivate new relationships that generate unexpected opportunities

• Improve your ability to communicate effectively with a diverse range of 

individuals who have different perspectives and experiences to share

• Increase your confidence levels and inspire others to fulfill their potential or 

reach their goals

• Raise your profile and reputation

What is in it for the individual scientist?

Inspired on Rose-Marie BARBEAU, University of Glasgow, survey results based on participants of open acces course: Research Impact: Making a Difference

Research impact vision – identify the gap

Research impact vision template derived from open access course: Research Impact: Making a Difference

1. Summarise your core goal in one or two sentences. Be 

specific (for example, “to develop a novel treatment for patients with bone 

cancer”) and avoid making sweeping statements (for example, “to cure cancer”)

2. Examine your goal from an external perspective. What’s 

happening (or not happening) beyond academia that your 

findings might change?

3. Make a list of anyone who could be directly affected by the 

change (primary beneficiaries)

4. Make a list of individuals or groups connected to the primary 

beneficiaries who might also be affected by the change 

(secondary and tertiary beneficiaries)

5. Articulate what these various communities will gain from the 

change 

6. Consider how you’ll engage with these various communities 

to facilitate the change (communicate, collaborate or consult)



Research impact – evidence 1 of 3

Inspired on Rose-Marie BARBEAU, University of Glasgow

Building up an evidence trail that links the societal or economic change back to your original 

research is a key feature of this process, providing robust evidence of measurable change to 

support research impact is already required by many funding bodies worldwide.  It is divided 

into three interconnected categories: dissemination of your research, relationships with 

external stakeholders and substantiation of the outcomes.

Dissemination: you can:

• Work with institutional communications officers, journal editors, publishers and the popular 

media: TV, radio, newspapers, or digital platforms

• Make yourself known to directories of media experts if you can speak or write about a 

subject likely to be of interest to the general public

• Use social media platforms and public engagement activities to disseminate information 

about your research to a wide audience

• Join online forums and interest groups relevant to your research impact vision

• Track dissemination of your research using digital tagging and analytical tools (e.g. ORCID 

and Altmetric)

Research impact – evidence 2 of 3

Relationships:

Disseminating your research will raise your profile and reputation as an expert in the 

field, which in turn will create opportunities to engage with external stakeholders. 

In terms of the evidence trail, these relationships are often the key supporting link 

between your original research and its eventual societal or economic benefit. 

Therefore, it is important to save all documentation pertinent to engagement for future 

reference. For example:

• Formal invitations to participate in events, meetings or committees

• Contracts or other legal documents that outline the nature of the relationship

• Testimonials from representatives within stakeholder organisations (preferably from an 

individual who holds a position of authority)

• Posts, tweets, comments, and other digital outputs that provide evidence of new or 

ongoing relationships

Inspired on Rose-Marie BARBEAU, University of Glasgow



Research impact – evidence 3 of 3

Substantiation:

• Annual reports

• Guidelines

• Media coverage of events or product launches

• Meeting minutes

• Patent applications

• Policy documents

• Position statements

• Professional training manuals

• Programs for public talks, exhibitions or events

• Recommendations of regulatory bodies

• Training manuals

Specific examples of material that was used to substantiate research impact as part of a UK-wide 

assessment can be found in the Research Excellence Framework 2014 database of research 

impact case studies. This database is considered to be the benchmark for identifying and 

substantiating research impact.

Inspired on Rose-Marie BARBEAU, University of Glasgow

Research impact – working with industry 

Inspired on Malcom Skingle, director Academic Liason GlaxoSmithKline 



Research impact – working with industry 

Key messages

• The academic–industrial collaboration requires a programme of research with clearly defined 

objectives and timelines, as well as the participation of motivated individuals with a willingness to 

work together

• Ensuring that a budget is in place is also a key success factor for any academic partnership with 

industry

• Academics should review the published literature, as well as the company’s website and annual 

report, to determine what the industrial collaboration would bring to their research programme

• Academics should identify competitors working within the Higher Education sector and highlight the 

unique selling points of their own research and the specifics of what they can offer the company

• Academics should use their networks to find a suitable individual within the company to help 

negotiate the partnership (for example, someone with access to funds or a champion for the 

research area)

• A successful industrial collaboration needs regular communication, honesty and transparency from 

both parties; however, academics must appreciate that the relationship could break down owing to 

external issues (for example, a shift in company strategy or changes in personnel)

Inspired on Malcom Skingle, director Academic Liason GlaxoSmithKline 

Research impact – working with Health Service

Inspired on Karen Bell Head of Research and Development and Innovation Champion for a regional health board within the Scottish National Health Service



Research impact – working with Health Service

Inspired on Karen Bell Head of Research and Development and Innovation Champion for a regional health board within the Scottish National Health Service

Key messages

• Health services are seeking innovations from academics that can be rapidly 

implemented, modified to meet their particular needs and extended to other clinical 

areas

• The shared goals should be clearly mapped out as achieving tangible results (particularly 

in the short term) can enhance motivation among participating healthcare staff

• Research programmes should be practical, yet fun, to maintain high levels of staff 

engagement in the process

• Early engagement, planning, flexibility and taking the time to build relationships are all 

vital for a successful partnership between academia and health services

• Both sides must have perseverance and optimism: some aspects of the research might 

not work out as expected but failure could be a stepping stone to future success

Research impact – working with charity funding



Research impact – working with charity funding

Inspired on Lou McGrath Chief Executive Officer of Find A Better Way

Working with charity funding agencies 

Find A Better Way is a UK charity committed to helping countries and individuals 

affected by the legacy of landmines. This organisation has funded a large 

multidisciplinary research programme at the University of Glasgow. Co-led by 

Matthew Dalby (Professor of Cell Engineering) and Manuel Salmeron-Sanchez (Chair 

of Biomedical Engineering) – and involving researchers with backgrounds ranging from 

stem cell biology to nanoscale technology – the project is exploiting various tools to 

promote regeneration of bone lost as a consequence of blast injury.

Key messages

• The support of a funding agency from outside your usual field of interest could 

broaden the scope of your research impact vision and facilitate unexpected 

interdisciplinary collaborations

• Coming up with a timely and practical solution to a specific problem posed by the 

funding agency could secure support for your research programme

• The outcomes and lessons learned from one project might be applied to other 

situations or populations and so potentially extend the reach of the research impact

Research impact – working with the public 



Research impact – working with the public 

Inspired on Elspeth Banks and Iaim MacPherson Clinical Senior Lecturer in Medical Oncology, University of Glasgow

Interaction with the general public is increasingly acknowledged as a route 

to maximise research impact because citizens are often the direct 

beneficiaries of societal and economic change

Key messages:

• Members of the public bring a new perspective, differing life experiences 

and a wealth of transferable skills to the research impact process

• Public representatives can help set the agenda, frame key questions and 

find solutions because they understand what’s important to the end-users 

of your work

• Members of the public tend to be highly motivated as they want to make a 

difference

Research impact – connecting to Citizen Science





Citizen Science: ordinary citizens become active participants in scientific research.

Citizen Science may well be the most important new trend in the scientific world: it

enables citizens to collaborate on scientific projects regardless of their backgrounds.

Citizen Science means they are no longer just the audience for science communication. 

They are also involved in the science itself – and actively.

The best known example: the Galaxy Zoo project, started in 2007 - astronomers from Oxford 

University website involved citizens in the classification of nebulas. 

Since then, more than a quarter of a million users have contributed to more than 60 million 

classifications, resulting in several scientific publications. 

Research impact – considering Citizen Science further



Categories and Participation Levels
Image Courtesy: OpenScientist

Research impact – considering Citizen Science further

Pyramid: as the levels of complexity (or activity) 
increase, the number of available projects and

number of people participating decreases.
Even if someone wants to participate at a high 
level, they need many people collecting data and

performing the initial analyses that they can build
on for their expert level analysis.

Contributory: Generally designed by scientists and for which members of the

public primarily contribute data; also includes studies in which scientists analyze

citizens' observations, such as those in journal and other records, whether or not

those citizens are still alive.

Collaborative: Generally designed by scientists for which members of the

public contribute data but may also help to refine project design, analyze data, 

or disseminate findings.

Co-created: Designed by scientists and members of the public working together

and for which at least some of the public participants are actively involved in 

most or all steps of the scientific process; also includes research wholly

conceived and implemented by amateur (non-professional) scientists.

Research impact – considering Citizen Science further



Exercise: what could be the impact vision of a CS project?

2 examples

Co-creation hubs , academics look externally to forge productive relations with stakeholders. 

Research impact – fostering @ co-creation hubs

Survey results based on participants of open acces course: Research Impact: Making a Difference

GHENT : the Foundry: location / space to 

stimulate creativity, innovation & 

entrepreneurship

2 activities: DO!: our centre for 

entrepreneurship and Ghent Design Factory: 

to promote design thinking and going from 

problem to solution



Key messages:

A co-creation hub that is embedded within the university campus 

builds an innovative ecosystem with tangible benefits for everyone

involved. For example, such facilities can:

• Raise the reputation of the university within the wider community as 

an place where societal and economic change is high on the agenda

• Provide space and support for start-up companies

• Enable product development and testing in a real-world setting

• Help students to develop an entrepreneurial spirit

• Provide a conduit to engage the public in research impact (for

example, talks and special events)

Research impact – fostering @ co-creation hubs

ACCOMPLISSH co-creation and research impact in the social 

sciences and humanities 

Quadruple Helix partners  - different expectations 

• Academic partners - represent their institutions as credible 

participants in co-creation, responsibility to promote societal 

change

• Industrial partners, besides medical or technological projects 

for financial return, show an increasing appetite to build 

partnerships in the social sciences and humanities

• Government partners prioritise the public interest and needs 

of their citizens

• Societal partners have limited resources available to 

participate in co-creation; however, they can offer access to 

relevant communities and so promote public engagement

Recommendation: offer spaces for interactions to occur, 

whether in the real world or online

e.g co-creation hub Helsinki 







Ten guidelines for Research Impact Assessment   

Adam et al. Health Research Policy and Systems (2018) 16:8
DOI 10.1186/s12961-018-0281-5

International School on Research Impact Assessment (ISRIA) 
http://theinternationalschoolonria.com


