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Overall objectives of the evaluation 

Review the challenges and perceived benefits of the 

methodology being implemented  

 

 

Determine whether it is fit for purpose in meeting the 

aim for assessing impact  

 

 

To inform the development of future REF exercises  

 



Timeline of evaluation 

• ITT – Feb 2013 
• Contract awarded – April 2013 
• Field work undertaken: Dec 2013 – Feb 2014 
• Reporting: April 2014 
Phase 2 
• ITT – July 2014 
• Contract awarded – Sept 2014 
• Field work: Oct – Dec 2014 
• Reporting March 2015 
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Overview 

• Attitude towards impact 

• Consequence of the assessment 

• Burden of producing the assessment 

• Research user engagement 

• Benefits 

• Perception of the assessment process 



There was as much diversity of views and attitudes towards 

the assessment of impact as part of REF 2014 within HEIs 

as there was between HEIs 

Figure 4.1, 4.2 
and 4.3 



Central staff responsible for managing institutional 

preparations for the impact element of REF 2014 were 

considerably more positive about the process than faculty 

staff who contributed to it 

 



There were different attitudes by Main Panel 



The impact case studies (REF3b) submitted may not be 

representative of the actual impact of research in the sector 

‘It is a sliver of what impact actually is going on.  There is still a lot of other impact  

work that we do which wasn’t included’ 

Public 

engagement 

Work undertaken by 

PhD students 

Impact on HEI  

practice and teaching 

Movement of individuals in 

HEIs/research user 

organisations 

Certain types of impact 

indicating ‘softer’ change 

Commercially sensitive 

or classified evidence 

The definition of impact 

Sufficiency of evidence 



There is a concern that the impact agenda may begin to 

undermine ‘blue skies’ research 

This may result in the focusing of research activities away 

from blue skies research and to more applied questions 

 

 

The impact agenda may move research towards areas that 

can more easily demonstrate impact and away from areas 

where impact is less easily demonstrated   

‘People are thinking about changing the nature of their research to be more applied.   

Is this a bad thing?  It may be if it damages the underlying blue sky which can develop 

outstanding impact areas if giving less imaginative science.’  



The assessment of impact as part of REF 2014 was a 

significant new burden for HEIs 

'During the past year, I have written zero papers, I have not given the usual attention to 

gaining research funding.' 

£7,500 £4,500 



There is evidence of economies of scale, that is median 

costs are less for larger submissions 



Costs are higher for the REF than other similar exercises 

to produce a 

case study 

30 
days 

5.1 
days 

REF Pilot 

Excellence in 

Innovation for 

Australia (EIA) 

3 
days 



HEIs perceived that the exercise had put an undue burden on 

research users although this was not their experience 

Academics felt that this exercise has changed the dynamics of 

relationships.  There are divided views on the effect of this; 

ranging from that it has been productive to damaging 

Research users commented on the positive benefits of 

strengthening and reaffirming relationships 

 

[Academics] ‘worried that pestering people they collaborate with could jeopardise their 

relationship’. (HEI perspective) 

'it was a manageable task‘… Requests were not overly onerous’ (Research user) 



There was evidence that assessment of impact as part of 

REF 2014 along with other policies (such as RCUK’s 

‘Pathways to impact’) and the broader ‘impact agenda’ has 

led to cultural change within HEIs 

 

'I noticed my perception of research changing slightly and my passion to make an impact 

with my research enhanced; this was due to constant in-depth thinking about what we (and 

I) do in the unit and why we do it. I can say that I became totally immersed in the topic of 

impact and became fascinated by the area' 
 

It would be useful to know 
how many people this came 
from as could be skewed if 1 

person wrote no benefit 3 
times 

Jess – 
include 
Table 2-
1 here 
instead 



As a result of the impact agenda and changing culture, 

HEIs are changing their practice 

‘REF3A is informing the [impact] strategies that are currently being written’  

Setting out an 

impact strategy 

Implementing systems to 

store evidence of impact 

Fixed-term posts 

becoming permanent 

Capturing evidence of 

impact on an ongoing basis 

Inclusion of impact as a 

criterion for promotion 

Building a plan for 

impact into projects 



By a large majority, panellists felt the process enabled them 

to assess impact in a fair, reliable and robust way 

‘I’ve been struck all the way through by… the efforts being made on the structure of the 

exercise to ensure that there was a fair and proper assessment.’ 

Total number of panellists involved in impact element: 1161 

Survey: 572         Focus groups: 112                  1-2-1 interviews: 20 



Bringing together different perspectives of academics and 

research users was seen to be successful and valuable 

• Research users built useful networks but the burden of involvement was a 

significant challenge 

• Engagement by academics in the process offered benefits for their careers 

and institutions 

‘It was a stroke of genius to get people together to get that consensus generated.’ 

11 days (median) 
7 – 15 days (inter-quartile 

range) 



Areas for further thought and improvement 

• Panellists felt they were able to differentiate between 
submissions in a more detail than the scoring process allowed 
them to express 

• There was variation in the way the process was conducted 

 

 

 

 

• There were particular challenges in assessing the impact 
templates 

• Lack of requirement to evidence meant quality of writing had a 
large effect 

• Options for the future: 
– Combine with environment template 

– Use of metrics and factual information 

– Remove it 

‘There is much to commend [it] although there are improvements to be made and 

much to be learned.’ 



Cross-cutting themes 

Involvement of 

research users 
Need for evidence 

Use of metrics Impact templates 



Further information  

Available at: www.randeurope.org/REF2014impact 

http://www.randeurope.org/REF2014impact

