
EMBEDDING RESEARCH IMPACTMAYHEM! Margaritas

Culture change is about the people
At its core impact agenda is seeking to bring about culture change. Creating an impact 
strategy is simply the starting point.  As well as setting in place training and support 
structures the key is to find and recruit the individuals, preferably academics, who will 
support the day to day implementation of the strategy.  

It takes time
This is not a fast process it requires a substantial time commitment. Achieving stage 
one, which was creating an agreed strategy, took one year. We estimate that getting 
Northumbria University to embed impact across all areas set out in its strategy will take 
two to five years. 

Don’t assume people understand impact
We assumed at the start of the process that academic staff at Northumbria fully 
understood impact and wanted to engage with it. This was not necessarily the case. 
The REF exercise had very much focused thinking on impact as a metric. What many 
have failed to grasp is that the impact agenda is more complex and for some disciplines 
will require a different approach to their research from the proposal stage. It became 
apparent during the workshops that staff development around impact was required if staff 
were going to engage and develop their plans effectively.

Ensure academic staff have a genuine opportunity to contribute
Academics don’t like top down strategies: not surprising perhaps, but worth remembering 
that participation may not get you a quick result, but achieves a more enduring one.  
When the academics at Northumbria were unhappy at being presented with a strategy 
they did not like, taking on board the criticism and being prepared to start again was 
instrumental in building consensus and support for the strategy.

There is support for impact
On the whole, researchers are keen for their research to ‘make a difference’. It is this 
altruistic motivation to do good and to make things better that drives the vast majority 
of researchers. Many are able to see beyond the current ‘birthing pains’ of introducing 
research impact as part of the research process and are genuinely enthusiastic about the 
opportunity to be more engaged in what happens to their work post-publication.
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Setting the scene 
In the UK, research in the higher education sector is supported by a system known as the ‘dual support system’.  
The majority of government funds for research are distributed via two bodies: 

•	 the	Research	Councils	(referred	to	collectively	as	RCUK),	which	fund	specific	research	proposals	

•	the	Higher	Education	Funding	Councils	for	England,	Wales	and	Scotland,	which	provide	core	funding	for	research 
   infrastructure that can be used by universities to support research more widely within their institution.

Both	RCUK	and	the	higher	education	funding	councils	are	now	focusing	on	research	impact.
2006: UK science and research policy introduces the idea of research impact. This is defined as the contribution made by excellent UK 
research to enhance and improve our economy and society.

2009: Research Councils UK (RCUK), requires ‘pathways to impact’ statements as part of its funding applications. 
 The purpose is to encourage UK researchers to consider the wider societal or economic benefits of their research 
proposal at this initial stage, and to outline what they will do to ensure that they not only disseminate the findings but 
engage with potential users of research.

2013: For the first time submissions to the UK’s national research benchmarking exercise the Research 
Excellence Framework (REF) - which is conducted by the Higher Education Funding Councils - are required to 
include evidence of the wider economic and societal contribution of their research. REF 2014 allocates 20% 
of the overall assessment to research impact. This aspect is assessed via case studies. This new element of 
the assessment was particularly resource intensive as many of the researchers asked to write up impact case 
studies simply did not understand what was needed.

Embedding impact....
‘This is chaos, but what if impact activity was routine and embedded 
in the research process and internal management; what would that 
look like?’

Saskia Walcott and Nicola Mitchell, two independent consultants with 
extensive experience of the HE sector, recognised that there was an 
awakening among research managers that research impact needed to be 
accepted as a university wide concern, rather than ad hoc with isolated 
activities conducted by individual researchers. They set about developing 
a tool that would support an institution to map where it currently was and 
to envisage what ‘embedded’ would look like for their institution.

The N.I.C.E. Tool
N.I.C.E is the acronym for the four categories of the mapping tool. 

Nascent: coming into existence/just emerging - institutional support for impact is non-
existent or patchy. Though impact is being achieved

Improving: developing/ increasing capacity and capability - support has been put in place 
but it is not systematic and not always strategic

Customary: impact is a commonly practiced part of research activity - support from 
professional services is systematic and strategic and is more widely used by researchers

Embedded: fully developed and integrated - a fundamental part of everyday 
business and research activity. Impact is fully supported across the university. 

The NICE tool is used to map impact readiness, looking at where an 
organisation is in relation to supporting impact across four broad 
institutional areas. These four areas are: management and 
leadership, capacity and capability, delivery, and awareness. 
These are then divided into nine sub-categories including 
marketing and communications and reward and recognition.

The university’s vision
....once we knew where we were the next 
challenge was to tease out the institution’s 
vision for impact: where does it want to be and 
what are its priorities? 

i. Leadership: The Pro Vice Chancellor for Research and Innovation is accountable for the delivery of this 
impact strategy, however a commitment to delivering, rich and diverse impact beyond academia runs 
through all of our activities.

ii. Selective	Investment: Key areas of research strength will be identified for development and impacts 
arising from these areas will be prioritised for support

iii.  Facilitate	engagement	and	exchange	knowledge:	Stakeholder engagement will be encouraged and 
supported to find partners for contract and collaborative work and engagement with communities to  
co-create and consult on research projects.

iv. Training, development and peer support for staff and post-grad research students:  
We will share best practice and support mentoring of colleagues to foster interdisciplinary research 
and impact. Skills training will be provided for all staff and post graduate research students. 

v. Recognise,	reward	and	celebrate	success: Impact will be included in staff’s personal 
development plans and there will be faculty and university level prizes to reward and celebrate 
excellent practice.

vi. Establish processes which support impact through the research lifecycle: There will 
be routine review of projects throughout their life-cycle not just at the grant application and 
reporting stages.

vii. Develop systems to capture impact and evidence of impact: Enable academic staff to 
easily capture indicators of impact and link these to specific research projects and outputs. 

On our way to the margaritas….
  In July 2014 the revised impact strategy and supporting implementation plan was agreed and signed off by 
   Northumbria University’s executive management group.

    Their strategic approach to impact encompasses seven areas:

This is an example of an output from the cross- faculty workshop. 
It shows the opinions of the academics staff of  how ‘embedded’ 

impact is in different areas of activity. Though subjective it 
demonstrates the perceived areas of strength and weakness across 
each of the university’s faculties.

The process 
What followed was a second series of workshops 
with different groups within the university: senior 
management to develop the vision, and then 
professional services and academic staff to test the 
vision and the basic structure of the strategy.

A workshop with the professional 
support staff conducted over a day 

was very successful and produced 
a coherent list of areas where staff felt 

they could improve support structures 
and streamline internal information sharing.

Conclusion
Research impact in the UK remains controversial and a source of tension between 
public funders and parts of the research community, but all indicators are that impact 
is here to stay.

Northumbria University is leading the way in the UK as, so far, only a handful of 
universities have developed an explicit research impact strategy. Every university 
website talks about impact but it is still novel to have an official stated university-
wide strategic approach. Looking into the future, ideally an impact strategy will 
not be required as the idea and practice becomes embedded in the ethos of the 
institution and within the research process. 

Enjoying our margaritas 
after the strategy was 

signed off.

Mayhem ensues! 
Research impact is both complex and controversial and has generated searching questions 
about the purpose of research and why it is done. 

The introduction of research impact, not just as a policy, but as a metric tied to public funding and 
excellence, has caused an uproar among researchers that continues to rumble on. From the start 
there has been opposition to it based primarily on the arguments that it infringes academic freedom 
and favours certain disciplines above others (i.e. engineering may fare better than the arts and 
humanities). However, there are also many within academia who can see the benefits of encouraging 
researchers to look beyond outputs and to actively consider how their research findings can help to 
improve, for example, aspects of industry, social care, manufacturing or culture.

The reality of what impact means in practice is an area that universities, researchers and researcher 
managers across the UK are still struggling to get to grips with: Does public engagement count as impact? 
How do you assess the impact of research? What evidence is required and how do you obtain it? How do you 
assess the impact of research on popular culture? 

In an attempt to stem the mayhem nearly every UK higher education institution (HEI) now has one or two posts 
among the academic and/or support staff with impact in the title.

A rudimentary version of the NICE Tool was presented to a 
selection of researcher managers and administrators at an ARMA 

impact workshop in March 2013. As well as feedback on the tool 
a number of concerns and questions were raised that illustrate the 

complex issues raised by the requirement to both do and demonstrate 
research impact:

How do you recognise and celebrate the skills, activity and effort that go 
into pathways to impact and not just the delivery of impact? How can we 

prevent gathering data and evidence of impact becoming an extra burden for 
external partners? Does embedding actually mean success in impact? How do 

we translate impact in an increasingly international market place? A Pilot study
Stephanie Bales, Director of Research Support at Northumbria University, 
in Newcastle upon Tyne, volunteers her institution as the pilot study to 
apply the NICE Tool.

The process begins in July 2013. Research was conducted using a 
mixture of desk research and interviews with a selection of professional 
services staff, academics and senior managers. This produced a snapshot  
(below) of where Northumbria University saw itself in relation to how it 
supported research impact activity.

What is research impact?
“For the purposes of the REF, impact is defined as an effect on, change or 

benefit to the economy, society, culture, public policy or services, health, the 
environment or quality of life, beyond academia…impacts on research or 

the advancement of academic knowledge within the higher education sector 
(whether in the UK or internationally) are excluded.”  

REF Guidance for Submissions, 2012.

RCUK defines impact as: “the demonstrable contribution that excellent 
research makes to society and economy. Economic and societal impacts 

embrace all the extremely diverse ways in which research-related knowledge 
and skills benefits individuals, organisations and nations...” 

 Seeking input from the research 
management community: 

N.I.C.E TOOL
What might ‘embedded’ look like for an institution?

derailedHowever, the process did not run smoothly and at a third 
workshop that included a much wider selection of academic 

staff than previously, we were forced to re-think the strategy.
This involved running a consensus workshop to tease out 
a new strategic framework that all senior academic staff had a part in creating…


