
International approaches to 
research impact –
selected reflections
Nelius Boshoff
CREST, Stellenbosch University

2019 Research Indaba
Research for Impact at SU

STIAS, 17 October 2019



What are the reasons behind the 
current focus on research impact?

Source: Penfield, T., Baker, M.J., Scoble, R. & Wykes, M.C. 2014. Assessment, evaluations, 
and definitions of research impact: A review. Research Evaluation, 23, 21-32.

• Accountability pressure: Research organisations are under 
pressure to demonstrate the value of their research  to different 
stakeholders

• Institutional overview: Research organisations need to 
adequately monitor and manage their performance, and 
understand and disseminate the contribution that they are 
making to interested parties

• Advocacy and allocation: Evidence of research impact 
provides compelling arguments for making a case for research 
and for enhanced research support

• General understanding: Insight into the method and routes by 
which research leads to impacts, in order to maximize on the 
findings emanating from research and develop better ways of 
delivering impact.



Many labels point to the impact of 
research ... but little consensus 

about their meanings

Citation impact SCIENTIFIC 
IMPACT

WIDER 
IMPACT

Economic impact

Social impact
Cultural impact

Health impact

Environmental impact

Political impact

Other scientific impact

Societal impact



Source: WKKF 2004. Logic Model Development Guide. Compiled by the W.K. Kellogg Foundation (p. 17).

Shared understanding of ‘impact’ 
mainly in programme evaluation



Research impact as a ‘sphere of interest’

Conceptualised by Ofir & Schwandt – In NRF (2015) Summary report of the socioeconomic 
impacts of selected NRF funding instruments (Part 1). National Research Foundation. South 

Africa (p. 15).

• Control
Under direct control of 
researchers
• Influence
Influenced by work of 
researchers but not 
under their control
• Interest
Of interest to the 
researchers but far 
beyond what they can 
realistically influence
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Intervention 
programme

Outputs
(Deliverables)

Outcomes
(Effects)

Effects AGGREGATE 
over time to impact 

entities other than the 
target group (e.g. 

impact at the level of 
an institution or 

system)
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But a research programme (in research 
evaluation) is not necessarily the same as 
an intervention programme (in 
programme evaluation)

Effects 
ACCUMULATE over 
time to impact the 

target group in long-
term in a sustainable 

way



Example of the social sciences

• “Social science is the observation, description 
and identification of the social nature of society 
by empirical and theoretical investigation, in 
order to explain what culture, the market and 
the state mean to people, groups and 
institutions, how they understand, make sense 
and reproduce culture, markets and the state 
across time and space; and what people, groups 
and institutions believe, how they act and 
interrelate in culture, the market and the state, 
in local, national and global settings.”

Source: Brewer, J.D. 2013. The Public Value of the Social Sciences. London: Bloomsbury (p. 47).



The social sciences and how they relate 
to other disciplines

Source: Bastow, S., Dunleavy, P., & 
Tinkler, J. (2014). The Impact of the 
Social Sciences: How Academics and 
their Research Make A Difference. 
London: SAGE Publications Ltd (p. 3).



The ‘output’, ‘outcome’ and ‘impact’ 
distinction of programme evaluation in 

research impact assessment
• Distinction is maintained
• Distinction is creatively modified
• Distinction is abandoned

o Because of the challenge of attribution, i.e. establishing a 
causal link between the activities and long-term outcomes 
(impacts) of a programme

o Attribution is a challenge because of (1) often long time-
lag between completed research and observed changes, 
and (2) unknown factors also accounting for the same 
changes 

o Research impact assessment therefore focusses on 
contribution rather than attribution



Research 
uptake

• “Research users have engaged with research, they 
have read a briefing, attended a conference or seminar, 
were research partners … or engaged in some other kind 
of activity which means they know the research exists.”

Research 
use

• “Research users act upon research, discuss it, pass
it on to others, adapt it to context, present findings, use 
it to inform policy, or practice developments.”

Research 
impact

• “Changes in awareness, knowledge and 
understanding, ideas, attitudes and perceptions, and 
policy and practice as a result of research.”

Morton, S. 2015.  Creating research impact: the roles of research users in interactive research 
mobilisation. Evidence and Policy: A Journal of Research, Debate and Practice, 11(1): 35–55.

Distinction is creatively modified (1):

Research contribution framework



Morton, S. 2015. 
Progressing research 
impact assessment: A 
‘contributions’ approach. 
Research Evaluation, 
24(4), 405-419.
(Figure 1, p. 411)

Distinction is creatively modified (1):

Research contribution framework



• Originally developed to assess the ‘impact’ or ‘payback’ of 
health research

• The framework involves two elements
 A logic model representation of the entire research process
 A set of categories that represent ‘benefits’/ ‘paybacks’ from health 
research 

• Certain categories of benefits/ paybacks are more likely to 
occur at certain stages of the research process

• Tool for data collection (using surveys, interviews and 
documents and reviews and bibliometrics) and cross-case 
analysis 

Distinction is creatively modified (2):

Payback framework

Source: Hanney, S.R., Grant, J., Wooding, S. & Buxton, M.J. 2004. Proposed methods for reviewing the 
outcomes of health research: The impact of funding by the UK’s ‘Arthritis Research Campaign’. Health 
Research Policy and Systems, 2:4.



Source: Hanney, S.R., Grant, J., Wooding, S. & Buxton, M.J. 2004. Proposed methods for reviewing the outcomes of health research: 
The impact of funding by the UK’s ‘Arthritis Research Campaign’. Health Research Policy and Systems, 2:4.

Logic model of the payback 
framework
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Category What does it include?

1. Knowledge 
production

Journal articles, conference presentations, books, chapters in books, 
research reports

2. Research 
targeting, 
capacity building 
and absorption 

Better targeting of future research (by original researcher and by others)
Research training, e.g. number of higher degrees resulting from the research
Career development/advancement as result of research
Capacity to absorb and utilise existing research

3. Informing 
policy and 
product 
development

“Policymaking” involves all choices by those in a position of authority, having 
a special status within groups to which they apply (e.g. national policies, of 
government, policies made by managers, policies agreed by groups of 
practitioners in the form of practice guidelines, policies by those responsible 
for training, etc.)
Incorporation of findings in the process of product development

4. Health 
benefits

Improved health
Cost reduction in delivery of existing services
Quality improvements and improved equity in service delivery

5. Broader 
economic 
benefits

Wider economic benefits from commercial exploitation of innovations (job 
creation, profits resulting from manufacture and sales, exports)
Economic benefits from a healthy workforce, e.g. reduction in working days 
lost

Categories of payback
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Distinction is abandoned:

Productive interactions approach

Research-
stakeholder 
interaction

Interaction 
becomes 

productive
Productive interaction 

has impact

Interaction = actions AND outputs
Stakeholder = mostly linked stakeholder
Impact = mostly immediate changes related to 
linked stakeholder

Source: Spaapen, J. & Van Drooge, L. 2011. Introducing ‘productive interactions’ in social impact 
assessment. Research Evaluation, 20(3), 211-218.



What is an ‘interaction’?

SIAMPI. No date. Final report on social impacts of research (p.14).



When is an interaction ‘productive’?

Spaapen, J. & Van Drooge, L. 2011. Introducing ‘productive interactions’ in social impact assessment. 
Research Evaluation, 20(3), 211-218.
Molas-Gallart, J. & Tang, P. 2011. Tracing ‘productive interactions’ to identify social impacts: an example 
from the social sciences. Research Evaluation, 20(3), 219-226.

• An interaction is productive when it leads to efforts by 
stakeholders to somehow use or apply research 
results or practical information or experience
(Spaapen & Van Drooge, 2011:212)

• An interaction is productive when it leads to an effort
by the stakeholder to engage with the research
(Molas-Gallart & Tang, 2011:219)



When is a ‘productive interaction’ 
seen as impact?

• When ‘productive interactions’ result in stakeholders 
doing new things or doing things differently the 
research is seen as displaying an impact
(Molas-Gallart & Tang, 2011:219)

• Social impacts of knowledge are behavioural changes 
that happen because of this knowledge
(Spaapen & Van Drooge, 2011:212)

• ‘Productive interactions’ are considered a pre-condition 
for the social impact of research to happen
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Spaapen, J. & Van Drooge, L. 2011. Introducing ‘productive interactions’ in social impact assessment. 
Research Evaluation, 20(3), 211-218.
Molas-Gallart, J. & Tang, P. 2011. Tracing ‘productive interactions’ to identify social impacts: an example 
from the social sciences. Research Evaluation, 20(3), 219-226.



Transition from 
research–

stakeholder 
interaction to 

productive 
interaction
to impact

Boshoff, N. & Sefatsa, M. 2019 Creating
research impact through the productive
interactions of an individual: An example from
South African research on maritime piracy.
Research Evaluation.



Connecting productive interactions with 
different levels of benefit or change

Boshoff, N. & Sefatsa, M. 2019 Creating research impact through the productive interactions of an
individual: An example from South African research on maritime piracy. Research Evaluation.



Process view of research impact
is becoming prominent

(HOW of research impact)

• Implications for research impact assessment
• Learning about impact rather than making a 

judgment about impact
• Interactions and engagements underpin research 

impact
- Analyses = contextual, network oriented
- Indications of processes, mechanisms, interactions 

(break with linearity)



• How knowledge is valorised is dependent on four 
factors: the parties involved; the level of organisation; 
the scientific discipline and the stage of the research.

• Hence, the 4 dimensions of the 4D Map
• Actor (Constant)

• Level of aggregation (Constant)

• Discipline (Constant)

• Stage (Variable)

• The 4D Map is a form of evaluation – not summative 
(‘judging’) but formative (‘learning’) evaluation

Source: Van Drooge, L., Vandeberg, R., Zuijdam, F., Mostert, B., Van der Meulen, B. and Bruins, E. 
(2013). Valuable: Indicators for valorisation. The Hague, Netherlands: Rathenau Institute and, 
Utrecht, Netherlands: Technology Foundation STW.

4D Map:
Tool for insight into own impact creation 

processes



• Knowledge 
provider, e.g. 
university

• Knowledge 
user, e.g. 
business or 
government

• Intermediary, 
e.g. advisory 
council

The first 3 dimensions (constants)

Source: Van Drooge, L., Vandeberg, R., Zuijdam, F., Mostert, B., Van der Meulen, B. and Bruins, E. 
(2013). Valuable: Indicators for valorisation. The Hague, Netherlands: Rathenau Institute and, Utrecht, 
Netherlands: Technology Foundation STW.

• University 
(institutional) level

• Faculty level
• Departmental 

level
• Programme level
• Project level
• Researcher level

Actor
Level of
aggregation Discipline



• Indicators and indications of valorisation are presented for 
the different ‘stages’

• Six ‘stages' are suggested but these are only guidelines:
• Mission
• Agenda setting
• Execution
• Dissemination
• Utilisation
• People

Dimension 4: Stage (variable)

Source: Van Drooge, L., Vandeberg, R., Zuijdam, F., Mostert, B., Van der Meulen, B. and Bruins, E. 
(2013). Valuable: Indicators for valorisation. The Hague, Netherlands: Rathenau Institute and, Utrecht, 
Netherlands: Technology Foundation STW.



4D Map: Example

Source: Van Drooge, L., Vandeberg, R., Zuijdam, F., Mostert, B., Van der Meulen, B. and Bruins, E. (2013). Valuable: Indicators 
for valorisation. The Hague, Netherlands: Rathenau Institute and, Utrecht, Netherlands: Technology Foundation STW.
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4D Map: Example (cont.)

Source: Van Drooge, L., Vandeberg, R., Zuijdam, F., Mostert, B., Van der Meulen, B. and Bruins, E. 
(2013). Valuable: Indicators for valorisation. The Hague, Netherlands: Rathenau Institute and, 
Utrecht, Netherlands: Technology Foundation STW.



4D Map: Example (cont.)

Source: Van Drooge, L., Vandeberg, R., Zuijdam, F., Mostert, B., Van der Meulen, B. and Bruins, E. 
(2013). Valuable: Indicators for valorisation. The Hague, Netherlands: Rathenau Institute and, Utrecht, 
Netherlands: Technology Foundation STW.
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4D Map: Example (cont.)

Source: Van Drooge, L., Vandeberg, R., Zuijdam, F., Mostert, B., Van der Meulen, B. and Bruins, E. (2013). 
Valuable: Indicators for valorisation. The Hague, Netherlands: Rathenau Institute and, Utrecht, 
Netherlands: Technology Foundation STW.
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4D Map: Example (cont.)

Source: Van Drooge, L., Vandeberg, R., Zuijdam, F., Mostert, B., Van der Meulen, B. and Bruins, E. 
(2013). Valuable: Indicators for valorisation. The Hague, Netherlands: Rathenau Institute and, Utrecht, 
Netherlands: Technology Foundation STW.
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Research impact literacy

Source: Bayley, J.E. & Phipps, D. 2018. Building the concept of research impact literacy. Evidence 
& Policy, in press, 1–10. (Figure 1, p. 5) 



Building capacity – Researchers & institutions

Bayley, J.E. & Phipps, D. 2018. Building the concept of research 
impact literacy. Evidence & Policy, in press, 1–10. (Figure 2, p. 7) 



Some observations
• Multiple meanings of impact – context and discipline 

specific
• Unit of assessment cannot be ignored (individual, project, 

centre, faculty, university, field, country)
• Tendency to combine quantitative indicators with 

qualitative indications
• Quantitative indicators remain important

- Some impact metrics mirror conventional citation 
analyses, e.g. articles cited in patents; articles cited in 
clinical guidelines; and nowadays also ‘altmetrics’ –
tweets, downloads, shares etc.

• A growing need formonitoring for impact (management) -
in addition to ex post and ex ante assessments of impact 

• Increased interest in impact pathways



Thank you
Nelius Boshoff
scb@sun.ac.za
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