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Introduction

This toolkit is designed to help universities make sense of recent changes to the Higher
Education Innovation Fund (HEIF), and how to approach the HEIF Accountability
Statement with clarity and confidence.

Rather than treating the guidance as a set of instructions to follow or boxes to tick, the
toolkit offers a way of interpreting what HEIF is asking for, grounded in the policy
context and evidence that underpin the guidance itself. It is intended for anyone involved
in shaping, delivering or explaining HEIF-funded activity, including colleagues working in
research, knowledge exchange, public and community engagement, skills, civic
partnerships and institutional strategy.

The toolkit does not advocate for specific activities. Instead, it provides a conceptual
foundation and practical scaffolds to help institutions articulate:
1 what they are prioritising,

1 why those choices make sense in their context,

1 and how HEIF investment is expected to contribute to economic growth over time.

About the National Coordinating Centre for Public Engagement

The NCCPE advocates for the role of public and community engagement in building a
more inclusive higher education sector. Our vision is of an inclusive higher education
sector where communities can contribute to, and benefit from, knowledge, teaching and

research.

We are focused on mobilising higher education (HE) and knowledge institutions to realise

the value of public and community engagement, for long-term change.

We aim to inspire collective action across and beyond the HE system and promote
environments and cultures where high-quality and equitable engagement activity is

recognised, rewarded, and can flourish.
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How to use this toolkit

The toolkit is structured as a journey, moving from context, to interpretation, to practice.

Part A - Making sense of the policy context

Part A steps back from the HEIF guidance itself and situates it within wider changes
across research, innovation and skills policy. It explains why HEIF needs to be read
differently and introduces a systems-based way of thinking about contribution, growth
and engagement.

You do not need to agree with every interpretation here, but this section provides the
mental model that underpins the rest of the toolkit.

Part B - Understanding the HEIF logic

Part B looks closely at the HEIF logic model and shows how its apparent simplicity needs
to be understood in practice. It explores inputs, mechanisms and impact through a
systems lens, highlighting where pathways to growth commonly fail, and how public,
community and civic engagement helps strengthen them.

This section provides the conceptual grounding for describing impact credibly and
avoiding common pitfalls.

Part C - Writing the Accountability Statement

Part C offers practical guidance on responding to the first three sections of the HEIF
Accountability Statement. It includes a small number of structured tools and worked
examples designed to support discussion with colleagues and help translate strategy into
clear, confident narrative responses.

You do not need to use every tool. They are prompts for thinking, not templates.
Annexes - Evidence and further detail

The annexes provide supporting evidence, references and deeper dives into the analysis
that underpins the toolkit, including the University Commercialisation and Innovation

(UCI) Evidence Unit’s evidence base and relevant policy sources. They are included for

reassurance and further reading but are not essential for drafting.
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Part A - Making sense of the policy context for change

Why HEIF needs to be read differently

Changes to HEIF and the implications for public and community engagement need to be
understood in the context of wider shifts across research, innovation and skills policy.

A simplistic reading of these changes is that a more instrumental view of knowledge
exchange is being imposed: one that prioritises economic growth narrowly defined and
squeezes out the space for investment in public engagement, civic partnership and
longer-term system development.

Our interpretation of the guidance is more nuanced than this. The analysis in this toolkit
draws on the same evidence base that underpins the HEIF guidance 2025 - 2031,
including the Evaluation of the Higher Education Innovation Fund [2008-2020) and the
University Commercialisation and Innovation (UCI) University Knowledge Exchange for

Economic Growth framework both explicitly referenced by Research England in the new

guidance. It also aligns closely with reforms to the REF and with the direction of travel in
skills policy.

Taken together, these sources point towards a consistent shift in how universities’
contributions to growth and societal benefit are understood, and how HEIF is intended to
operate.

Interpreting UKRI’s new mission

UKRI’s mission is now framed as: Advance knowledge. Improve lives. Drive growth'.
There is no doubt that economic growth has been elevated as a policy priority. What
matters, however, is how this mission is interpreted. One interpretation is to read these
elements as a sequence: knowledge is created, then applied, then commercialised. This
view underpins what is often described as an innovation pipeline model.

A siloed, linear interpretation: the “innovation pipeline”

In this interpretation, the mission is read as three loosely connected stages:

MISSION HOW IT IS TYPICALLY WHAT THIS IMPLIES

ELEMENT UNDERSTOOD

Advancing Curiosity-driven discovery, Knowledge creation is upstream

knowledge largely within academia and disconnected from use

Improving lives Downstream application Engagement happens later, often
or “impact” as dissemination

Driving growth Commercialisation, IP, Growth is narrow, company-
spin-outs and licensing focused and technology-led

1h dzNJ @A ¥ w2y
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This model remains familiar and has not disappeared entirely. However, the evidence
base underpinning HEIF is clear that it over-simplifies how innovation and impact actually
happen.

What the evidence shows goes wrong with this model

Across innovation and growth research, including UCI’s evaluation of HEIF, the same risks
appear repeatedly:
1 innovations are not taken up, trusted or used

1 organisations and people lack skills or absorptive capacity
1 public resistance slows or blocks delivery
1 benefits concentrate in a small number of places or groups

These are not marginal issues. They explain why otherwise strong research and
innovation activity frequently fails to translate into sustained economic or societal
benefit.

Recognising these risks allows a much clearer articulation of why public, community and
civic engagement matters — not as an add-on, but as a way of strengthening the
conditions under which growth can occur.

How public & community engagement addresses known points of failure

This table simplifies how public and community engagement contribute to growth

GROWTH WHAT CONSTRAINS HOW PUBLIC, COMMUNITY &
PATHWAY GROWTH IN PRACTICE CIVIC ENGAGEMENT
CONTRIBUTES

Legitimacy & Public resistance slows or Builds confidence, trust and

trust blocks delivery social licence

Adoption & Innovations are not taken Aligns solutions with real needs;

uptake up or embedded improves usability; builds trust

Capability Organisations and people Builds skills, learning, readiness
lack absorptive capacity and networks

Place & Benefits concentrate in Aligns growth with local

inclusion few places or groups priorities; widens participation

This framing is descriptive, not normative. It reflects what the evidence tells us about
where systems fail, and therefore where HEIF investment can make a difference.
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An integrated, systems-based interpretation

Taking this evidence seriously leads to a different way of reading the UKRI mission, that
emphasises the vital contribution of engagement, social networks and place-based
collaboration.

This interpretation doesn’t treat advancing knowledge, improving lives and driving
growth as a sequence, but as mutually reinforcing, and dependent on how knowledge is
adopted, trusted and used across systems.

The table below models this integrated, ‘systems’ interpretation:

MISSION HOW IT IS UNDERSTOOD WHAT THIS IMPLIES
ELEMENT
Advancing Research expands what is Knowledge shapes futures,
knowledge thinkable, doable and not just solutions
valuable
Improving People participate in shaping Engagement happens
lives and using knowledge throughout, not just at the
end
Driving growth Growth emerges when Growth is place-based,
knowledge is embedded in relational and cumulative
systems

In this interpretation, attention shifts from outputs to dynamics: adoption and uptake,
capability and readiness, legitimacy and trust, and coordination across places and
systems.

Public engagement is therefore positioned as infrastructure, enabling these dynamics to
function.

Why this interpretation is evidence-led, not aspirational

This systems-based reading is strongly supported by the evidence underpinning HEIF
itself. The UCI knowledge exchange and growth framework emphasises that:
1 the most significant impacts of knowledge exchange are systemic and cumulative

1 growth emerges through changes in capability, trust, adoption and place

1 people, skills and participation are core drivers of growth, not downstream

benefits

In other words, the systems model reflects how impact actually occurs over time. See
Annex for more information about UCI’s analysis.
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Zooming out: HEIF within a wider policy realignment

The systems-based interpretation outlined above is not unique to HEIF. Similar
assumptions now underpin reforms to the Research Excellence Framework (REF) and
the direction of travel in skills policy, particularly in the Post-16 Education and Skills
White Paper. Across these domains, policy is increasingly concerned not just with what
universities do, but with how their activity contributes to longer-term outcomes across
research, innovation, skills and place.

What links these reforms is a shared emphasis on:
1 contribution rather than volume of activity

1 systems and environments rather than isolated projects
1 relationships and participation rather than transactions
1 and strategy and rationale rather than comprehensive delivery

Seen in this light, HEIF is best understood not as an outlier or a narrowly instrumental
fund, but as part of a broader realignment in how public investment in universities is
justified, governed and evaluated.

The implications of this realignment can be summarised as four connected shifts. These
shifts are not additional requirements; they provide a practical way of making sense of
how HEIF, REF and skills policy are now working together. Detailed policy evidence
supporting each shift is provided in the annex.

SHIFT FROM... | [

1. How value is Outputs and activity Contribution over time
understood

2. Where change Silos and projects Systems and places
happens

3. Who value is Transactions Relationships and
created with participation

4. Why activity is Comprehensive Strategic, contextual
undertaken activity lists choices

We explore each shift in turn below.
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Shift 1: How value is understood

From outputs and activity = to contribution over time
Across HEIF, REF and skills policy, there is a clear move away from equating value with
volume of outputs, activity counts or short-term deliverables. Instead, policy
increasingly asks how universities contribute to change over time, whether in
knowledge, practice, capability or systems.
1 REF reform places greater emphasis on contributions to knowledge and
understanding, engagement across the research lifecycle, and the environments

& cultures that enable impact.

1 Skills policy frames value at the level of the system, focusing on productivity,

participation and long-term capability rather than individual interventions.

1 HEIF guidance reflects this shift through outcomes-focused accountability and
an emphasis on contribution rather than attribution: the most significant impacts

of knowledge exchange are systemic and cumulative, emerging over time

What this means for HEIF

HEIF Accountability Statements need to explain how activity contributes to change, not
simply what is delivered. Contribution pathways matter more than output lists, and
engagement plays a crucial role in activating that contribution.

Shift 2: Where change happens

From silos and projects = to systems and places

Policy now consistently recognises that growth and impact do not emerge from

isolated projects or interventions, but from interactions across systems — shaped by

place, institutions, baseline conditions and coordination, and developing over time.
1 UCI evidence emphasises that impact is contingent on context and local

innovation ecosystems.

1 REF values research environments that contribute positively to the wider

research and societal ecosystem.

1 Skills policy explicitly adopts a joined-up, place-based approach, linking skills,

employment and local growth.

What this means for HEIF

HEIF should be framed as enabling system-level change within places, not as a
standalone funding stream. Place, coordination and alignment are legitimate parts of
the HEIF narrative.
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Shift 3: Who value is created with

From transactions = to relationships and participation
There is growing recognition that value is created through sustained relationships
between universities, businesses, public services, communities and individuals — not
through one-off exchanges.

1 REF explicitly values reciprocal engagement, trust-building and influence across

policy and practice.

1 Skills policy calls for a new social contract with employers and collaboration

across the skills system.

1 HEIF evaluation evidence highlights the importance of long-term partnerships,
including with public and third-sector organisations and with communities:
people, skills and participation are increasingly recognised as core drivers of

impact and growth, not downstream benefits

What this means for HEIF

Investment in relationships, partnership capacity and public engagement is not
peripheral. It is a core mechanism through which HEIF contributes to growth and
societal benefit.

Shift 4: Why activity is undertaken

From comprehensive activity - to strategic, contextual choice
Finally, policy increasingly expects institutions to be selective and strategic, focusing
on their distinctive strengths, context and priorities rather than attempting to do
everything.

1 REF SPRE places strong emphasis on strategy, systems and enabling

infrastructure, and on adaptive change that is sensitive to context.
1 Skills policy encourages specialisation, collaboration and clear prioritisation.

1 HEIF guidance explicitly assesses whether plans are strategically led and
aligned with growth priorities and are playing to an institution’s distinctive

strengths and context.

What this means for HEIF
A strong Accountability Statement explains why particular choices have been made.
Strategic rationale now matters more than coverage.
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Engagement, accountability and public value

Recent changes to both HEIF and REF reflect a clearer articulation of public
accountability for research and innovation funding. This is not limited to demonstrating
effectiveness or impact but extends to being answerable for how public money is used,

whose interests are considered, and how benefits and risks are distributed.

This emphasis is explicit in the REF 2029 definition of engagement (see box], which frames
engagement as purposeful, responsible and context-appropriate, and as activity that is
accountable to affected communities and funders. Engagement is therefore positioned

not simply as a pathway to impact, but as part of the governance of knowledge itself.

REF 2029 Definition of engagement

For the purposes of the REF, engagement is defined as an interaction between the HEI
and relevant individuals, groups, communities, organisations, the public, commercial
partners, or policy makers, that is purposeful, responsible, and context appropriate.

Engagement includes, but is not limited to:

1 reciprocal flows of knowledge, understanding, or skills including planned or
spontaneous relationships that inform research, build trust, influence practice or
policy, and/or support public participation

1 activities that are accountable to affected communities and funders

1 varied disciplinary practices that may directly or indirectly contribute to wider
societal, economic, cultural, or environmental benefits (impact)

Engagement practices recognise the value of researchers providing resource,
information and guidance to the stakeholders of research, being accountable to both
the communities that their research affects and those who fund the research. (REF

2029 - Engagement and Impact guidance, 1.1

This framing aligns closely with how UK Research and Innovation has articulated its role
in recent parliamentary evidence. Giving evidence to the House of Commons Science,
Innovation and Technology Committee in February 2026, UKRI's Chief Executive
emphasised that accountability to the public is fundamental to how research and
innovation funding should be understood:

“We have the privilege, and | believe it is a privilege, to spend £10 billion of taxpayers’
money to get a return for the economy, to improve people’s lives, to drive growth... We
are here in service of the public.”

He further underlined that accountability is not simply about reporting activity, but about
clarity of responsibility, judgement and purpose:
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“Clarity of accountability and delegation is essential... We need to be clear-eyed on our
mission and actually focus on delivering those outcomes.”

Taken together, these perspectives reinforce a shared direction of travel across REF and
HEIF. Engagement is not positioned as an optional or instrumental activity, but as a
means through which universities remain accountable — to the communities their work
affects, and to the public who fund it — for how knowledge is developed, applied and
justified over time.

Why these shifts matter for the rest of the toolkit

Together, these policy shifts explain why HEIF invites plans that feature engagement,
place, skills, partnerships and strategy. They provide the conceptual grounding for:
1 Part B, which looks at the HEIF logic model and explains why its apparent

simplicity needs to be read in a more nuanced, systems-based way; and

1 Part C, which offers practical guidance on how to respond to the first three

Accountability Statement questions with clarity and confidence.

Further evidence supporting each shift — including detailed references to HEIF, REF, skills
policy and UCI analysis — is provided as annexes.
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Part B - Understanding the HEIF logic: from simplicity to nuance

Breaking down the HEIF Logic Model

Part B takes the core elements of the HEIF logic model (see below) and offers an
interpretive lens for reading them in practice.

Universities & partners work Knowledge exchange contributes to strengthening the economic loMapect

together through knowledge

Knowledge exchange ) . !
drawing on combinations of... Strengthening growth drivers and easing bottlenecks to

e E competitiveness,
aiiange system in different ways to create and capture value productivity & arowth

power place and sector competitiveness

Economic
growth

Facilities,

equipment, aioate .

data & tools Commercialising and scaling knowledge and

technologies to create new sources of wealth s

competitive
sectors, places
and

organisations

Research

Social
networks Supporting organisations to innovate, compete

and scale for the benefit of the UK

Enabling people to participate and engage
productively in the economy

The HEIF logic model is intentionally simple. It identifies three core components:

f
f
f

inputs
mechanisms

impact

Taken at face value, this simplicity can encourage a linear or pipeline-style reading of
HEIF. However, as the evidence explored in Part A shows, the underpinning evidence for
the model resists this interpretation, and encourages a more nuanced ‘systems’ view of

how universities contribute to impact and growth.

The purpose of this section is therefore not to restate the logic model, but to add
interpretive depth to it. For each component of the model, we:

f
1
f

13 |

explain what the logic is assuming
highlight where systems typically fail

and show how public, community & civic engagement helps make the logic work in

practice

HEIFToolkit| © NCCPEQ26 publicengagement.ac.uq @NCCPE
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In doing so, this section connects the formal HEIF logic model to the realities of adoption,
capability, trust, place and inclusion, and prepares the ground for describing impact in
ways that are credible, strategic and evidence-led.

Reading the HEIF logic through a public, community & civic engagement lens

Rather than treating the three components of the logic model (inputs, mechanisms and
impact) as linear stages, this section reads them as interdependent elements of a
system. For each component, we ask:

1 what the HEIF logic is assuming,

1 where the evidence shows things often break down,

1 and how public and community engagement helps strengthen the pathway from

investment to impact.

The table below summarises this interpretive lens. The sections that follow then unpack
each element in more detail.

Table: Public engagement lenses on the HEIF logic model

HEIF LOGIC

COMPONENT

HOWIT IS
OFTEN READ

PUBLIC
ENGAGEMENT

WHAT THIS
REFRAMING

Inputs

Discrete
resources or
activities (e.g.
research,
facilities, skills
provision)

LENS

Inputs as
system
capabilities

EMPHASISES

HEIF invests in
capabilities (people,
knowledge,
relationships,
infrastructure) that
only create value when
they are connected,
accessible and used

Mechanisms Broad routes Mechanisms Growth mechanisms
to growth that as fragile depend on adoption,
operate once pathways capability, trust and
activity is inclusion — and often
delivered fail without intentional

engagement

Impact Outputs, Impact as Economic growth
benefits or systemic emerges through
returns on contribution cumulative system
investment change, shaped by

behaviour, capacity
and social context, and
over time
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STEP 1. THE FIVE HEIF INPUT AREAS

The HEIF model identifies five broad

categories of input that universities and e
partners bring together through knowledge equipment,
exchange: data & tools

1. Research

Research

Education and skills

People (staff, students, communities) _
Social

Facilities, equipment, data and tools
networks

o F w0

Social networks and partnerships

These are not separate funding streams or
silos. They are the raw materials through
which knowledge is created, shared and
embedded and capabilities that cut

across the whole system.

How public engagement activates these inputs

One of the key messages from the policy analysis is that inputs only contribute to
growth if they are taken up, trusted and used. This is where public engagement plays a
distinctive role.

Table: How does Public Engagement help HEIF inputs contribute to growth?

HEIF INPUT HOW THIS CONTRIBUTES HOW PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT
TO GROWTH HELPS ACTIVATE THIS

Research Generates ideas, evidence Improves ideation through co-
and innovation creation; adoption by aligning

with real needs; builds trust

Education & Builds human capital and Builds confidence, participation

skills productivity and pathways into opportunity

People (staff, Carry knowledge, creativity Strengthens capability,

students, and relationships motivation and connection

communities)

Facilities, Enable experimentation, Broadens access; supports

equipment, collaboration and scaling shared use and uptake

data & tools

Social Enable coordination and Builds trust, legitimacy and

networks & system effectiveness sustained collaboration

partnerships
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As the table illustrates, public engagement helps to:

1 align research with real needs and contexts, improving adoption and trust

1 turn education and skills into accessible pathways, building confidence and
participation

1 strengthen people-based capabilities such as motivation, creativity and
connection

1 broaden access to facilities, data and tools, supporting shared use and uptake
deepen social networks and partnerships, enabling coordination and system

effectiveness

In other words, public engagement helps make these inputs work.

STEP 2. FROM INPUTS TO MECHANISMS

Starting with inputs provides a grounded way of thinking about HEIF. But inputs alone do
not generate growth. The next question in the Logic Model is how these inputs are
activated in practice.

This is where mechanisms matter. Mechanisms describe the processes through which
HEIF inputs are expected to translate into outcomes. They are not activities in themselves,
but the pathways through which growth is enabled.

The HEIF Logic Model identifies four mechanisms through which knowledge exchange is
expected to contribute to growth:
1. Strengthening growth drivers and easing bottlenecks to power place and sector
competitiveness
2. Commercialising and scaling knowledge and technologies to create new sources
of wealth
3. Supporting organisations to innovate, compete and scale for the benefit of the UK

4. Enabling people to participate and engage productively in the economy

These mechanisms describe where HEIF is expected to make a difference. They are
intentionally broad, because they need to apply across different places, disciplines and
institutional contexts.

Why the mechanisms are fragile

While the mechanisms are sound, the evidence explored in Part A is clear that they do
not operate automatically. Across innovation and place-based growth research, the
same risks appear repeatedly:

1 innovations are not taken up, trusted or used

1 organisations and people lack skills or absorptive capacity
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1 public resistance slows or reshapes delivery

1 benefits concentrate in a small number of places or groups
These are not failures of intent or effort. They are known points where systems fail.
Recognising this is essential, because it changes how activity should be designed — and

how impact should be understood.

Table: How public engagement strengthens the HEIF mechanisms in practice

HEIF MECHANISM
(LOGIC MODEL)

WHAT THIS
MECHANISM
RELIES ON

COMMON
RISK OF
FAILURE

PUBLIC
ENGAGEMENT
PATHWAY THAT
MATTERS MOST

1. Strengthening Understanding Growth Legitimacy & trust
growth drivers and (local) context, strategies - engagement
easing bottlenecks constraints misalign surfaces local
to power place and and priorities with place; priorities, builds
sector » legitimacy consent and social
competitiveness gaps licence
2. Commercialising Adoption by Innovations Adoption & uptake
and scaling users, markets are not - users and publics
knowledge and and publics taken up, shape relevance,
technologies trusted or usability and
embedded acceptance
3. Supporting Organisational Skills, Capability -
organisations to readiness and confidence engagement
innovate, compete absorptive or learning supports learning,
and scale capacity capacity are skills development
lacking and confidence
4. Enabling people Access to Benefits Place & inclusion -
to participate and opportunity concentrate engagement
engage and inclusive in already- widens
productively in the pathways advantaged participation and
economy groups connects people to
opportunity

Public, community and civic engagement does not sit alongside the HEIF mechanisms; it
helps them function. Without attention to adoption, trust, capability and inclusion, the
mechanisms described in the logic model frequently underperform or fail.
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STEP 3: FROM MECHANISMS TO IMPACT: WHY A SYSTEMS VIEW MATTERS

The HEIF logic model makes a deliberate distinction between mechanisms and impact. Its
shorthand definition of impact is ‘economic growth through competitive sectors, places
and organisations’, but the underpinning HEIF Logic Model for KE emphasises that impact
should be understood as longer-term, cumulative change.

Basic Logic Model for Knowledge Exchange (extract)

2

\\\ CAPACITY CHANGES SYSTEMIC
KE INPUTS = RE ; U \—&Bzmwoum s DIRECT BENEFITS . 1MPACTS b

7 ACTIVITIES 7 FROM KE Vi cHanGe ENOMKE 77 UNKEDTOKE

Resources (financial Activities delivered Outputsin the form of Capacity changesin Benefits to specific Longer term and

and other) required to with the resource to goods and services knowledge, attitudes, individual or cumulative changes to
deliver the programme achieve planned resultingdirectly from aspirations, skills and organisations socio-economic

of activities aimed at objectives the delivery of the opportunities, and participating in the systems and
achieving particular activities resulting changesin activities communities
objectives behaviours

From: University knowledge exchange for economic growth: a framework for guiding understanding
and evidencing success (UCI, Nov 2025)

The UCI framework defines the ultimate goal of knowledge exchange as systemic impacts
linked to KE: longer-term and cumulative change to economic systems and communities.
In this model, impact is reflected in whether knowledge becomes embedded in practice,
whether capability and confidence increase, whether participation broadens, and
whether systems function more effectively over time. These are credible signals that the
HEIF mechanisms are working.

Impact as systemic contribution

Thinking about impact in this way requires a shift in perspective. Rather than asking only:
1 What outputs did this activity produce?
1  What immediate benefits followed?

we are invited to ask:
1 Which systems changed, and how?
1 How did knowledge become embedded in people, institutions, places and
practices?

1 How did this strengthen the conditions for long-term growth?

This does not mean abandoning economic growth as a goal. It means recognising that
economic growth emerges through system change, shaped by behaviour, capacity,
trust and social context, and unfolding over time.
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How knowledge creates value across systems

The diagram below attempts to visualise how universities interact with multiple,

interconnected social systems. To reflect HEIF’s focus on growth, the economy and work

sit at the centre — but they are interdependent with wider systems, including:

|l

f
il
il
f
il

education and learning

health and social care

the built and local environment
democracy and civic life
culture and creativity

environment and sustainability

Across these systems, impact does not arise from commercialisation alone. It arises when

knowledge:
1 reshapes practice, services and decision-making
1 builds skills, confidence and organisational capability
1 strengthens trust, legitimacy and coordination
1 becomes embedded in places and institutions

The diagram below provides a way of holding these interactions together: HEIF activity

sits within this wider picture: focused on growth, but dependent on how knowledge

ripples across systems over time.

Thinking in systems

( Environment &
Education Sustainability Democracy
& Learning & Civic Life

K D K D

Economy & Work

Health & Culture &
Social Care Creativity

Built & Local
L Environment J

19 | HEIFToolkit] © NCCPE@®6 publicengagement.ac.uy @NCCPE



https://www.publicengagement.ac.uk/

For readers who wish to explore this systems perspective in more detail, Annex 3 provides
an illustrative mapping of how knowledge exchange can contribute to change across
interconnected systems.

Public engagement and systemic impact

Seen through this lens, public engagement is part of how systemic impact is generated.
Across the systems shown in the diagram:

1 publics help shape relevance and priorities

1 users and communities influence uptake and adaptation
1 participation builds legitimacy and trust
1

engagement supports inclusion and long-term resilience

Public engagement therefore strengthens the conditions under which HEIF investment
can translate into sustained growth.

What this means for describing impact

When institutions come to describe impact in their HEIF Accountability Statements, the
question shifts from:

What did we deliver?

to:

How did our HEIF-supported activity contribute to longer-term, cumulative change in
systems and communities?

This might include evidence of:

1 strengthened capability or confidence

1 increased adoption or use of knowledge
1 improved coordination, trust or legitimacy
l

more inclusive or place-based benefits

These are meaningful indicators of systemic impact, even where final economic outcomes
will take time to materialise.

Why this matters before turning to the Accountability Statement
Understanding impact in this way helps avoid three pitfalls:
1 treating the guidance as a list of required activities, rather than a prompt for
strategic judgement
1 over-claiming impact that cannot yet be demonstrated, particularly where

outcomes are long-term, shared or systemic
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1 collapsing “impact” into immediate commercial returns, and missing the system

changes on which growth depends

Bringing it all together: how knowledge creates value across systems

The diagram below brings together the ground covered in Parts A and B and provides a
framework for interpreting what HEIF is asking for in the context of UKRI’s wider mission:
to advance knowledge, improve lives, and drive growth.

Rather than reading these elements as a sequence, the diagram shows them as
interdependent.

Advancing Knowledge, Improving Lives, Driving Growth

Advancing _ knowledge, skills
knowledge and capability

Improving — through engagement,
lives systems and place \

Environment &

Sustainability /ﬁ
Education ] Democracy
& Learning i & Civic Life

Research

m
I Driving ~ through adoption, g
o growth capability & trust §_
: ¢
o =
O N X X | e
3 Economy & Work 2
b &

Health & \ Culture &

Social Care ( A Creativity

Built & Local \—/

\ Environment /

Facilities, equipment, data & tools — People

1 In this framing, advancing knowledge represents the capabilities that HEIF
activates and connects: research, skills, people, facilities, data and networks.
These inputs do not create value on their own. Their value emerges through

engagement, participation and use.
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1 Improving lives reflects the way knowledge ripples across interconnected social
systems, including education and learning, health and social care, the built and
local environment, culture and creativity, democracy and civic life, and
environment and sustainability. These systems both shape, and are shaped by,

how growth unfolds over time.

1 HEIF is explicitly focused on driving growth, shown at the centre. But the evidence
explored earlier makes clear that growth does not arise in isolation. It depends on
how knowledge is taken up, trusted and used, and on the wider social systems

through which that knowledge circulates.

Seen together, the diagram reinforces a core message of this toolkit:
1 economic growth is best understood as a systemic outcome, emerging through

cumulative change across knowledge, people, organisations and places.

1 Public & community engagement plays a critical role within this picture. It helps
align knowledge with real needs, builds trust and legitimacy, strengthens
capability, and widens participation — all of which support the conditions under

which HEIF investment can contribute to sustained growth.

This way of thinking does not add new requirements. It provides a conceptual
foundation for making sense of the HEIF guidance and for approaching the
Accountability Statement with confidence. With these foundations in place, the toolkit
now turns to practical guidance on how to articulate your approach clearly and
strategically.
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Part C - Writing the HEIF Accountability Statement

This section provides practical guidance on how to approach the first three questions of
the HEIF Accountability Statement. It builds directly on:
1 the policy context set out in Part A

1 and the interpretation of the HEIF logic model in Part B

How to use this section

The HEIF Accountability Statement is not intended to be completed by one individual
working alone. In practice, it requires interpretation, discussion and judgement across
teams, including colleagues responsible for research, knowledge exchange, public
engagement, skills, civic partnerships and institutional strategy.

The purpose of this section is therefore not simply to explain what the Accountability
Statement asks for, but to provide a set of practical tools and scaffolds that can be
used with colleagues to:

1 make sense of what the guidance is really inviting institutions to do

1 surface distinctive strengths and contextual priorities

1 identify where HEIF investment can most effectively strengthen growth pathways

l

and translate this thinking into clear, confident narrative responses

The tools that follow are deliberately framed as conversation starters, not templates.
They are designed to support shared understanding, challenge assumptions, and help
teams move from broad ambition to selective, defensible choices.

You do not need to use every tool, nor follow them in a strictly linear way. Institutions
may move back and forth between steps, or use particular scaffolds to test and refine
thinking. What matters is not completion, but clarity: being able to explain why you are
focusing where you are, how HEIF investment is expected to make a difference, and what
kind of contribution this represents in your context.
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Making sense of the Accountability Statement template

The diagram below is taken from a recent presentation by the Research England KE team
to walk through their expectations of HEls in relation to the template.

Section 1 Provide an institutional-level overview that explains how
p— : PP . your strategic objectives for knowledge exchange align with
=t Strategic objective overview your broader institutional mission, goals, or other relevant
frameworks.
m Section 2 QOutline your institution’s approach to ensuring knowledge
- . . . . . . exchange activities and management of these activities are
T |i| I Equality diversity & inclusion overview inclusive and not likely to present barriers to participation or
m disadvantage any groups from participation.
r\ Section 3 For each strategic objective, provide the following:
. . T . Institutional strategic objective for knowledge exchange
@ Individual KE strateglc gbject|ves, mPUtS‘ * KE activities supported by HEIF and expected outputs
outcomes and economic growth « Intended outcomes and impacts to deliver economic
« Strategic objective  * Inputs growth - )
«  Activities «  OQutputs * Any business & commercialisation supplement scaling
@\ +  Qutcomes +  Impacts * Intended data (quantitative or qualitative) to monitor
\J + Metrics +  Targets [OgIESSE ) ) S
» EDI considerations specific to this objective (if
applicable)
- Section 4 Institutional policies and procedures for:
5/ . »  Governance and oversight of HEIF

Oversight and governance of HEIF VL e es

£ Section 5 Complete and upload the Excel financial return template
Upload finance plan

Their presentation emphasised that a strong Accountability Statement does not read like:
1 a catalogue of activities

1 a comprehensive inventory of interventions

Instead, it reads like a strategic explanation:
1 of the challenges you are addressing
1 the choices you have made in response that most effectively utilises your
institutional strengths and specialisations

1 and how those choices are expected to strengthen the HEIF mechanisms

We are going to look at the first three sections of the statement, and how to frame the
contribution of public, community and civic engagement. The table below summarises
key ways in which that contribution might be framed:
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Table: Sections 1to 3 of the HEIF Accountability Statement

ACCOUNTABILITY
STATEMENT

KEY STRATEGIC CHOICES
HEIS NEED TO MAKE

WHAT THIS MEANS FOR

PUBLIC & COMMUNITY

SECTION

ENGAGEMENT

diversity and
inclusion (EDI)

in growth, and who is
excluded? Which groups or

places are under-served?

1. Strategic Which growth dynamics PCE helps address

objectives matter most in our context? constraints linked to
Where are the main adoption, trust,
constraints or risks to participation and
growth? coordination

2. Equality, Who currently participates PCE widens participation,

builds confidence and
creates inclusive pathways
into skills, innovation and

opportunity

3. Activities and

outcomes

Where will HEIF investment
be concentrated, and at
what scale (maintain /

targeted / major)?

PCE supports uptake,
capability-building,
legitimacy and place-
based alignment across

activities
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Section 1: Strategic objectives and approach, what makes you
special?

From strengths and context to clear HEIF choices

Section 1 of the Accountability Statement asks institutions to set out their overall HEIF
strategy: what they are seeking to achieve through HEIF, why this makes sense in their
context & aligns with their broader institutional mission, and how HEIF supports their

contribution to economic growth.

This section offers a practical way of developing that clarity. It takes you through a small
number of structured reflections, moving from what you have, to where it matters, to
what needs attention, and finally to how this comes together as a coherent strategy. In a
recent webinar introducing the new guidance, the Research England KE team offered this
framing slide:

Section 1 Provide an institutional-level overview that explains how
= Strategic objective overview your strategic obj_ect_lve_s for kn_ovyledge exchange align
with your broader institutional mission, goals, or other
relevant frameworks.

What makes you special? * Why do you do what you do?

* What are your unique strengths or
specialisms?

* What your key drivers, e.g. mission,
economic context, institutional history

* How are these reflected in your strategic
objectives

The tools below are designed to help you develop — and articulate — the clarity they are
expecting in response to these high-level questions. The tools draw directly on the
diagram introduced at the end of Part B and the UKRI mission to advance knowledge,
improve lives and drive growth. It encourages you to think about contribution within

systems, rather than performance against abstract categories.

This section is structured in three stages:
1 Steps 1-3 help you develop strategic clarity, grounded in strengths, context and

HEIF mechanisms.
1 Step 4 shows how this thinking can be translated into coherent strategy narratives.

1 We then offer worked examples to illustrate what strong responses might look like

in practice.
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Step 1: Start with advancing knowledge, your distinctive inputs

HEIF works by activating and connecting the knowledge assets held within universities. A
useful starting point for strategy is therefore to reflect on your distinctive strengths
across the core HEIF inputs.

Rather than asking “what do we do?”, this step invites you to ask: Where do we have the
most productive and distinctive strengths, and where do we see genuine potential to
contribute?

Consider the five inputs through which HEIF typically operates:
1 Research and knowledge

Education and skills

1

1 People and expertise

1 Facilities, infrastructure and assets
1

Social, organisational and partnership networks
The aim here is not to be exhaustive. It is to surface where your contribution is most
credible and meaningful.

Scaffold 1: Advancing knowledge: identifying distinctive strengths across the five HEIF
inputs

Purpose: To help teams articulate what they have that is distinctive, productive and
worth building strategy around.

Research & * Where or in what contexts are we recognised for research that is

knowledge relevant beyond academia?

* Where do we already influence policy, practice or decision-
making?

* What kinds of knowledge do partners actively seek from us?

Education & * Where do our courses, CPD or training clearly connect to real-
skills world need?

* Where do learners progress into sectors or roles linked to growth
priorities?

» What educational strengths are underused in KE activity?

People & » Which staff bring deep sectoral, professional or lived expertise?
expertise * Where do individuals act as trusted bridges between the university
and others?

» Where is engagement already embedded in roles or cultures?
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Facilities & « Which facilities or assets attract external interest or collaboration?
assets * Where do people come to us to test, explore or experiment or
engage?

* Which assets are currently under-connected to wider systems?

Networks & * Where do we have long-standing, trusted partnerships?
relationships * Which networks give us reach into systems or communities?
* Where are relationships deeper than transactional exchange?

Prompt questions: Where do we genuinely have strengths or assets that could make a
difference beyond the university?

Output:

A short list of distinctive strengths you want HEIF to build on — not a comprehensive
inventory.
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Step 2: Situate those strengths in context, where do they play
out?

Knowledge does not create value in isolation. Its contribution to growth depends on the
systems in which it is taken up, trusted and used. The next step is therefore to reflect on
context: where your strengths connect to real-world systems and challenges.

Using the systems lens introduced earlier, consider where your institution already has:

1 strong relationships or presence

1 established practice or emerging hotspots

1 clear opportunities to contribute

Scaffold 2: Context and systems - Where do our strengths connect to growth-

enabling systems?

System

Economy &
work

Education &
learning

Health &
social care

Built & local
environment

How this system
underpins growth

Productivity,
innovation, firm growth,
job creation and quality

Skills pipelines,
workforce adaptability,
lifelong learning

Workforce

participation, resilience,

service productivity

Place attractiveness,
infrastructure,

Exemplar hotspots of
practice

* Where do we already
influence firms, sectors
or labour markets?

* Where do we shape
skills pipelines or
progression?

* Where do we
contribute to service
change or innovation?

* Where do we shape
place, regeneration or

Gaps, tensions or
un-met needs

* Where is uptake
uneven or fragile?

* Where does
access or
progression break
down?

* Where are trust,
capacity or
coordination
challenges?

* Where do
communities feel

regeneration, infrastructure? excluded or
connectivity unheard?
Culture, Talent attraction, civic * Where dowe actasa  » Where is
creativity & trust, innovation civic or culturdl participation
civic life cultures anchor? narrow or
declining?
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SaVIEenlnEia Long-term economic * Where do we influence + Where is change
& resilience, transition, environmental practice  contested or slow?

sustainability W gEETe[eife]y! or behaviour?

Prompt questions:
1 In which of these systems do our strengths most naturally align with need or

opportunity?
1 Where does our place-based context give us particular insight or responsibility?
Where are we already working well — and where could HEIF help deepen or

conhnect this work?

Output:
A small number of priority systems or places where:
1 your strengths are most relevant, or

1 HEIF investment can most plausibly strengthen the conditions for growth.
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Step 3: Sense-check through the HEIF mechanisms, what’s
working & what’s fragile?

Pathways to growth relate to your context.
The HEIF logic model identifies four mechanisms through which growth is enabled. Rather
than treating these as requirements, use them as a diagnostic lens.

For each mechanism, ask:
1 What is already working well in our context?

1  Where are there risks, bottlenecks or points of fragility?

Scaffold 3: HEIF growth mechanisms and public engagement pathways

HEIF logic model Growth & public engagement What’s Where are

mechanism pathway working the risks, or
wellin our | points of
context? fragility?

1. Strengthening Legitimacy & trust: Building
growth drivers and social licence, alignment and
easing bottlenecks shared understanding across
systems and place

2. Commercialising Adoption & uptake: Shaping
and scaling relevance, usability and ethical
knowledge and acceptability so knowledge is
technologies taken up and used

3. Supporting Capability: Building skills,
organisations to confidence and absorptive
innovate and capacity in organisations and
compete systems

cAl=hlelelififePelel oI CREGE Place & inclusion: Widening

participate and participation and connecting
Cals[ele NIl [HEAZTEN  people to opportunity within

place-based systems

This step is not about highlighting deficiencies. It is about understanding where HEIF
effort will matter most, and where public engagement may play a critical enabling role
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Output:

A clear, HEIF-aligned picture of:
1 which growth pathways your strategy depends on
1 where public engagement is mission-critical

1 and where HEIF investment should focus to strengthen fragile links to growth
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Step 4: From diagnosis to strategic objectives

By this stage, you should have a clear view of:

1 your most distinctive strengths across HEIF inputs

1 the systems or places where those strengths matter most

1 which HEIF mechanisms are most critical, and where they are fragile

The final task is to articulate a small number of strategic objectives for knowledge

exchange that:

1 align with your institutional mission and context

1 build on distinctive strengths and specialisms

1 respond to real constraints on growth

1 and explain how HEIF investment is expected to make a difference

The table below provides a simplified overview of different types of strategic objective

that commonly emerge from HEIF-supported activity. Strong strategies explain why

particular objectives have been chosen, rather than attempting to address all of them. It
is intended as a discussion scaffold, not a menu to be selected from wholesale. Longer
descriptions of each objective are included at the end of this section.

Scaffold 4: Strategic objectives for knowledge exchange

Strategic objective When this objective often HEIF mechanisms most
focus makes sense engaged

1. Strengthening Strong research or innovation =~ Commercialising and

elo[sTerilel s e e R i ts'CRelE  strengths, but uneven uptake, scaling knowledge;

knowledge

2. Building
organisational
capability and
absorptive capacity
3. Enabling inclusive,
place-based growth

L. Strengthening

legitimacy, trust and
social licence

5. Selective portfolio
approach aligned to
strengths
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use or trust beyond early
adopters

Growth constrained by skills,
confidence or readiness to
innovate among partner
organisations

Strong civic role; growth
closely tied to place,
participation and local
alignment

Innovation contested,
ethically complex or socially
sensitive

Multiple strengths across
systems or places, requiring
prioritisation rather than
uniform coverage

strengthening growth
drivers

Supporting organisations to
innovate and compete;
enabling participation

Strengthening growth
drivers; enabling people to
participate productively

Strengthening growth
drivers; commercialising
and scaling knowledge
All mechanisms, applied
selectively
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Activity: Exploring strategic fit

Purpose:
To help teams identify which strategic objectives for knowledge exchange best reflect
their distinctive strengths and context.

Suggested approach:
1. Working in a small group, review the strategic objective overview above.

2. For each objective, ask:

o Does this reflect a real constraint or opportunity in our context?

o Do we have distinctive strengths that make this a sensible focus for us?
3. Mark each objective as:

o Core priority

o Secondary priority

o Not a current focus
4. Discuss:

o Where there is strong agreement

o Where views differ, and why

o What this tells you about your institutional narrative

Output:
A shared view of one or two core strategic objectives for knowledge exchange, with a
clear rationale grounded in strengths, context and growth dynamics.
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The five objectives in more detail

The section below provides more detailed examples of how different strategic objectives
might be articulated in an Accountability Statement. They are included as background

reading, to illustrate tone and structure, rather than as models to be copied.

EXEMPLAR STRATEGIC OBJECTIVE 1: STRENGTHENING ADOPTION AND UPTAKE OF
KNOWLEDGE

Strategic objective

To improve the adoption, use and embedding of research-based knowledge and
innovation, particularly beyond early adopters, in order to accelerate contribution to
economic and societal benefit.

Why this makes sense

The institution has strong research and innovation strengths, but evidence suggests
that uptake is uneven and often constrained by issues of relevance, trust or usability.

How HEIF contributes

HEIF investment is focused on engagement-led approaches, such as co-design,
testbeds and deliberative engagement, that align innovation with real-world needs,
build confidence among users and publics, and strengthen adoption pathways.

Why this makes sense
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