
REF consultation
Draft NCCPE response

This document summarises the NCCPE’s initial response to the REF consultation

We would welcome your comments and reactions to the arguments we have developed and the evidence we have drawn upon, and your
suggestions for how the response might be improved.  

We have only offered responses to questions where we feel we can make a useful contribution, and which are relevant to the assessment of impacts 
arising from public engagement.

There are some questions where we are not sure how best to respond – for instance, q.24 which explores who should ‘own’ impact – the individual 
or the institution.  We would welcome your suggestions for how these might best be tackled.



Introduction 

HEFCE are running the consultation on behalf of he UK Funding Councils.  The consultation closes on March 17th.  
Responses have to be submitted using their online portal.

The consultation follows an earlier independent review of the REF which the government commissioned Lord 
Nicholas Stern to conduct in November 2015.  His review (‘Building on success and learning from experience’) 
reported in July 2016, and contained a number of recommendations most of which have informed  the current 
consultation, and been picked up in the proposals and questions.

We summarise the Stern review’s recommendations in the next slide.  We then provide a summary of the 40+ 
questions in the current consultation and our responses to them.

The body of this document includes the full question set and our draft responses to key questions.  We welcome 
your comments and feedback. 

The Stern Review
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How to respond to the NCCPE

We will be finalising our response in the w/b 12 March.  

Please send us your reactions to the arguments we have outlined below by 10th March at the latest: 
nccpe.enquiries@uwe.ac.uk

http://www.hefce.ac.uk/rsrch/refconsultation/
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/541338/ind-16-9-ref-stern-review.pdf
mailto:nccpe.enquiries@uwe.ac.uk


The Stern Review: Headlines

Recommendation 7: Guidance on the REF should make it clear that impact case studies should not be narrowly 
interpreted, need not solely focus on socioeconomic impacts but should also include impact on government policy, on 
public engagement and understanding, on cultural life, on academic impacts outside the field, and impacts on teaching.

51. The requirement to link impact case studies to key research outputs has meant that potentially very valuable channels 
whereby the UK’s research base impacts on industry, public engagement, and policy advice are not being captured. This 
may also be a disincentive for universities recruiting individuals from business and other sectors part way through their 
careers.

83. In calling for a broadening and deepening of the definition of impact we are recognising that in REF2014 there was 
room for a wider variety of impacts than were captured in the case studies. We are recommending that this potential 
breadth and depth should be emphasised and that we should go even further. In particular: we recommend that impacts 
on public engagement and understanding are emphasised and that impacts on cultural life be specifically included. 
Better to align the REF with the TEF, we also recommend that research leading to major impacts on curricula and /or 
pedagogy within or across disciplines should be included; and in order to encourage long-term, interdisciplinary research 
endeavours, we recommend that ground breaking academic impacts such as research leading to the creation of new 
disciplines should be included.

Conclusions
122. Specifically, we argue that the recommendations would help greatly in dealing with the following issues. First, 
problems of cost, demotivation, and stress associated with the selectivity of staff submitted. Second, strengthening the 
focus on the contributions of Units of Assessment and universities as a whole, thus fostering greater cohesiveness and 
collaboration and allowing greater emphasis on a body of work from a unit or institution rather than narrowly on 
individuals. Third, widening and deepening the notion of impact to include influence on public engagement, culture and 
teaching as well as policy and applications more generally. Fourth, they will help to reduce the overall cost of the work 
involved in assessment, costs that fall in large measure on universities and research institutions. Fifth, they help support 
excellence wherever it is found. Sixth, they help tackle the underrepresentation of interdisciplinary research in the REF. 
Lastly, they could provide for a wider and more productive use of the data and insights from the assessment exercise for 
both the institutions and the UK as a whole.

The Stern review made several mentions of the importance of public engagement, and expressed concern about how REF 
2014 discouraged its inclusion.  The key quotes are included below, including one recommendation.
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The NCCPE response is supportive of the overall thrust of the consultation, which makes the case for maintaining continuity with REF 2014.  Our response provides suggestions for 

how various elements of the REF might be enhanced, including:

 The guidance about public engagement (building on our review of the role of public engagement in REF 2014)

 The guidance about enhancing collaboration between HEIs and external organisations

 The suggestion that the definition of what constitutes ‘underpinning research’ in an impact case study be broadened beyond conventional research outputs

While we agree with the intention to maintain continuity of approach with REF 2014, we argue for  significant changes in three areas:  

1. Increasing the involvement of external ‘stakeholders’ in the process of developing and delivering REF 2021.  The REF is currently framed as a process managed by and for 

the HE sector, with some limited involvement of ‘research users’.  We argue for a more ambitious framing of the next REF, as a more open conversation with wider society 

about the value of research.  We identify two areas where a more open approach should be explored:

• Opening up the development of impact criteria to greater external input, through a more active approach to consultation and engagement

• Reviewing the process of recruitment of panel members, to address ambiguity in the roles of ‘research users’ as representative or otherwise of their communities

2. Taking a more systematic approach to clarifying the alignment between REF, Research Council investments in research impact, other innovation policy and the TEF.  

There remains significant ambiguity and complexity in the relationship between REF and other sector funding policies, which risks creating duplication and inefficiency.  To 

address this, we argue that the assessment of ‘wider impact’ in the REF should be re-framed as the assessment of excellent knowledge exchange.  Our rationale for this is as 

follows: 

• Identifying that it is the processes of research and KE that are being assessed (using indicators of quality and impact appropriate to both) makes it possible to 

construct a more coherent rationale for the REF, and better articulate its relationship to other policies and funding regimes.  

• Foregrounding knowledge exchange as the process and paradigm within which ‘wider impact’ is being assessed,  helps articulate a ‘broader and deeper’ account of 

what impact is and why it matters, and thereby to address many of the concerns about the overly linear and mechanistic model embodied in the current guidance.

NOTE: We are using HEFCE’s current definition of Knowledge Exchange, which emphasizes engagement with all sectors of society: ‘The term ‘knowledge exchange’ (KE) is 

shorthand for the multiple interactions between HEIs and businesses, public services, charities and communities to create societal and economic benefit’.  

http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/Year/2016/201616/

Executive summary 

http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/Year/2016/201616/


www.publicengagement.ac.uk 5

3. Drawing more purposefully on the extensive literature about engagement and impact to develop a more robust and theoretically informed approach to impact in REF 

2021.  There is a wealth of theoretical and practical literature exploring the challenges of impact assessment and evaluation, both within the HE sector and beyond. One recent 

example is the AHRC report, ‘Understanding the Value of Arts and Culture’ which contains a monumental review of state of the art approaches to assessing cultural value.  We 

would like to see:

• A concerted effort to increase the sophistication of our collective understanding of knowledge exchange, engagement and impact

• Recognition that the sector’s ‘impact literacy’ is currently limited, and that concerted efforts will be needed to stimulate robust debate and encourage an intelligent, 

reflective and critical approach to the development of impact policy, so that the process doesn’t stagnate into a ‘box ticking’ exercise



Overall approach 
Question 1: Do you have any comments on the proposal to maintain an overall 
continuity of approach with REF 2014, as outlined in paragraphs 10 and 23? 

Unit of Assessment structure 
Question 2: What comments do you have about the Unit of Assessment structure in REF 
2021? 

Expert panels 
Question 3a: Do you agree that the submissions guidance and panel criteria should be 
developed simultaneously? 
Question 3b: Do you support the later appointment of sub-panel members, near to the 
start of the assessment year? 
Question 4: Do you agree with the proposed measures outlined at paragraph 35 for 
improving representativeness on the panels? 
Question 5a: Based on the options described at paragraphs 36 to 38, what approach do 
you think should be taken to nominating panel members? 
Question 5b: Do you agree with the proposal to require nominating bodies to provide 
equality and diversity information? 
Question 6: Please comment on any additions or amendments to the list of nominating 
bodies. 

We agree that the intention to maintain continuity is sensible

No comment

We argue that the approach to recruiting panels and developing criteria deserves more 
thought.  The notion of ‘representativeness’ is trying to encompass too many 
interpretations (diversity; representing a sector or community or interest)

We argue for a more open and ‘engaged’ process to defining the impact criteria for 2021, 
with a more proactive attempt to involve stakeholders outside HE.

If this doesn’t happen, we would not want to see the criteria/guidance being set by just 
the main panels and sub panel chairs: we would want the sub-panels (with their research 
users) to be involved in this process too.

Summary of the consultation questions and the NCCPE responses

Consultation questions NCCPE response
We have highlighted in bold responses where we would particularly value your input or advice
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Collaboration 
Question 15: What are your comments on better supporting collaboration between 
academia and organisations beyond higher education in REF 2021? 

Staff 
Question 7: Do you have any comments on the proposal to use HESA cost centres to 
map research-active staff to UOAs and are there any alternative approaches that should 
be considered? 
Question 8: What comments do you have on the proposed definition of ‘research-
active’ staff? 
Question 9: With regard to the issues raised in relation to decoupling staff and outputs, 
what comments do you have on: 
a. The proposal to require an average of two outputs per full-time equivalent staff 
returned? 
b. The maximum number of outputs for each staff member? 
c. Setting a minimum requirement of one for each staff member? 
Question 10: What are your comments on the issues described in relation to portability 
of outputs
Question 11: Do you support the introduction of a mandatory requirement for the Open 
Researcher and Contributor ID to be used as the staff identifier, in the event that 
information about individual staff members continues to be collected in REF 2021? 
Question 12: What comments do you have on the proposal to remove Category C as a 
category of eligible staff? 
Question 13: What comments do you have on the definition of research assistants? 
Question 14: What comments do you have on the proposal for staff on fractional 
contracts and is a minimum of 0.2 FTE appropriate? 

No comments

No significant comments

Outputs 
Question 16: Do you agree with the proposal to allow the submission of a reserve 
output in cases where the publication of the preferred output will postdate the 
submission deadline? 
Question 17: What are your comments on the assessment of interdisciplinary research 
in REF 2021? 
Question 18: Do you agree with the proposal for using quantitative data to inform the 
assessment of outputs, where considered appropriate for the discipline? If you agree, 
have you any suggestions for data that could be provided to the panels at output and 
aggregate level? 

This is a very significant question.  We argue that the process should:
• Engage more systematically with key stakeholders to better secure their ‘buy in’, support and 

expertise in the development of the REF
• Recognise the value of people moving between HE and other sectors, and not inadvertently 

discourage this
• Build on the existing literature and knowledge base about collaboration
(See also Q.35 for concrete suggestions re incorporating prompts in the Environment template)
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Impact
Question 19: Do you agree with the proposal to maintain consistency where possible with 
the REF 2014 impact assessment process? 
Question 20: What comments do you have on the recommendation to broaden and 
deepen the definition of impact? 
Question 21: Do you agree with the proposal for the funding bodies and Research Councils 
UK to align their definitions of academic and wider impact? If yes, what comments do you 
have on the proposed definitions? 
Question 22: What comments do you have on the criteria of reach and significance? 
Question 23: What do you think about having further guidance for public engagement
impacts and what do you think would be helpful? 

Question 24: Do you agree with the proposal that impacts should remain eligible for 
submission by the institution or institutions in which the associated research has been 
conducted? 
Question 25: Do you agree that the approach to supporting and enabling impact should 
be captured as an explicit section of the environment element of the assessment? 
Question 26: What comments do you have on the suggested approaches to determining 
the required number of case studies? Are there alternative approaches that merit 
consideration? 
Question 27: Do you agree with the proposal to include mandatory fields (paragraph 96) 
in the impact case study template to support the assessment and audit process better? 
Question 28: What comments do you have on the inclusion of further optional fields in 
the impact case study template (paragraph 97)? 
Question 29: What comments do you have on the inclusion of examples of impact arising 
from research activity and bodies of work as well as from specific research outputs? 
Question 30: Do you agree with the proposed timeframe for the underpinning research 
activity (1 January 2000 to 31 December 2020)? 
Question 31: What are your views on the suggestion that the threshold criterion for 
underpinning research, research activity or a body of work should be based on standards 
of rigour? Do you have suggestions for how rigour could be assessed? 
Question 32: Evaluation of REF 2014 found that provision of impact evidence was 
challenging for HEIs and panels. Do you have any comments on the following: 
a. The suggestion to provide audit evidence to the panels? 
b. The development of guidelines for the use and standard of quantitative data as 
evidence for impact? 
c. Do you have any other comments on evidencing impacts in REF 2021? 
Question 33: What are your views on the issues and rules around submitting examples of 
impact in REF 2021 that were returned in REF 2014? 

We support the intention to maintain consistency

We suggest a number of ways in which the definition of impact can be ‘broader and deeper’

We argue for a more ‘root and branch’ approach to clarify how different impact policies align 

We suggest that ‘reach and significance’ be retained, but reframed and clarified

We would welcome your views about this

Building on our review of PE in REF 2014, we offer a range of suggestions for how the guidance 
can be made clearer.  We would welcome your views about what would be most useful.

We argue that this is a good idea and suggest how it might best be done 

We would welcome your views about this

No comment

Are there any additional fields you would suggest to help assess impacts arising from PE?

We agree that the framing of what counts as ‘underpinning research’ should be broadened and 
framed as ‘research body of work’.  This body of work might include the expertise embodied in 
individuals; resources or networks. We  argue that the inclusion of some traditional outputs (of 
at least 2* quality) is essential to establishing a threshold standard for that body of work.

We don't think that expecting all UoAs to submit audit evidence is a good idea

We would welcome your views about guidelines for collecting quantitative data

A good idea in principle.  We would welcome your views about how this can best be done

We make various suggestions about ‘evidencing impacts’
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Environment
Question 34a: Do you agree with the proposal to improve the structure of the 
environment template and introduce more quantitative data into this aspect of the 
assessment? 
Question 34b: Do you have suggestions of data already held by institutions that would 
provide panels with a valuable insight into the research environment? 
Question 35: Do you have any comment on the ways in which the environment element 
can give more recognition to universities’ collaboration beyond higher education? 
Question 36: Do you agree with the proposals for awarding additional credit to units for 
open access? 
Question 37: What comments do you have on ways to incentivise units to share and 
manage their research data more effectively? 

Institutional-level assessment 
Question 38: What are your views on the introduction of institutional-level assessment of 
impact and environment? 
Question 39: Do you have any comments on the factors that should be considered when 
piloting an institutional-level assessment? 

Outcomes and weighting 
Question 40: What comments do you have on the proposed approach to creating the 
overall quality profile for each submission? 
Question 41: Given the proposal that the weighting for outputs remain at 65 per cent, do 
you agree that the overall weighting for impact should remain at 20 per cent? 
Question 42: Do you agree with the proposed split of the weightings between the 
institutional and submission-level elements of impact and environment? 

Proposed timetable for REF 2021 
Question 43: What comments do you have on the proposed timetable for REF 2021? 

Other comments
Question 44: Are there proposals not referred to above, or captured in your response so 
far, that you feel should be considered? If so, what are they and what is the rationale for 
their inclusion? 

No comment

No comment

We suggest various prompts to clarify how effective collaboration can be framed in submissions

We agree with this

No comment

We can see some excellent reasons for introducing institutional level assessment

We have various suggestion on the factors to be considered, build on the NCCPE’s work to 
support effective cultures of engagement

No comment

We would have preferred that the consultation recommended an increase in the weighting for 
impact from 20% to 25%

We suggest that more consultation is built into the process

We suggest that work should be done to better align with REF with outcome/impact frameworks 
in other sectors (e.g. the Generic Learning Outcomes in the museum’s sector).

We would welcome suggestion of other points which we might raise here
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The consultation
The rest of this document includes the full question set and our draft responses
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It is an excellent idea to maintain continuity of approach with REF 2014, for the reasons outlined in the consultation document. While we are broadly supportive of the proposals 
outlined in the consultation, and welcome the opportunity it has provided to offer clearer guidance about public engagement in particular, we would have liked to see a more 
ambitious approach in three areas.  While continuity is important, we would like to see significant changes in how assessment of impact is framed and implemented in REF 2021, 
through:

• Increasing the involvement of external ‘stakeholders’ in the process of developing and delivering REF 2021.  The REF is currently framed as a process managed by and for the HE 
sector, with some limited involvement of ‘research users’.  We argue for a more ambitious framing of the next REF, as a more open conversation with wider society about the value 
of research.  We identify two areas where a more open approach should be explored:

• Opening up the development of impact criteria to greater external input, through a more active approach to consultation and engagement
• Reviewing the process of recruitment of panel members, to address ambiguity in the roles of ‘research users’ as representative or otherwise of their communities

• Taking a more systematic approach to clarifying the alignment between REF, Research Council investments in research impact, other innovation policy and the TEF.  There 
remains significant ambiguity and complexity in the relationship between REF and other sector funding policies and accountability regimes, which risk creating duplication and 
inefficiency.  To address this, we argue that the assessment of ‘wider impact’ in the REF should be re-framed as the assessment of excellent knowledge exchange.  Our rationale for 
this is as follows: 

• By identifying that it is the processes of research and KE that are being assessed (using indicators of quality and impact appropriate to both) it is possible to construct a more 
coherent rationale and narrative to underpin the REF, and better articulate its relationship to other investments in this area. 

• By foregrounding knowledge exchange as the process and paradigm within which ‘wider impact’ is being assessed, it is possible to articulate a ‘broader and deeper’ account 
of what impact is and why it matters, and thereby to address many of the concerns about the overly linear and mechanistic model embodied in the current guidance.

NOTE: We are using HEFCE’s current definition of Knowledge Exchange, which emphasizes engagement with all sectors of society: ‘The term ‘knowledge exchange’ (KE) is shorthand for the multiple 
interactions between HEIs and businesses, public services, charities and communities to create societal and economic benefit’.  http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/Year/2016/201616/

• Drawing more purposefully on the extensive literature about engagement and impact to develop a more robust and theoretically informed approach to impact in REF 2021.  
There is a wealth of theoretical and practical literature exploring the challenges of impact assessment and evaluation, both within the HE sector and beyond. One recent example is 
the AHRC report, ‘Understanding the Value of Arts and Culture’ which contains a monumental review of state of the art approaches to assessing cultural value.  We would like to see:

• A concerted effort to increase the sophistication of our collective understanding of knowledge exchange, engagement and impact
• Recognition that the sector’s ‘impact literacy’ is currently limited, and that concerted efforts will be needed to stimulate robust debate and encourage an intelligent, 

reflective and critical approach to the development of impact policy, so that the process doesn’t stagnate into a ‘box ticking’ exercise

Overall approach

QUESTION 1: Do you have any comments on the proposal to maintain an overall continuity of approach with ref 2014, as outlined in paragraphs 10 and 
23?
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QUESTION 2: What comments do you have about the unit of assessment structure in REF 2021?

Unit of Assessment structure 

No comment
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We would recommend a significantly different approach to the recruitment of panels and the development of criteria to that outlined in the consultation. We believe that there would 
be significant benefits realised by treating separately the processes of setting criteria and of recruiting panel members.  

Our rationale for this is that the current approach attempts to conflate two very different objectives:
• To secure ‘common purpose’ with key stakeholders and ensure the system reflects their interests / needs
• To invest in an effective and professional process of assessment which has the confidence of key stakeholders and which addresses equality and diversity aspirations. 

This is reflected in some confusion in the current proposals:
• The term ‘representativeness’ is applied both to the extent to which the panels meet expectations around diversity and equalities; and the extent to which their members represent 

professional interests in the process
• When it comes to the latter, the guidance seems to be saying ‘we want to identify representative organisations, and invite them to nominate people; we will then recruit people but 

we won’t expect them to acts as representatives’. 

Separating and clarifying the objectives of the development of criteria and recruitment of panels would enable the two processes to be run in parallel but with distinct purposes, as 
modelled in the two diagrams below:

The criteria The panels

• How well do the criteria describe subject 
and user communities’ interests and values? 

• Do members have the necessary expertise to assess the 
anticipated submissions? 

• Do they address equality and diversity considerations?

Clarify purposes

• Run a more open and transparent process of 
consultation on the criteria and guidance

• Review the types of expertise and training required
• Run a more open and transparent recruitment process 

and training programme

QUESTION 3A: Do you agree that the submissions guidance and panel criteria should be developed simultaneously? 

Sub panel

Criteria

• Do members have the 
necessary expertise to 
assess the anticipated 
submissions? 

• Equality and diversity 
considerations  

• How well do the criteria 
describe subject and 
user communities’ 
interests and values? 

Expert panels 
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Consultation on criteria
We believe that there would be great value in running a focused consultation on the panel criteria in the latter part of 2017 / early 2018.  Such a consultation could exploit:

• The evidence from REF 2014 of the key external organisations and networks referenced in the submitted case studies and impact templates
• Details of the 2014 criteria and examples of how these were utilised in the submissions
• The experience of research users who contributed to the process.
• A systematic mapping exercise to identify key organisations / networks with a stake in each main panel area

On the basis of this insight and intelligence: 
• Key organisations could be identified and invited to contribute feedback on the existing criteria and to offer suggestions for how these might be enhanced and improved
• Main panels could identify Advisory Groups made up of representatives of key organisations  working in their area to help steer this process; or conduct consultation 

event(s)

Recruitment process
We would recommend that the panel recruitment process could be significantly improved by the following changes:

• A synthesis of the lessons learned from REF 2014 to identify the key knowledge, skills and characteristics of effective panel members
• Using the above to provide an explicit ‘map’ of the types of expertise required generically by all panels; by the 4 main panels; and the sub-panels
• The creation of role profiles which detail the critical areas of expertise (e.g. to include assessing engagement with the public).  We would suggest that there is great value in 

the idea suggested in the consultation of identifying ‘champion’ roles in each panel, focused on specific areas of impact assessment such as interdisciplinarity and PE.  These 
‘champions’ could be actively networked across the 4 main panels to ensure cross fertilisation of expertise and consistency of approach 

• Opening up a recruitment process to select the necessary expertise.

Remunerating involvement
It is important to recognise the significant investment of time required of ‘research users’.  The evaluation of REF 2014 highlighted this: Burden was by far the most frequently 
mentioned challenge of involvement in the assessment, being mentioned by 45 out of 74 respondents. Based on the quantitative data collected through the survey, the median amount 
of time spent on the process by impact assessors was 11 days. (Assessing Impact Submissions for REF 2014: An evaluation)

We would argue that remuneration should continue to be offered to ‘research users’ and other experts who are recruited to support the process.
• To ensure that excellent candidates are not discouraged from applying
• To recognise the significant burden associated with the process, and the value of the contribution being made
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QUESTION 3B: Do you support the later appointment of sub-panel members, near to the start of the assessment year? 

If our suggestion of approaching the recruitment of panel members and the development of criteria as separate processes is accepted, then the later appointment of sub panel members 
makes good sense.

However, if as is more likely the two processes continue to be run in parallel, we would have reservations about leaving the recruitment of sub panel members until later in the process.   
The reason for this is:
• The members of the sub-panels will provide critical insight and intelligence to inform the development of the panel criteria.  In the case of impact criteria, they will significantly 

increase the diversity of sectors and types of expertise that can contribute to the criteria-setting process
• Were they not to be involved, the process would be overseen by a very small number of people and significantly limit the extent to which the REF has actively engaged with 

communities of interest inside and outside the sector

We would emphasize the importance of addressing the remuneration of panellists, as outlined in our response to question 3a.
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QUESTION 4: Do you agree with the proposed measures outlined at paragraph 35 for improving representativeness on the panels? 

As outlined above, the way representativeness is discussed in the consultation is confusing.  The term is used to explore two different things:
• How the recruitment process can effectively address equality and diversity
• How the process can ensure that different professional interests are effectively represented

We agree with the suggested approach to equality and diversity, which represents good practice.

However, we have concerns about the rigour of the approach suggested to ensuring the second point: the way in which the panels can best represent wider professional and 
stakeholder interests.  Our earlier responses suggest an alternative approach to this, involving a more formal consultation and engagement process.

QUESTION 5A: Based on the options described at paragraphs 36 to 38, what approach do you think should be taken to nominating panel members? 

QUESTION 5B: Do you agree with the proposal to require nominating bodies to provide equality and diversity information?

QUESTION 6: Please comment on any additions or amendments to the list of nominating bodies.

See previous responses for an alternative approach

Yes

This is a very extensive list.  We have not conducted a systematic assessment of the coverage, but there are some notable organisations missing which suggests that a more in depth 
review would be valuable.   Examples include 
• The Big Lottery Fund (BIG) which receives a number of mentions in submitted case studies, and which distributed over £1billion to projects with a social mission in 2014-15; 
• Locality: the national network of community organisations
• Involve (the participation organisation, not INVOLVE who support patient involvement in health who are named): Involve have internationally recognised expertise in citizen 

participation 

We suggest that it would be helpful to consider whether the framing of these as ‘nominating bodies’ might be more helpfully expressed as ‘stake-holding bodies’ and a more 
strategic approach taken to how they might be actively engaged in the REF process, for instance through the consultation and engagement process outlined above. 
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STAFF 
QUESTION 7: Do you have any comments on the proposal to use HESA cost centres to map research-active staff to UOAs and are there any alternative approaches that should 
be considered? 

QUESTION 8: What comments do you have on the proposed definition of ‘research-active’ staff? 

QUESTION 9: With regard to the issues raised in relation to decoupling staff and outputs, what comments do you have on: 
A. The proposal to require an average of two outputs per full-time equivalent staff returned? 
B. The maximum number of outputs for each staff member? 
C. Setting a minimum requirement of one for each staff member? 

QUESTION 10: What are your comments on the issues described in relation to portability of outputs, specifically: 
A. Is acceptance for publication a suitable marker to identify outputs that an institution can submit and how would this apply across different output types? 
B. What challenges would your institution face in verifying the eligibility of outputs? 
C. Would non-portability have a negative impact on certain groups and how might this be mitigated? 
D. What comments do you have on sharing outputs proportionally across institutions? 

QUESTION 11: Do you support the introduction of a mandatory requirement for the open researcher and contributor id to be used as the staff identifier, in the event that 
information about individual staff members continues to be collected in REF 2021? 

QUESTION 12: What comments do you have on the proposal to remove category c as a category of eligible staff? 

QUESTION 13: What comments do you have on the definition of research assistants? 

QUESTION 14: What comments do you have on the proposal for staff on fractional contracts and is a minimum of 0.2 fte appropriate? 

No comment

Staff 
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QUESTION 15: What are your comments on better supporting collaboration between academia and organisations beyond higher education in REF 2021? 

This question can be addressed at several levels.

Pragmatically, we would like to see the environment template requiring HEIs to provide evidence of effective partnership / collaborations.  In our response to question 35 we make a 
number of practical recommendations about how the guidance for this might be framed, building on evidence of ‘what works’ in effective collaborative working.

In this answer, we would like to suggest several ‘systemic’ approaches which the REF might take to better support such collaboration.

Engaging more systematically with key stakeholders to better secure their ‘buy in’, support and expertise in the development of the REF
We would recommend
• Implementing our suggestions regarding some kind of formal consultation around criteria and panel expertise made above – involving key stakeholders in that process
• Building on the recommendations in the Dowling review, taking steps to reduce the complexity of the research and innovation system (we make suggestions for how this might be 

done in our response to  Q.21 (aligning definitions)

Making it easier for those from outside academia to quickly establish themselves within universities and to be submitted for the REF, by for instance:
• Reducing output thresholds; 
• Broadening the definition of underpinning research to (for instance) recognise work to nurture and sustain research networks; 

Building on the existing literature and knowledge base about collaboration, to inform the approach to assessing impact
There has been significant investment in reviews of university collaboration.  Conducting a quick synthesis of the key findings and recommendations from these reviews would 
accelerate progress and consolidate effective practice by providing a set of underpinning principles and a rationale for the approach embodied in the REF .  Examples of such reviews 
include:
• The Dowling Review of Business-University Collaborations (BEIS)
• InterAction How can academics and the third sector work together to influence policy and practice? (Carnegie)
• Towards a Knowledge Base for University-Public Engagement: sharing knowledge, building insight and taking action (NCCPE)

Collaboration 
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OUTPUTS 
QUESTION 16: Do you agree with the proposal to allow the submission of a reserve output in cases where the publication of the preferred output will 
postdate the submission deadline? 
QUESTION 18: Do you agree with the proposal for using quantitative data to inform the assessment of outputs, where considered appropriate for the 
discipline? If you agree, have you any suggestions for data that could be provided to the panels at output and aggregate level? 

No comment

QUESTION 17: What are your comments on the assessment of interdisciplinary research in REF 2021?

We are supportive of efforts to facilitate interdisciplinary research.  The suggestion of interdisciplinary champions is a pragmatic approach to ensuring 
the appropriate expertise is secured across the panels.  A similar approach would work well to support the assessment of impacts arising from public 
engagement.

Outputs
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Impact

QUESTION 19: Do you agree with the proposal to maintain consistency where possible with the REF 2014 impact assessment process? 

Yes – it is important to consolidate the lessons learned
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QUESTION 20: What comments do you have on the recommendation to broaden and deepen the definition of impact? 

Guidance and criteria 

We welcome the invitation to offer a ‘broader and deeper’ definition of impact.  We argue in our response to question 21 that this requires something of a ‘paradigm shift’.  Simply 
put, REF 2014 created significant philosophical difficulties for itself by working on the assumption that ‘impact’ could be assessed independently of the process of knowledge 
exchange.  While it is of course possible for research to occasionally achieve societal impact with minimal or no effort on behalf of the research teams involved, this is extremely rare.  
A more pragmatic approach would explicitly acknowledge that the PROCESS of engagement provides important additional evidence to help judge the significance and credibility of 
the claimed impacts.  This case was convincingly argued by the ESRC, whose ‘taking stock’ work identified the following key factors ‘that are vital for impact generation:  

• Established relationships and networks with user communities 
• Involvement of research users at all stages of the research 
• Well-planned user-engagement and knowledge exchange strategies 
• Portfolios of research activity that build reputations with research users 
• Good infrastructure and management support 
• Where appropriate, the involvement of intermediaries and knowledge brokers as translators, amplifiers, network providers 

They argue that ‘investigating the extent to which these factors are present is useful for a number of reasons. Firstly, their existence indicates the likelihood that impact has been 
generated, even if it cannot be identified in specific terms. Thus they serve as proxy indicators of impact. Where impact can be identified, an analysis of these factors can also help us to 
understand the nature of the research influence’. (Taking stock: a summary of ESRC’s work to evaluate the impact of research on policy and practice, 2009)

As a result, we would argue that a broader and deeper definition should start from the premise that the REF is not simply assessing ‘social impacts’ as stand alone effects, but as part 
of a wider narrative about the process of interaction and engagement between researchers and wider society.  Building from this very different starting point, we would argue for a 
number of additional points to be clarified in the guidance.  Areas that require attention include the following: 

Clarifying the types of impact that count 
There was clearly some ambiguity in the 2014 guidance about whether impacts arising from public engagement could or should be submitted.  This will require more explicit guidance 
and modified criteria (see our response to q.23)

The fact that there are very different types of societal impacts that can arise from research, but all matter
A crude representation of the varieties of impact that can be described is shown to the right.    The nature of the indicators appropriate to each 
quadrant differ significantly, as does the evidence that can be provided / expected.  The guidance should emphasize that a thriving research impact 
system would see examples mapped across all four quadrants
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Acknowledging that the term ‘impact’ implies linear cause and effect – but in reality, the process is often much more subtle, posing challenges
for assessment
Not all impacts are ‘neat’, direct and linear examples of cause and effect.  Often they are more subtle and involve a ‘contribution’ to a change, rather than being the sole cause of it.  
These impacts still matter.  This should be explicitly acknowledged.

Acknowledging that some types of impact are harder to evidence than others, and providing guidance about what is ‘good enough’ evidence
Given the above, the guidance should provide greater clarity about how those more indirect and nuanced types of effect / change can be best described.  It would be helpful to 
acknowledge that the assessment of research impact is a process of ‘judgement’ rather than solely ‘measurement’.

Acknowledging the critical role of engagement
While engagement should never be confused for impact, the process of ‘exchange’ between researchers and research users can provide compelling evidence to confirm claims of 
impact.  Judgements of the quality of research outputs take account of the robustness of the research methods deployed.  Judgements of the credibility of claimed impacts should 
also be expected to take account of the robustness of the methods deployed to realise impact.  It is possible to identify robust criteria, derived from research, to describe effective 
engagement and knowledge exchange practice, which could form part of the guidance (see our response to Q.23).  

Broadening the definition of underpinning research
Research outputs play a significant role in underpinning impact – but we would welcome a broader definition of what can be submitted as underpinning research.  For instance the 
role of research networks are critical to enable the active uptake of research; individual’s or group’s embodied expertise (their ‘body of work’) is often what fuels the impact; research 
networks act as powerful instruments to generate impact, as do research facilities and resources – whether virtual or physical assets.  It would help to acknowledge a greater diversity 
of research activity (see our response to Q.29).  

Acknowledging the ‘impact of impact’ on research 
The REF frames impact as ‘cause’ (research) and ‘effect’ (impact) rather than as a process of interaction.  The problem with this is that it over simplifies and under-values the impact 
that can be created by deeper engagement between researchers and society – framing it as a transaction rather than a relationship in which knowledge flows in both directions.  

There is clear evidence (for instance in the recent Dowling review, and the InterAction report on university-public sector collaboration) that we should be aspiring to a much more 
interactive and engaged approach to our research if its potential is to be more fully realised.    The risk that the REF incentivises ‘transactional’ rather than ‘engaged’ approaches to 
realising impact needs to be addressed in the guidance.  

In our response to q.29 we outline how the framing of ‘underpinning research’ in the impact case study template might be adapted to encourage recognition of the contribution of 
impact to research 

In our response to q.35 we outline how the Environment guidance might be revised to address this concern.  
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QUESTION 21: Do you agree with the proposal for the funding bodies and Research Councils UK to align their definitions of academic and wider impact? 
If yes, what comments do you have on the proposed definitions? 

It makes complete sense to align definitions.  This involves more than semantics and word-smithing – it requires clarity about the ‘logic’ that connects up the different assessment and funding 
frameworks and how can they most intelligently and efficiently align to:

• Incentivise ‘good practice’ and not inadvertently create perverse or negative incentives
• Minimise the burden on the sector 

Lord Stern’s Review of the REF argued for the need ‘to ensure that consistent approaches are taken, and that TEF and REF do not incentivise universities to separate inappropriately or dichotomise 
their research and teaching missions’.  He argued for changes to the guidance to see the inclusion of impacts on teaching in REF 2021: ‘many HEIs argue that their research and teaching activities are 
closely intertwined. Indeed, some argue that research and teaching are ‘jointly produced’ and that the economies of scope in this joint production should be recognised in order to avoid the distortion 
of allocations and career choices, and indeed the strength and effectiveness of the UK academic base (53)’.  He recommended that ‘Government should ensure that there is no increased burden to 
HEIs from interaction s between the TEF and REF, and that they together strengthen the vital relationship between teaching and research’ (Recommendation 12)

The Dowling Review of Business-University Research Collaboration also pointed to the need for a simpler, more coherent policy framework for innovation: ‘Innovation is a complex, non-linear 
process, so the complexity of the UK’s innovation ecosystem is not surprising and may be to a degree inevitable. However, the complexity of the policy support mechanisms for research and innovation 
poses a barrier to business engagement in collaborative activities [ ]. It also makes it difficult for government to take a systems view of its support mechanisms for research and innovation. The over-
arching recommendation of this review is therefore that government should seek to reduce complexity wherever possible’.

A similar concern emerged in the Evaluation of REF 2014: Although the definition of impact was generally broad (see Section 2.3.2), there were some activities that were heavily caveated in the 
guidance, or to some extent excluded, including public engagement and impacts on higher education.  Many interviewees viewed this as problematic. Impacts within the higher education sector, for 
example those on students or teaching, were only eligible where they extended significantly beyond the submitting HEI. Interviewees consequently expressed confusion as to what exactly could be 
claimed. As a result of the uncertainty, many interviewees reported to us that they avoided presenting impact case studies in these areas. Others went so far as to express concern that teaching would 
suffer, given that it may no longer be prioritised by academics as an area of research. Some thought that the exclusion of teaching weakens the argument that knowledge is important to society, and 
misses the impact of knowledge transfer. (Preparing impact submissions for REF 2014: An evaluation – approach and evidence) 

We would argue therefore that the alignment needs to go deeper than just the top level definitions of impact.  It needs to be built upon a clear ‘theory of change’ about how the REF,
Pathways to Impact, HEIF and other innovation policies in the developed nations, TEF, and other RCUK schemes (IAA, KTPs etc.) align intelligently to incentivise the delivery of high quality higher 
education, which delivers social and economic impact.  This will help address concerns (for instance) about how the impacts of research upon teaching should be addressed; how synergies between 
the TEF and REF can be maximised; help reduce the burden of gathering data for different accountability regimes; and help HEI’s to extract the most strategic impact from the different strands of 
funding. 

To do this, we would suggest a different ‘top level’ definition to the one proposed, and that it is framed as follows. Our definition attempts to articulate a coherent, simple framing of how the REF 
seeks to assess:
• Excellent research – recognised through significant advances in understanding, methods, theory, application and research practice, across and within disciplines
• Excellent knowledge exchange – recognised through social and economic impact (an effect on, change to or benefit to the economy, society, culture, public policy or services, health, education, 

the environment, or quality of life) and through significant advances in KE practice.
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Why the change?
• We propose ‘excellent research’ rather than ‘academic impacts’ to clarify the focus of the REF on assessing research quality
• ‘Excellent knowledge exchange’ rather than ‘wider impacts’ to clarify the contribution of research to the overarching goal of enhancing the social and economic impact of research, teaching and 

innovation activities, and to highlight that the process (KE) as well as the outcomes (‘impact’) is significant
• The definition of social and economic impact modified to include ‘education’ to align better with the definition in HEIF and to clarify the intersection between REF and TEF

Appendix one includes a set of slides that seek to simplify how the different funding schemes intersect, and thereby to clarify the scope of the REF.

NOTE: We are using HEFCE’s current definition of Knowledge Exchange, which emphasizes engagement with all sectors of society: ‘The term ‘knowledge exchange’ (KE) is shorthand for the multiple 
interactions between HEIs and businesses, public services, charities and communities to create societal and economic benefit’.
http://www.hefce.ac.uk/pubs/Year/2016/201616/

Aligning impact / outcomes frameworks
As well as re-framing the broad strategic intent of the REF (to assess impacts arising from KE and research) we would argue that there is considerable benefit to be gained by digging 
deeper into the different outcome frameworks currently being used across the sector.  There is some alignment between these, but more could be done to simplify and align them 
more deliberately, and for the REF to intelligently complement them.

This is an opportunity identified in Lord Stern’s review.  He questioned how REF data and metrics should be combinable with other research funders’ data collection processes ‘to 
streamline data collection requirements and reduce the cost of compiling and submitting information’ (recommendation 10)

Therefore we argue that the approach to aligning definitions of impact should be more systematic, and work at two levels: 

• Seek to clarify the ‘top level’ relationship between the different funding / policy schemes for innovation / KE and impact, 
• Seek to align more deliberately the overlapping assessment frameworks and guidance which have been developed for the various investments and monitoring regimes, including: 

• RCUK’s Pathways to Impact , and the list of outcome indicators for ‘academic’ and ‘economic and social’ impacts
• The HEBCI survey
• HEIF guidance on benefits
• Other UK innovation policies

In response to q.44, we suggest that there would be significant benefits from undertaking a similar mapping exercise comparing the REF 2014 impact criteria with the plethora of 
impact and outcomes frameworks and assessment processes being deployed in other sectors.
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QUESTION 22: what comments do you have on the criteria of reach and significance?

What is helpful about the terms is that they do acknowledge some of the complexities with judging 
impact, for instance:

• How do you weigh up ‘breadth’ (reach) against ‘depth’ (significance)?
• How can the ‘meaning’ (significance) of the impact be conveyed – as well as the ‘numbers’

(reach)?

However, we think that there would be more productive ways of allowing for this subtlety to be expressed and embedded in the guidance. Our response is built upon what is 
acknowledged to be good practice in evaluation.  Three questions will typically be in an assessor’s mind, which a good evaluation should address:

• What did you do? Please provide me with an indication of the scale of the activity you undertook – tangible measures of what took place (the outputs)
• What changed? Please provide indicators which make clear the effects / impact that your intervention realised (the outcomes)
• Why is this significant? Please provide me with contextual information to help me interpret the extent to which the outcomes you are claiming are credible and significant.  Can 

you clarify the context and rationale for your work to help me assess the link between the outputs and outcomes?

To make a robust judgement of impact, assessors needs to draw on more than just a list of claimed outcomes. They need to be presented with evidence of:

• The reach – what was done; with whom; on what scale
• The significance – contextual factors to bear in mind when interpreting the activity, participants and claimed impact
• The outcomes – a precise articulation of the specific benefits / changes which were realised

The next two slides model how the relationship between ‘reach’, ‘significance’ and ‘outcomes’ might be framed more logically and coherently.

There is considerable scope to improve the clarity of guidance about ‘reach and significance’.  The 
table summarises the way the different main panels framed their interpretation of the two terms 
in the 2014 guidance, revealing significant differences between them.

The evaluation of the REF revealed how the sector struggled to interpret the guidance:
In all cases, there were also particular challenges to understanding the definitions associated with 
‘reach’ and ‘significance’. Data from the survey show that even when the definition of impact itself 
was not considered to be challenging, the guidance on the criteria for ‘reach’ and ‘significance’ 
was considered among the most challenging aspects of the REF rules and guidelines (Preparing 
impact submissions for REF 2014: An evaluation - Findings and observations , p.17)
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A more helpful framing or ‘reach and significance’: three lenses for assessing claims of impact

Details of the research
A description of the underpinning 
research

Who with?
A clear articulation of the key publics 
and partners involved; who; how 
many; demographic or other data

What happened?
Describing the key activities / 
interventions / events, and when 
they occurred

Context (Significance)
Clarifying the context and 
rationale for the activity

The significance of the research
- Why this research is significant / 

potentially meaningful ‘beyond academia’ 

Why these people? Why does this matter 
to them?
- A rationale for their involvement: how 

the research addressed their potential 
interests, motivations and needs

- The significance of the impacts to the 
people who were affected

Why did it happen like this?
- What it was about the situation / context 

which motivated the activity
- Why they chose to make the interventions 

they made; why and how these and other 
events contributed to the impacts

Outcomes (impact)
Meaningful indicators of 
change / benefit / effects 

Below are some examples of outcomes 
provided in the Panel C guidance 2014
• Influence on planning or management of 
services.
• Use of research findings by professional 
bodies to define best practice, formulate 
policy, or to lobby government or other 
stakeholders.
• Practitioner debate has been informed or 
stimulated by research findings.
• Research has challenged conventional 
wisdom, stimulating debate among 
stakeholders.

This slide models the 
relationship between ‘reach’, 
‘significance’ and ‘impact’.

We would argue that all three 
‘lenses’ need to be utilised to 
weigh up the credibility of an 
impact case study

The next slide details the 
questions that an assessor 
would typically expect a case 
study to answer – and how 
these ‘ingredients’ would 
address them

Activity (Reach)
What was done with whom, 
on what scale
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A more helpful framing or ‘reach and significance’: three lenses for assessing claims of impact

Assessment
Questions to address in judging the 
credibility of claims to impact

Underpinning research
- Is the significance of the research within its social 
context convincingly explained?  

The impacts claimed
- Is it clear what difference it has actually 

made? 
- Is the impact convincingly described and 

evidenced? 
- How significant is its contribution to the field 

they are working within? 

The context and rationale
- Is it clear what they are trying to achieve 

through their engagement, and is their activity 
animated by an intelligent sense of purpose? 

- Is the engagement being executed in ways that 
are appropriate to the context and purpose?

- Is the engagement activity intelligently ‘tuned’ to 
the context and stakeholders?  Is there a robust 
rationale for the choice of participants?

- Are they aware of / alert to cutting edge thinking 
and practice in the area they are operating 
within?

Details of the research
A description of the underpinning 
research

Who with?
A clear articulation of the key publics 
and partners involved; who; how 
many; demographic or other data

What happened?
Describing the key activities / 
interventions / events, and when 
they occurred

The significance of the research
- Why this research is significant / 

potentially meaningful ‘beyond academia’ 

Below are some examples of outcomes 
provided in the Panel C guidance 2014
• Influence on planning or management of 
services.
• Use of research findings by professional 
bodies to define best practice, formulate 
policy, or to lobby government or other 
stakeholders.
• Practitioner debate has been informed or 
stimulated by research findings.
• Research has challenged conventional 
wisdom, stimulating debate among 
stakeholders.

The activity
- Is the reach and scale of the activity undertaken 
clearly explained and evidenced?   

Activity (Reach)
What was done with whom, 
on what scale
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Why these people? Why does this matter 
to them?
- A rationale for their involvement: how 

the research addressed their potential 
interests, motivations and needs

- The significance of the impacts to the 
people who were affected

Why did it happen like this?
- What it was about the situation / context 

which motivated the activity
- Why they chose to make the interventions 

they made; why and how these and other 
events contributed to the impacts

Context (Significance)
Clarifying the context and 
rationale for the activity

Outcomes (impact)
Meaningful indicators of 
change / benefit / effects 



QUESTION 23: What do you think about having further guidance for public engagement impacts and what do you think would be helpful?

Guidance and criteria 

We would like to see Public Engagement clearly incentivised in the guidance, as a critical mechanism whereby research can realise impact.  We think additional guidance would be 
extremely valuable, to back up this broad encouragement with some clear frameworks to guide both what is submitted and how it is assessed.

The NCCPE has recently published an in depth analysis of REF 2014 case studies featuring Public Engagement, which provides a useful foundation for such guidance.  Key aspects of 
the guidance should include:
• Who are the public? Helping people to describe the public they have engaged with precisely
• What kinds of public engagement are possible? Public engagement takes many forms, and can happen at all phases of the research cycle.  We think it would be helpful to spell out 

what these different purposes are and the typical impacts which can arise
• Capturing and assessing evidence of impact: offering a framework for articulating the types of impact that typically arise, and how these can be convincingly evidenced

The following slides summarise some the key framing devices we have derived from our review of the 2014 case studies.  We would welcome your advice about how best to utilise 
these in our final submission
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What does an excellent case study featuring public engagement look like?
The case studies provide a rich data set to address the question: how can excellence in generating impacts from engaging the public with research best 
be evidenced in a case study? We have derived a set of prompts that make explicit our conclusions about what excellent case studies do to ‘tell their 
story’ and offer evidence of impact arising from public engagement.   Excellent case studies typically articulate the following ‘links in the chain’:

What?
A convincing account of the significance of the research: why it matters beyond academia.  Who should care about it?  What is distinctive about its 
potential?
Where? 
An explicit, intelligent acknowledgement of the external context, and a clear grasp of the potential contribution of the research to influence thinking, 
practice and people’s capabilities beyond academia
Who with?
A clear articulation of the key publics and partners involved and a rationale for their involvement, with clear insight and knowledge about their 
interests, motivations and needs in relation to the research
Why?
A confident sense of purpose animating the engagement that underpins the impact claimed
When?
An intelligent sense of timing to maximise the potential impact of the engagement activity, with activities differentiated by the phase of the research 
How?
Drawing on appropriate methods, tailored to purpose, context and the publics they are seeking to engage 
With what impact?
Able to talk convincingly about the difference it has helped to generate, and make credible claims for the contribution made by the research to that 
impact
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Who are the public?

Making sense of the complex way in which people 
beyond academia engage with research is important.  
Many case studies just talk about ‘the public’ in an 
undifferentiated way.  More clarity and precision 
about who was engaged is important.  We derived the 
following ‘map’ from the case studies.  It articulates 
the world ‘beyond academia’ as a variety of spheres: 
policy, professional practice, business and civil society.  

In each of these spheres individual members of the 
public, and collectives of people, play a variety of 
roles – as citizens, consumers, voters etc.  Excellent 
case studies will typically provide a precise account of 
the active roles that public(s) played in the process of 
engagement.
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How can the public engage with research?

The case studies reveal a variety of ways in which researchers typically engage the public with research.  We would expect excellent case studies featuring public engagement 
to make clear  when and with what purposes the public were engaged.

Engage public in the research process Maximise uptake of the research by the 
public

Involve public in the design and framing of the 
research

There are some compelling examples of the 
public being involved in the research process 
itself, actively contributing to the process of 
investigation.

Examples include:
• Citizen science where the public are 

contributing data
• Co-production where the public are acting 

as co-investigators and contributing their 
expertise

• Dialogic approaches where public 
expertise, attitudes and values are actively 
sought throughout the process

This approach can also realise powerful 
personal outcomes for the public involved 

The most common way in which the public 
are engaged is once the research is 
complete, or nearly complete: researchers 
actively seek ways to ensure the significance 
of their research is widely understood and 
shared ‘beyond academia’.

Typically this activity might involve:
• Dissemination activity that seeks to 

target people who might benefit from the 
research and engage them with its 
findings

• Working with partner organisations to 
integrate the findings from the research 
into their public-facing products and 
services, networks, training or outreach 
activity.

The framing of the REF encourages the 
submission of activity which is focused in 
this area, which helps explain why so many 
case studies describe activities focused on 
translation and uptake.
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There are rare examples of the public – for 
instance in their capacity as service users or 
volunteers – being involved at the formative stages 
of a research project.

Co-production or collaborative research are terms 
often used to describe this approach.  Sometimes, 
too, the public are involved as members of 
advisory groups.

Although the impact of this way of working can be 
really powerful, influencing the quality and 
robustness of the research and ensuring its 
sensitivity and relevance (and the likelihood of its 
impact), the impact component of the REF is not 
focused on how involvement of the public 
enhances the research.  

Nevertheless, there can be significant benefits for 
the public in playing such active roles in the 
research process, for instance in terms of their 
skills, understanding and empowerment. 
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What kinds of public engagement can feature?

‘Classic’ public 
engagement

‘Mediated’ public 
engagement’

‘Blended’ public 
engagement’

‘Bolt on’ public 
engagement’

‘Behind the scenes’ 
public engagement’

We identified five distinctively different approaches to public engagement

‘Classic’ public 
engagement involves 
researchers engaging 
directly with a community 
of place / interest – e.g. 
with adult learners – with 
this engagement forming 
the backbone of the case 
study.  

‘Mediated’ public 
engagement sees an active 
collaboration with 
intermediary 
organisation(s) like a 
charity, museum, media or 
school to reach their 
audience / public.

With ‘blended’ public 
engagement, the public 
engagement forms part of a 
wider knowledge exchange 
project – e.g. to engage policy 
makers, practitioners and 
service users around a 
particular health issue.

‘Behind the scenes’ PE sees 
no direct engagement with 
publics – all the effort is put 
into improving the quality of 
PE undertaken by 
intermediary organisations, 
by influencing their practice 
or making new resources 
available.

With ‘bolt on’ public 
engagement there is a 
cursory role for public 
engagement (for instance, 
some media coverage was 
achieved) but it is peripheral 
to the main engagement 
activity being undertaken.
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What’s the ‘point’ of public engagement? We identified  three stylised ‘storylines’ which recurred throughout the sample

33

What’s the motivation?

Making the 
research:

• Meaningful
• Persuasive

• Stimulating learning 
• Influencing public debate
• Changing understandings
• Challenging conventional 

wisdom
• Fostering empathy

by

Which methods? With what pay off?
• Media
• Websites 
• Debates
• Archives;
• Social media
• Publications 
• Performances
• Exhibitions
• Presentations 
• Festivals etc.

Criticism: provoking 
challenge, scrutiny & debate; 
holding to account

Enlightenment: inspiring 
wonder, curiosity and learning; 
meaning- & sense-making; 
empathy

What’s the motivation?

Making the 
research:

• Relevant
• Practical

• Changing standards / 
regulations

• Influencing new products and 
services

• Changing policies / planning
• Influencing decision making 
• Influencing the public realm

by

Which methods? With what pay off?

• Consultation
• Dialogues
• Co-production 
• Advisory 

groups etc. Reflexivity: prompting dialogue 
& deliberation; exploring risk; 
informing decision making

Innovation: new ways of thinking 
& acting; new products and 
knowledge; creating; galvanising 
change

What’s the motivation?

Making the 
research:

• Motivating
• Useful

• Inspiring participation and 
progression

• Teaching new skills 
• Changing behaviours
• Influencing practitioner and 

policy makers’ behaviour 
/practice / standards

• Fostering collaboration

by

Which methods? With what pay off?

• Outreach
• Education
• Lifelong learning
• Network-building 
• Training and 

development
Capability: building skills; 
influencing behaviours and 
practices; empowering

Connectivity: building 
networks; encouraging 
participation & involvement
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Enlightenment: inspiring wonder, curiosity and learning; affecting 
meaning- & sense-making; challenging conventional wisdom

Criticism: provoking challenge, scrutiny & debate; holding to account

Innovation: prompting new ways of thinking & acting; creating new 
products and knowledge; galvanising change

Reflexivity: prompting dialogue & deliberation; exploring risk; 
informing decision making

Connectivity: building networks; encouraging participation & 
involvement

Capability: building skills; influencing behaviours and practices; 
empowering; well-being

Conceptual

Instrumental

Capacity building

• Changed understandings
• Enhanced learning and reflection
• Increased empathy

• Changed standards / regulation
• Changed accountability regimes
• Products and services are influenced and changed
• Changed policies
• Changed planning processes
• Changed / enhanced public realm and environment

• Increased participation and progression
• New skills 
• Changed behaviours
• New or strengthened networks 
• Enhanced collaboration
• Enhanced well-being

Clarifying the kinds of impact that arise from public engagement
Our review of the case studies allowed us to develop a framework that helps to capture why public engagement with research ‘matters’ and helps to describe the types of 
impact that are typically generated. Adapting the ESRC’s categorisation of impacts (conceptual, instrumental and capacity building) we identified six broad outcome areas and 
various indicators of impact.

Type of impact Typical outcomes arising from public engagement What kinds of impact can be realised?
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The Impact Templates submitted by the highest performing Units of Assessment reveal that successful departments pay attention to the following:

 Treating public engagement as an integral part of their impact strategy
 Clearly articulating who their ‘publics’ are
 Expressing an explicit rationale for their public engagement activity
 Having an authentic flavour to their public engagement, sensitive to their discipline, context and values
 Investing in building sustained partnerships and collaborations with external intermediary organisations
 Deploying appropriate methods of engagement, and investing resources and effort to develop their expertise in engagement
 Investing in the creation of a culture in which researchers are supported and incentivised to engage with the public

Providing an effective environment for public engagement
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It will be important the guidance for REF 2021 references The Concordat for Engaging the Public with Research:
www.rcuk.ac.uk/documents/scisoc/concordatforengagingthepublicwithresearch-pdf.

The Concordat identifies three principles which recipients of research funding are expected to demonstrate:
PRINCIPLE 1: UK research organisations have a strategic commitment to public engagement 
PRINCIPLE 2: Researchers are recognised and valued for their involvement with public engagement activities 
PRINCIPLE 3: Researchers are enabled to participate in public engagement activities through appropriate training, support and opportunities

See Appendix 3 for more details

http://www.rcuk.ac.uk/documents/scisoc/concordatforengagingthepublicwithresearch-pdf


QUESTION 24: Do you agree with the proposal that impacts should remain eligible for submission by the institution or institutions in which the associated 
research has been conducted?

QUESTION 25: Do you agree that the approach to supporting and enabling impact should be captured as an explicit section of the environment element of 
the assessment? 

It makes sense to do this – we expand later on how this might be framed.  A particular benefit of doing this would be to enable a more ‘holistic’ account to be communicated about how 
departments ensure that their impact-focused activities animate and integrate with their research: the previous framing of impact as a separate area of activity risked creating a 
dichotomy. 

QUESTION 26: What comments do you have on the suggested approaches to determining the required number of case studies? Are there alternative 
approaches that merit consideration? 

QUESTION 27: Do you agree with the proposal to include mandatory fields (paragraph 96) in the impact case study template, to support the assessment 
and audit process better? 

QUESTION 28: What comments do you have on the inclusion of further optional fields in the impact case study template (paragraph 97)?  

QUESTION 30: Do you agree with the proposed timeframe for the underpinning research activity (1 January 2000 to 31 December 2020)? 

No strong view – do let us know if you think we should address this question, and if so how

is there any additional information which would be useful to gather to inform assessment of public engagement? We would welcome your views

Yes.  

We would welcome views about this

We would welcome your views on this
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QUESTION 29: What comments do you have on the inclusion of examples of impact arising from research activity and bodies of work as well as from specific 
research outputs? 

This is a sensible suggestion.  Research has shown that impact is often realised through other ‘pathways’ than research outputs. For example, the ESRC commissioned a study in 2011 to 
examine the influence of Social Science on the development of UK Child Poverty Policy. The aim of this evaluation was to map conceptual developments (such as changes in thinking, 
debate, culture and direction) that have underpinned this area of social policy, and to see how far thee could be tracked back to the research.  The review revealed that there had been very 
significant influence, but that the ‘pathways to impact’ had involved a variety of mechanisms.  The research outputs themselves were only part of the story: 

‘While policy documents cite a relatively small number of key research papers and/or authors, this is only the tip of the iceberg in terms of research impact. Our consultations suggest that 
formal, semi-formal and informal interactions (including secondments) between academics and government researchers are key mechanisms through which research findings are taken into 
account in policy development.  []  In principle it should be possible to gather some of the necessary information by asking researchers to record more systematically activities such as 
attending government-sponsored seminars, sitting on advisory groups, providing informal advice etc. It is recognised that this has its challenges, but it would be helpful to explore what 
might usefully done to capture activities beyond formal publication’.  Conceptual Impact Of ESRC Research: Case Study of UK Child Poverty Policy (ESRC, 2011)

We would argue that ‘bodies of work’ be defined as a coherent area of research activity that forms the foundation for the claimed impact, with a clearly defined:
• Purpose
• Focus and coherence
• Methodological rigour

In describing that body of work, case study authors should be invited to describe the focus of the research and its significance, both inside and outside academia:
• What was the challenge / issue / uncertainty that it set out to address?
• What were the key findings, and what was the contribution to the research field? 
• What were the key research outputs that underpinned the impact?
• What were the key ‘hooks’ that made the research of interest to people outside academia? 
• What other mechanisms were deployed to build a coherent and accessible portfolio of research activity? (networks; secondments; datasets; shared research facilities etc) 

Given the focus of the REF upon assessing excellent research, there is a clear challenge about how to set an appropriate quality threshold for a broader portfolio of research activities.  We 
explore this challenge in our response to question 31.   
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We believe it is essential that the body of research that underpins the case study should meet standards of rigour.  To maintain the credibility of the REF as an assessment of research
excellence, we suggest that the criteria used to define excellent research in the outputs section are adapted to provide a ‘minimum’ standard for ‘bodies of work’ submitted as part of an 
impact case study.  The criteria outlined in 2014 are shown below.  An excellent ‘body of work’ should evidence how it embodies the quality characteristics and should demonstrate 
significance and rigour.  We would argue that it need not necessarily demonstrate originality.  We would be interested in whether a new criterion might be introduced to replace ‘originality’.  
We suggest that the term ‘coherence’ might usefully capture the contribution of the activity to building knowledge that is meaningful and useful inside and outside higher education:

Coherence: 
the body of work and expertise embodied in the individual /team, forms a coherent and compelling intellectual contribution to an academic field and to identifiable communities outside 
academia  

QUESTION 31: What are your views on the suggestion that the threshold criterion for underpinning research, research activity or a body of work should be 
based on standards of rigour? Do you have suggestions for how rigour could be assessed? 
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Originality
a new way of thinking about a subject; is distinctive or transformative compared with previous work
Significance
the work has exerted, or is likely to exert, an influence on an academic field or practical applications
Rigour
the purpose is clearly articulated, an appropriate methodology has been adopted, and compelling evidence presented to show that the purpose has been achieved

With the following characteristics of quality:
• scientific rigour and excellence, with regard to design, method, execution and analysis
• significant addition to knowledge and to the conceptual framework of the field
• potential and actual significance of the research
• the scale, challenge and logistical difficulty posed by the research
• the logical coherence of argument
• contribution to theory-building
• significance of work to advance knowledge, skills, understanding and scholarship in theory, practice, education, management and/or policy
• applicability and significance to the relevant service users and research users
• potential applicability for policy in, for example health, healthcare, public health, animal health or welfare. (57)
(Panel criteria and working methods, REF 01.2012)



QUESTION 32: Evaluation of REF 2014 found that provision of impact evidence was challenging for HEIs and panels. Do you have any comments on the 
following: 
A. The suggestion to provide audit evidence to the panels? 
B. The development of guidelines for the use and standard of quantitative data as evidence for impact? 
C. Do you have any other comments on evidencing impacts in ref 2021? 

a. Audit evidence
This feels like an excessive burden

b. The development of guidelines for the use and standard of quantitative data as evidence for impact 
We would welcome your views

c. Other comments about evidencing impact
We have outlined a number of ways in which we could build on REF 2014 earlier on our response, including:

• Clarify the relationship between reach / significance / outcomes (outlined in our response to q.22) and in the process make more explicit that role of different types of evidence
• Consult on the criteria for the panels and seek to ensure intelligent alignment with other sectors’ impact frameworks to facilitate evidence capture

There is great value in also building on the 2014 REF.  The case study database provides a rich resource to identify examples of effective evidence of impact.  The NCCPE’s review of public 
engagement in the REF allowed us to develop a set of frameworks which describe credible and effective ways for reach, significance and impact to be captured in a case study.  We 
suggest that this work provides a solid and pragmatic foundation for the development of guidance for REF 2012.  We have outlined the broad shape of such guidance in our response to 
question 23.  

The NCCPE review also identified the significant challenge of finding meaningful and convincing ways of conveying the impact of many of the very subtle processes involved in engaging 
the public with research, for instance when emotional or imaginative responses have been generated.  There is a significant opportunity to investigate these challenges further, building 
on work to investigate the theoretical and conceptual underpinning of impact assessment, for instance in the recent AHRC report, Understanding the Value of Arts and Culture.  This 
report outlines a very helpful framework for describing the complex ways in which engagement with arts and culture affects individuals, and could provide a rich evidence base to inform 
the development of impact criteria and guidance for REF 2021

QUESTION 33: What are your views on the issues and rules around submitting examples of impact in ref 2021 that were returned in ref 2014?

We would welcome views about this
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QUESTION 34A: Do you agree with the proposal to improve the structure of the environment template and introduce more quantitative data into this?

QUESTION 34B: Do you have suggestions of data already held by institutions that would provide panels with a valuable insight into the research 
environment?

No strong view

No strong view

QUESTION 35: Do you have any comment on the ways in which the environment element can give more recognition to universities’ collaboration beyond 
higher education? 

We argued in our response to Q.21 that it would be more helpful if the REF was framed as an exercise to assess ‘excellent research’ and ‘excellent knowledge exchange’.  This framing 
provides a very helpful starting point for addressing how the environment element might give more recognition to universities’ collaboration beyond HE.  There is an extensive literature 
on the subject of knowledge exchange which identifies a robust and coherent set of principles which have been proven to underpin effective approaches to collaboration.  Appendix 
Three details the findings from three reports which identify some common factors / principles which we would expect to see embodied in the guidance (ESRC’s Taking Stock work; the 
Dowling Review; the Carnegie UK InterAction report).  

Common to all three reports are the following proven activities:
• How the research team involves research users / publics at all stages of the research, not just for dissemination or commercialisation purposes
• How the team makes it easy for externals (individuals or organisations) to make contact, e.g. through helpdesks; employing brokers
• How the team facilitate ‘deep’ interaction between researchers and uses/publics through (for instance) advisory groups; secondments; 
• How individuals are recognised and rewarded for this work (e.g. through promotions criteria)
• How they support staff and students to develop their skills through training and professional development.

These principles are enshrined in the Concordat for Engaging the Public with Research.  It is important that the guidance references this Concordat (see Appendix 3).

The NCCPE has developed a range of resources which support research teams to assess the effectiveness of their support for public engagement, including a self assessment tool (the 
EDGE tool) and a benchmarking process (the Engage Watermark).  These align with the principles of the Concordat and the extensive literature into how to support effective 
engagement.  We would expect the environment element to require universities to provide concrete evidence of how they have invested in effective support for engagement, and the 
steps they have put in place to assess the effectiveness of that investment.

Environment
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QUESTION 38: What are your views on the introduction of institutional-level assessment of impact and environment? 

We think this is an excellent idea – reduces duplication; encourages strategic approach across HEIs

Institutional-level assessment 

QUESTION 39: Do you have any comments on the factors that should be considered when piloting an institutional-level assessment? 

We would be keen to feed into it the lessons learned about effective mechanisms for supporting strategic, cross-institutional working (refer to NCCPE’s EDGE tool and Watermark 
process; Concordat for Engaging the Public with Research)

We would welcome your views about this

QUESTION 36: Do you agree with the proposals for awarding additional credit to units for open access? 

QUESTION 37: What comments do you have on ways to incentivise units to share and manage their research data more effectively?

Yes

No comment
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QUESTION 40: What comments do you have on the proposed approach to creating the overall quality 
profile for each submission? 

QUESTION 41: Given the proposal that the weighting for outputs remain at 65 per cent, do you agree that 
the overall weighting for impact should remain at 20 per cent? 

QUESTION 42: Do you agree with the proposed split of the weightings between the institutional and submission-level elements of impact and 
environment?

Makes sense to integrate the institutional impact to create a rounded view

We would have preferred the weighting for impact to increase from 20% to 25%

Yes

Outcomes and weighting
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QUESTION 43: What comments do you have on the proposed timetable for ref 2021?

QUESTION 44: Are there proposals not referred to above, or captured in your response so far, that you feel should be considered? If so, what are they and 
what is the rationale for their inclusion? 

We have argued for the importance of more extensive consultation in 2017 and 2018, in particular relating 
to the development of criteria for assessing impact.  

We argued in our response to question  21 that more work should be done to seek intelligent alignment between the various HE outcomes frameworks and data gathering exercises.  
We would argue that a similar approach should be taken to scope out the potential alignment between REF panel criteria and outcomes/impact frameworks being used in other sectors.

While it would not be feasible to realise exact alignment, and while it is true that such frameworks are subject to change when new governments or administrations are formed, we 
think that seeking better alignment would send a clear message to other sectors that the HE sector is keen to maximise alignment and reduce duplication in the further development of 
the REF. This would have a number of benefits:
• Helping to realise the potential of research to generate impact ‘beyond academia’
• Making it easier for collaborators to agree appropriate evaluation activity to ensure evidence is captured which can meet several purposes
• Ensuring that the REF does not exist in a ‘bubble’ but is explicitly aligned to other impact frameworks

One example of such a framework is the Generic Learning Outcomes framework developed by the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council, which is still used extensively across the 
cultural sector and provides a robust means of evaluating the outcomes arising from informal learning.  The framework is summarised in appendix 2.  It provides an excellent example of 
how an ‘external’ outcomes framework might be drawn upon by the HE sector to inform the guidance for REF 2021.

Proposed timetable for REF 2021 / other comments 

Other comments 
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• Investment in knowledge 
exchange: research-teaching 
nexus; professional practice; 
skills; public engagement; KE 
scholarship

• Investment in collaboration: 
partnerships and 
collaborative arrangements 
to underpin impact 

At the heart of the UK 
innovation system is a 
concerted focus on building 
excellent infrastructure, 
support and an enabling 
culture for knowledge 
exchange

Appendix one: Mapping the UK HE Innovation system
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• Investment in knowledge 
exchange: research-teaching 
nexus; professional practice; 
skills; public engagement; KE 
scholarship

• Investment in collaboration: 
partnerships and 
collaborative arrangements 
to underpin impact 

A variety of different policy 
/ funding arrangements 
seek to enhance this 
capability as modelled on 
this and subsequent slides 
– including HEIF (England).  
A variety of other 
innovations policies and 
funding streams exist in the 
devolved nations.

HEIF 
strategy

HEIF
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• Investment in knowledge 
exchange: research-teaching 
nexus; professional practice; 
skills; public engagement; KE 
scholarship

• Investment in collaboration: 
partnerships and 
collaborative arrangements 
to underpin impact 

Investments via RCUK

HEIF 
strategy

Pathways to 
impact 

UKRI

IAA, KTPs 
etc.

HEIF
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• Investment in knowledge 
exchange: research-teaching 
nexus; professional practice; 
skills; public engagement; KE 
scholarship

• Investment in collaboration: 
partnerships and 
collaborative arrangements 
to underpin impact 

HEIF 
strategy

Pathways to 
impact 

UKRI

IAA, KTPs 
etc.

HEIF

REF

Research Quality
• Research quality

• Research environment

Research Impact
• Social and economic outcomes

Environment for 
impact 
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• Investment in knowledge 
exchange: research-teaching 
nexus; professional practice; 
skills; public engagement; KE 
scholarship

• Investment in collaboration: 
partnerships and 
collaborative arrangements 
to underpin impact 

UKRI

HEIF

REF

Research Quality
• Research quality

• Research environment

Research Impact
• Social and economic outcomes

Environment for 
impact 

TEF

Teaching Quality
• Teaching quality

• Learning environment

Provider 
statement

Teaching impact
• Student outcomes

Pathways to 
impact 

IAA, KTPs 
etc.

HEIF 
strategy
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Evidencing impact on learning
Generic Learning Outcomes

Developed by the Museums, Libraries and Archives Council and still extensively used across the Museum, Library and 
Archive sectors, the ‘GLOs’ provide a very valuable framework for assessing impacts arising from engaging the public 
in informal learning

Knowledge and Understanding
• Knowing what or about something
• Learning facts or information
• Making sense of something
• Deepening understanding
• How museums, libraries and archives operate
• Making links and relationships between things

Enjoyment, inspiration, creativity
• Having fun, 
• being surprised 
• Innovative thoughts, 
• Creativity
• Exploration, experimentation and making.
• Being inspired

Activity, behaviour, 
progression
• What people do
• What people intend to do
• What people have done 
• Reported or observed actions
• A change in the way that people 

manage their lives

Attitudes and Values
• Feelings and perceptions
• Opinions about ourselves (eg self 

esteem)
• Opinions or attitudes towards 

other people
• Increased capacity for tolerance
• Empathy
• Increased motivation
• Attitudes towards an organisation 

(eg a museum, archive or library)
• Positive and negative attitudes in 

relation to an experience

Skills
• Knowing how to do something
• Being able to do new things
• Intellectual skills
• Information management skills
• Social skills
• Communication skills
• Physical skills

Appendix two: The Generic Learning Outcomes
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ESRC’S TAKING STOCK WORK.
ESRC have conducted a major review of impact assessment.  They identified the following factors ‘that are vital for impact generation:  

• Established relationships and networks with user communities 
• Involvement of research users at all stages of the research 
• Well-planned user-engagement and knowledge exchange strategies 
• Portfolios of research activity that build reputations with research users 
• Good infrastructure and management support 
• Where appropriate, the involvement of intermediaries and knowledge brokers as translators, amplifiers, network providers 

They argue that ‘investigating the extent to which these factors are present is useful for a number of reasons. Firstly, their existence indicates the likelihood that impact has been generated, even if it 
cannot be identified in specific terms. Thus they serve as proxy indicators of impact. Where impact can be identified, an analysis of these factors can also help us to understand the nature of the research 
influence’. (Taking Stock A Summary of ESRC’s Work to Evaluate the Impact of Research on Policy and Practice February 2009 )

THE DOWLING REVIEW OF BUSINESS-UNIVERSITY RESEARCH COLLABORATIONS
The Dowling review made a number of recommendations about how to enhance such collaborations, including:

• Consider universities’ industrial collaborations, including the exchange of people and the success of their translation activities, as an important part of the ‘Environment’ component.

Specific recommendations included the following.  These were clustered into broad categories, including a number focused around support for people:
• Provide more explicit recognition for staff who have moved between industry and academia in either direction, or ‘discipline-hopped’
• The perception that collaborating with industry, or spending time in industry, is damaging to an academic career path persists and detracts from the attractiveness of such activities for 

academics. Universities need to ensure that recruitment and promotion criteria for relevant disciplines reward rather than penalise academics who have achieved excellence in 
translational and collaborative activities, and that these messages are communicated effectively

• For academics in relevant disciplines, spending time in industry should be seen as a mark of esteem that enriches their career, analogous to gaining international experience. Universities 
and research institutions should expect newly appointed Principal Investigators in such disciplines to gain industrial experience (if they do not already have any), and funding agencies should 
ensure that grant conditions encourage this

• Forming connections with business at the outset of an academic career path could significantly enhance the environment for collaboration over the longer-term. To enhance doctoral 
training: 

a. Universities should ensure that all PhD students in appropriate subjects receive IP awareness and wider business skills training; 
b. The Research Councils and other major funders of PhD studentships should support students in appropriate subjects to spend some time in business as part of their doctoral training; 
and 
c. Universities should play an active role in facilitating industrial placements for their PhD students

The review also points to the value of effective brokerage; pump prime funding; and the role of Technology Transfer offices (TTOs).  The report argues that:
• Technology transfer offices need to prioritise knowledge exchange over short-term income generation, and further work is required to improve approaches to contracts and IP agreements

Appendix three: evidence about how to support effective research collaborations 
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INTERACTION HOW CAN ACADEMICS AND THE THIRD SECTOR WORK TOGETHER TO INFLUENCE POLICY AND PRACTICE?
Published by the Carnegie Trust in 2016, this report explored how academics and the third sector can work effectively together to influence policy and practice. It explored barriers or obstacles 
that impede cooperation, and what methods of interaction exist and have proved successful or unsuccessful in influencing policy and practice. It concludes with recommendations for universities:
• Provide embedded gateways through which third-sector organisations and other publics can make contact with relevant researchers in what are perceived to be impenetrable and siloed 

institutions. 
• Employ specialist knowledge exchange workers to facilitate interaction between the worlds of social science, policy and practice. These will be more effective if accorded recognition, 

security and career pathways. 
• Invest in mechanisms to develop and support long-term relationships with selected third-sector partners and networks. 
• Explore innovative ways of providing spaces for intersection of vertical and horizontal knowledge flows. 
• Encourage secondment opportunities (both inward and outward) as a means of facilitating knowledge exchange and ‘boundary spanning’. 
• Develop training and staff development programmes to build the capacity of academics to work with third-sector organisations, to understand their worlds, and to include codes of 

practice towards mutual benefit. 
• Develop training and staff development programmes to build an understanding amongst staff of policy processes and how to engage with policy worlds. Consideration should be given to 

involving third sector partners in such programmes. 
• Embed the use of Project Advisory Groups including policy and practice partners relevant to the research project, as a means of informing the research, promoting impact and developing 

relationships. Representatives from VCOs should be paid for their contribution and valued for their insight as well as their role in dissemination. 

Appendix three: evidence about how to support effective research collaborations CONT’D 
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THE CONCORDAT FOR ENGAGING THE PUBLIC WITH RESEARCH

PRINCIPLE 1: UK research organisations have a strategic commitment to public engagement 
1. Research organisations should hold an understanding and definition of public engagement, appropriate to their context, which is shared and used consistently across the organisation. 
2. Public engagement should be embedded within research organisations’ missions, key strategies and operational plans to help to provide focus, meaning, emphasis and support for public 

engagement. This may include an organisational public engagement strategy led at senior levels and communicated effectively (internally and externally). 
3. It is recognised that senior public engagement champions are essential in fostering public engagement throughout all researcher levels, and these individuals should be encouraged and 

supported by their research organisations.

PRINCIPLE 2: Researchers are recognised and valued for their involvement with public engagement activities 
1. The benefits of public engagement to researchers should be clearly recognised and promoted at all stages of their career, including its valuable role in developing transferable skills. 
2. Research organisations should consider whether public engagement is appropriately represented in staff policies and processes (such as for inductions, performance review, promotions 

criteria or workload planning) to allow researchers to be involved in public engagement activities without impairing their career.
3. Those responsible for the implementation of such processes, including research managers and relevant supporters of researchers, should receive appropriate briefing and support. 
4. Research organisations are encouraged to celebrate and communicate their researchers’ successes in public engagement.

PRINCIPLE 3: Researchers are enabled to participate in public engagement activities through appropriate training, support and opportunities
1. Research organisations are conscious of the attributes required for public engagement, recognising that such attributes are a subset of the skills, behaviours and personal qualities that 

researchers should be aspiring towards in their professional development (as outlined in the Researcher Development Statement and relevant professional qualifications). 
2. Research organisations recognise the importance of professional development in public engagement for researchers and provide access to relevant training and development 

opportunities (for example by integrating public engagement attributes into institutional professional development plans), ensuring that a lack of skills is not a barrier to engagement. 
3. Researchers share the responsibility for developing their engagement practice and are encouraged pro-actively to engage in appropriate professional development. 
4. Research managers should support and encourage the development of their teams’ public engagement practice (e.g. through professional development and appropriate participation in 

public engagement activities). 
5. Research organisations should facilitate opportunities for researchers to engage with the public. 
6. Research organisations should seek to provide practical support for researchers to engage with the public, whether delivered at a departmental, institutional or regional level (e.g. through 

deployment of staff (supporters of research)). This could include administrative support, expertise, advice, access to information on financial assistance and/or signposts to examples of 
good practice and potential partners. 

7. Research organisations are encouraged to consider how public engagement is coordinated across the institution to enable the sharing of good practice and help ensure activities are 
consistent with the institution’s policy. 

8. Research organisations should actively assess and manage potential institutional and personal risks associated with public engagement.

Appendix three: evidence about how to support effective research collaborations CONT’D 
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The National Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement (NCCPE) is internationally 
recognised for its work supporting and inspiring universities to engage with the 
public. We work to change perspectives, promote innovation, and nurture and 
celebrate excellence. We also champion meaningful engagement that makes a real 
and valued difference to people’s lives.

The NCCPE is supported by the UK Higher Education Councils, Research Councils UK 
and Wellcome, and has been hosted by the University of Bristol and the University 
of the West of England since it was established in 2008.

National Co-ordinating Centre for Public Engagement
2nd Floor, Arnolfini
16 Narrow Quay
Bristol BS1 4QA

Tel 0117 328 7190
Email nccpe.enquiries@uwe.ac.uk
Twitter @NCCPE
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