
Being a researcher in the age 
of impact

Jane Tinkler
@janetinkler

Pontificia Universidad 
Católica del Perú
28 September 2017



The Impact of the Social Sciences project

• Three-year HEFCE funded 
project, LSE working with the 
University of Leeds and Imperial 
College London.

• Looked at how academic work 
had impact on government, 
business and civil society.

• Book from the research: 

Simon Bastow, Patrick Dunleavy 
and Jane Tinkler (2014) The 
Impact of the Social Sciences: 
How academics and their 
research make a difference. 
London: Sage. 



1. How does impact happen?
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Knowledge not in current use

Applied knowledge
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Theory-based,
abstract knowledge
and research

‘Ordinary knowledge’

Dynamic Knowledge Inventory: a model of impact 
for the humanities and the social sciences
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2. What can focusing on impact 
show us as researchers?



Impact and the University

“The answer to why a university is relevant is clear: a university 
which researches topics requested by the society they serve, a 
university which as a result of its relevant teaching develops 
professionals dedicated to meeting social needs, is a relevant 
and well-connected university” 

(Lavalle and de Nicolas, 2017)



A. What we research and how 
we publish our findings



Countries tend to prioritize different research 
areas



But the REF shows that organisations are interested 
in a wide variety of research areas

Source: Kings College London/Digital Science (2015)



Research mode: Collaborative 
research tends to get more citations
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Most outputs in our dataset 
were single authored, but 
more cites went to outputs 
that had at least one other 
author



Some countries seem to focus on national over 
international co-authorship 



B. How our work is 
communicated



Discipline norms: What you write will tend 
to be defined by your discipline



Generally trends in global output production are 
static



“90% of papers published in academic journals are 
never cited . . .”

Discipline % not cited

Medicine 12

Natural sciences 27

Social sciences 32

Humanities 82



The increase in open access publishing in the UK



The number of journals in SciELO and RedALyC, 
2002-2011



Comparing 
academic 
and external 
citations 
shows 
interesting 
differences 
between 
disciplines



Alongside this academics are making use of 
digital tools to share their research



And we are starting to see how social media 
helps more people read our work



C. How our work is made useful 
(mediated)



Career choices for PhD graduates – a minority 
stay in academia



And in 
some 
countries, 
researchers 
move 
between 
academia 
and 
industry 
more than 
others 
(1996-
2012)



A key problem for 
the social 
sciences is the 
relative lack of  
‘mediating 
middle’ that 
builds long-term 
links and 
identifies impacts



D. What metrics we use to assess 
our work 



Citations only give you part of the picture 
on the use of academic research



Shared

• Popular press 

mentions

• Twitter retweets

• Facebook likes

• Pinterest shares

Downloaded

• Web views

• PDF downloads

• Blog readers

• Podcast listens

• Time spend reading

Cited

• Referenced in 

government, think tank or 

NGOs reports

• Mentioned in legal 

arguments

• Used as case study 

evidence

Engaged

• Event audience 

numbers

• Exhibition visits

• Practitioner 

networking events

Used

• Academics as members 

of corporate boards

• Or in government 

advisory positions

• As members of 

practitioner networks

• Paid for research

Co-

Developed

• Utilised in teaching 

materials 

• Taken up by in 

professional 

organisations

• Built on to improve any 

kind of performance

Discussed

• Utilised in public debate

• Referenced by 

journalists

• Referenced in 

parliamentary debate

What information might be more useful?

Dissemination

Impact



3. What did UK researchers think 
about the Research Excellence 
Framework 2014?



“I think that is where the REF has been a 
force for good. I work in a department 
dominated by neuroscientists. And the 
kind of work that we do is probably seen 
at the bottom in terms of status. But 
suddenly when you see how much 
money is dependent on your REF impact 
statements, the clinical psychologists and 
myself suddenly seen to play a very 
important role in the department.” 

Responses to the REF 1: 
The REF is good for those already undertaking impact 
activities as incentives in universities previously didn’t 
support them



“I think impact is hugely 
important, but as always, 
the one-size-fits-all 
approach is just causing 
its problems.” 

“It is frankly chasing the end 
of the rainbow to try to 

identify change as the result 
of one piece of work. You 

have got to see it as part of 
a process.” 

Responses to the REF 2:
But the model of impact used in the REF doesn’t 
sufficiently take into account the collective nature of 
academic research



The importance of building 
relationships of trust and 
giving wise counsel when it is 
requested. That is one thing 
where I have been critical of 
the REF process, how does it 
capture that? That wise 
advice. We rely on [academics] 
to get good, sound, expert 
advice at key stages

Policymakers want . . . 
advice based on a range of 
evidence, the knowledge 
of the researcher rather 

than just a single individual 
project can be key in 

influencing policy thinking. 
It carries real weight 
because it is trusted 

advice. 

Responses to the REF 3:
And does it measure what external users of research 
want? Policymakers are not sure



And articles published since the REF show that impact is 
seen as important for all grades of staff (apart from 
Professors)



4. Where are the difficulties in 
creating impacts?



1 & 2 
Identifying 
potentially 
interested 
external 
organizations And 
Connecting with 
these 
organizations

3
Identifying a ‘quid 
pro quo’ in 
applying research

4
Finding traction for 
applying research 
within the 
organization

5
Building and 
extending the 
relationship

6
Demonstrating 
specific  impacts or 
benefits to the 
organization
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Crunch points in the impact process vary for different 
sectors 



The pressures on creating impact (as seen by 
academics and external organisations)

Higher Education 
Institution

Private / public / third 
sector organisation

 Lack of time
 Bureaucracy and inflexibility of 

HEI administration
 Difficulties in identifying partners
 Insufficient rewards and lack of 

awareness of the benefits from 
the interactions

 Lack of understanding by 
academics of the process

 Capacity and capability of the KE 
system still developing / evolving

 Lack of resources within 
external organisations to fund 
the KE engagement

 Insufficient benefits from the 
interaction

 Lack of interest by external 
organisations and lack of 
demand for KE

 Intellectual property 
agreements as a barrier to 
some, albeit minority of, KE 
engagement



Policymakers and academics are different 
breeds who speak different languages. 
Whereas they [politicians] work toward 
collective goals, we can be isolated loners . . . 
Whereas they focus on the short-term while 
juggling numerous projects, we can devote 
years to just one research grant. Whereas 
they break evidence into small chunks to 
extract the key messages, we sometimes 
engage in lofty debates that have no tangible 
outcome (Goodwin, 2013). 

We speak different languages . . . 



The caricature of ‘Here’s my policy, now find 
some evidence’ isn’t fair. Because what you 
are actually saying is: ‘We’re going to have to 
make a decision about this, so let’s find the 
evidence that will help us do that’ . . . the 
biggest difference is that the policy has to be 
decided in the here and now, and we have to 
do it on the basis of whatever evidence 
there is available (Senior government 
official)

. . . and are working to different deadlines 



It is really about the 
translation role. Unless we 
can distil that evidence 
down, boil it down into key 
messages that really have 
political traction, then we 
are not going to have much 
of an impact. 

Therefore rounded expertise and translation is key

We rely on [academics] to 
get good, sound, expert 
advice at key stages... That 
kind of advice based on a 
range of evidence, the 
knowledge of the 
researcher rather than just a 
single individual project, can 
be key in influencing policy 
thinking. 
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But academics can publish and be impactful

Social media effects



And results from the UK Research Excellence 
Framework in 2014 seem to agree



For more details:

@janetinkler

LSE Impact blog http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/

Bastow, Dunleavy and Tinkler, The Impact of the Social Sciences (Sage, 
2014)

LSE Public Policy Group, Maximising the Impacts of your Research: A 
handbook for social scientists (2011)

http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/

