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•What is Impact (or ‘knowledge/evidence use’) 
and why engage in it?
•What is policy?  Different steps and stages.
• Theories and models of evidence use
• The REF – the research evaluation framework
• ‘How to’ achieve policy impact
•A case study – Informing Policy for a Greener Brexit 
(2013-20)

• Tips for communicating to policy makers
•Resources, further reading etc.
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What is Impact?
"an effect on, change or benefit to the economy, society, culture, 
public policy or services, health, the environment or quality of 
life, beyond academia".

REF-Research 
England

“The demonstrable contribution that excellent research makes 
to society and the economy”

UKRI

Impact = Demonstrable change beyond academia......



Academic motivations to generate 
impact

• Its part of being an academic (REF etc.)
• Research funders increasingly require it
• Desire to better understand policy making 
• Personal motivations – to change the   
world? Salary enhancement (consultancy)?
• Other things?
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What is (public) policy?

A complex phenomenon consisting of numerous decisions 

made by many individuals and organisations inside 

government, while these decisions are influenced by others 

operating within and outside of the state.  Public policy is, at 

its simplest, a  choice made by government to undertake 

some course of action”

Howlett et al. (eds) (2022) Dictionary of Public Policy.  Edward Elgar, Cheltenham. p195
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What is (public) policy?

“the sum total of government action, from 

signals of intent to the final outcomes”

Policy in 500 Words: what is public policy and why does it matter? | 
Paul Cairney: Politics & Public Policy. 28 April 2016.
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https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/2016/04/28/policy-in-500-words-what-is-public-policy-and-why-does-it-matter/
https://paulcairney.wordpress.com/2016/04/28/policy-in-500-words-what-is-public-policy-and-why-does-it-matter/


The policy stages – or cycle
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HMG - The Green and Magenta books



Why do policy makers seek evidence?

• They seek a better course of action – a guide to 
improvement

• They distrust information fed to them by other 
sources – a corrective

• The seek legitimacy for their policy actions – a 
source of integrity

• They want material that supports their a priori 
position – a source of ammunition

• They want to appear ‘modern’ – a source of 
expertise

• They want to know how much things cost –
what is cost effective?

Weiss, C. (1999) The Interface Between Evaluation and Public Policy, Evaluation, 5, 4, 468-486.

Carole Weiss (Harvard)
The ‘grandmother’ 

of evidence-based policy?
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Zdunek, K., Alexander, D., Schröder-Bäck, P. et al. Factors influencing the uptake of evidence in 
child health policy-making: results of a survey among 23 European countries. Health Res Policy 
Sys 19, 136 (2021).
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Zdunek, K., Alexander, D., Schröder-Bäck, P. et al. Factors influencing the uptake of evidence 
in child health policy-making: results of a survey among 23 European countries. Health Res 
Policy Sys 19, 136 (2021).



The rise of evidence-based policy 
making
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Increasing research-policy activity

“a vast and increasing mass of rudderless 
activity, which is busy rather than effective.  
Without clear goals, and without strategic 
coordination, it is impossible to pick out 
any signal over the noise.  Worse, without 
clearly collecting and building on existing 
evidence about these… interventions, or a 
well-founded understanding of the 
decision-making context, there are almost 
certainly harms being inflicted … wasted 
time and resources, reduced goodwill and 
interaction, and increased inequalities in 
terms of participation in evidence 
production and use” (Oliver et al. 2022: 704)
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REF: Purposes of the Assessment

1) To inform the allocation of block grant funding based on 
research quality (c.£1.6 billion each year in block grant funding 
across the UK).

2) To provide accountability for public investment in research 
(not just in terms of funding investment)..

3) To provide insights into the health of research in the UK (the 
REF is a hugely important source of data about how the 
research system is performing). 



Impact = 25% of the REF outcome

For REF2029 each Unit of Assessment 
(UoA), the Impact component is made 
up of: 
• Impact case studies
• An impact evidence statement 

(NEW)

In REF2021 Impact was weighted at 
25% and a 4* case study was worth 
on average £58k - £113k/year to an 
institution**. 

A 4* ICS is worth 4x as much as a 3* 
ICS.

**Range in values of a 4* case taken from: https://www.fasttrackimpact.com/post/how-much-are-ref2021-4-impact-case-studies-and-4-outputs-worth 



Examples: different impact types

Non-exhaustive list of example impact types taken from Annex A of the 'Panel criteria and working methods' REF21 
guidance: https://2021.ref.ac.uk/publications-and-reports/panel-criteria-and-working-methods-201902/index.html

Impacts on commerce and the economy
•   A spin-out or new business has been created, established its viability, or generated revenue or profits.
•   Contributing to innovation and entrepreneurial activity through the design and delivery of new products 
or services.
•   Gains in productivity have been realised as a result of research-led changes in practice.

Impacts on public policy, law and services
• Policy debate has been stimulated or informed by research evidence, which may have led to 

confirmation of policy, change in policy direction, implementation or withdrawal of policy.
• Risks to the security of nation states have been reduced.
• A policy has been implemented (including those realised through changes to legislation) or the delivery 

of a public service has changed.

Impacts on the environment
• The environment has been improved through the introduction of new product(s), process(es) or 

service(s); the improvement of existing product(s), process(es) or services; or the enhancement of 
strategy, operations or management practices.

• New methods, models, monitoring or techniques have been developed that have led to changes or 
benefits.

• The management or conservation of natural resources, including energy, water and food, has changed 
in a developing country.

https://2021.ref.ac.uk/publications-and-reports/panel-criteria-and-working-methods-201902/index.html


ICS = 5 Pages total
Research
• Impacts must be underpinned by research undertaken at 

submitting institution.
• Research from c.2008

Evidence
• Case studies must provide evidence to support impact claims 

& link claims back to the research
e.g. testimonials, guidelines/policy/independent 
reports citing research by submitting institution.

Impact
• Impact from c.Aug 2020/Jan 2021 (TBC)

Anatomy of an ICS



Starred quality levels

Table from Annex A of the REF21 Guidance on Submissions: https://2021.ref.ac.uk/publications-and-
reports/guidance-on-submissions-201901/index.html 



‘How to’ achieve policy Impact
• Do high quality research
• Understand the policy process

• Make your research relevant and readable

• Be ‘accessible’ – engage routinely, flexibly and humbly
• Build relationships and ground rules

• Decide your role – an ‘issue advocate’ or an ‘honest broker’?

• Build relationships (and ground rules) with policy makers

• Be entrepreneurial – invest for the long term
• But look for windows of opportunity

• Reflect continuously and critically
• Keep track of what you do

‘Influencing policy is a specialist, time consuming activity’ that takes huge cognitive 
and emotional labour, often requiring community and institutional support’ (page 9)
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Cairney and Oliver (2020) How Should Academics Engage in Policy Making to Achieve
Impact?, Political Studies Review, 18, 2, 228-244. (Systematic review, n=86)
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Chalaby, O., & Witter, L. (2018). Eight Tips for Communicating Ideas to Busy 
Policymakers. Stanford Social Innovation Review



Eight tips for communicating ideas …
1. Policy makers are time poor

2. Process, timeliness and scalability matter

3. Be upfront about risks, uncertainties and challenges

4. Focus on concrete results, and ideally solve multiple problems

5. Avoid factual overload

6. Need to do new research? Make it clear which partners you 
need and what it will cost

7. Bolster your case with existing ‘real world’ implementation 
examples

8. Stay as apolitical as possible 
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Chalaby, O., & Witter, L. (2018). Eight Tips for Communicating Ideas to Busy 
Policymakers. Stanford Social Innovation Review



A Case Study of Impact – Greener Brexit
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• A Review of the Balance of Competences exercise – 
led by the Cabinet Office

• Cameron promised to hold an in out referendum – 
then unexpectedly won the 2015 General election.

Phase 1 – pre-Referendum



• The environmental movement sided with Remain, 
citing a range of expert reports; Leave said 
nothing.

• The referendum itself was emotional and values 
based; experts were dismissed.

Phase 2 – the 2016 Referendum



Phase 3 – The Brexit years

• B&E network (‘think tank’)
•  Greener–UK 
•  Parliamentary work (4 nations)
•  Advisory work (DEFRA, EEA etc.)
•  Consultancy work – Friends of the  Earth, 
TCPA, Soil Association etc.
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A NETWORK OF 
ACADEMIC EXPERTS 
ANALYSING HOW 
BREXIT IS 
AFFECTING THE 
ENVIRONMENT

www.brexitenvironment.
co.uk 

@BrexitEnv
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Phase 3 – The Brexit years

• Established the B&E network (‘think tank’)
•  Aligned with/advised  Greener–UK 
•  Parliamentary work (acrees 4 nations)
•  Advisory work (DEFRA, EEA etc.)
•  Consultancy work – Friends of the  Earth, 
TCPA, Soil Association etc.
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Greener UK

https://greeneruk.org/

https://greeneruk.org/


• Informed the post Brexit landscape – the 
Env Act; the REUL Act; the OEP etc.
•Advised on post Brexit governance – the 
OEP and the ‘Gravey review’ of governance 
in NI

Phase 4 – post Brexit



The 2023 Retained EU (Revocation and 
Reform) Act 
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Examples: different impact types

Non-exhaustive list of example impact types taken from Annex A of the 'Panel criteria and working methods' REF21 
guidance: https://2021.ref.ac.uk/publications-and-reports/panel-criteria-and-working-methods-201902/index.html

Impacts on commerce and the economy
•   A spin-out or new business has been created, established its viability, or generated revenue or profits.
•   Contributing to innovation and entrepreneurial activity through the design and delivery of new products 
or services.
•   Gains in productivity have been realised as a result of research-led changes in practice.

Impacts on public policy, law and services
• Policy debate has been stimulated or informed by research evidence, which may have led to 

confirmation of policy, change in policy direction, implementation or withdrawal of policy.
• Risks to the security of nation states have been reduced.
• A policy has been implemented (including those realised through changes to legislation) or the delivery 

of a public service has changed.

Impacts on the environment
• The environment has been improved through the introduction of new product(s), process(es) or 

service(s); the improvement of existing product(s), process(es) or services; or the enhancement of 
strategy, operations or management practices.

• New methods, models, monitoring or techniques have been developed that have led to changes or 
benefits.

• The management or conservation of natural resources, including energy, water and food, has changed 
in a developing country.

https://2021.ref.ac.uk/publications-and-reports/panel-criteria-and-working-methods-201902/index.html


Impacts (pre and post 
referendum)

• Policy – 2018 EUWA; 2021 Env Act
•  New institutions – the OEP etc.
•  Parliamentary work (4 nations)
•  NGO tactics, strategies + targets
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‘How to’ achieve policy Impact
• Do high quality research
• Understand the policy process

• Make your research relevant and readable

• Be ‘accessible’ – engage routinely, flexibly and humbly
• Build relationships and ground rules

• Decide your role – ‘issue advocate’ or ‘honest broker’?

• Build relationships (and ground rules) with policy makers

• Be entrepreneurial – invest over the long term
• Look for windows of opportunity

• Reflect continuously and critically
• Keep track of what you do

‘Influencing policy is a ‘specialist, time consuming activity’ that takes huge cognitive 
and emotional labour, often requiring community and institutional support’ (page 9)
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Cairney and Oliver (2020) How Should Academics Engage in Policy Making to Achieve
Impact?, Political Studies Review, 18, 2, 228-244. (Systematic review, n=86)



Conclusions

• ‘Impact’ (or ‘knowledge utilisation’) is here to stay …. 

• Academics seeking policy impact are not short of advice …
• There are lots of guides and handbooks …. and some pointed critiques.

• But there are no silver bullets 
• the process is complex and political; impact requires long term commitment; 

there are moral and ethical dilemmas to be negotiated; and there are structural 
inequalities – on both sides

• Hence: (1) think before you impact; (2) engage with the policy process 
that exists, not the process you wish existed.

• Take time to understand: the importance of how, for whom, when 
and how public policy is made (the ‘public policy 101’), all within 
complex ‘ecosystems’ of knowledge use.
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Academic studies
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‘How to’ guides
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Impact case Studies from REF21

• Searchable Database (no scores): 
https://results2021.ref.ac.uk/impact

• Top scoring institutions in each UoA 
can be explored here: 
https://www.stephenckemp.co.uk/ref
2021-top-5-impact-case-studies/

https://results2021.ref.ac.uk/impact
https://www.stephenckemp.co.uk/ref2021-top-5-impact-case-studies/
https://www.stephenckemp.co.uk/ref2021-top-5-impact-case-studies/


Academic accounts of Brexit

• Burns, C., Gravey, V., Jordan, A.J. and A. Zito (2019) 
De-Europeanizing or Disengaging? EU 
Environmental Policy and Brexit. Environmental 
Politics 28, 2, 271-292.

• Gravey, V. and A.J. Jordan (2023) UK 
environmental policy and Brexit: simultaneously 
de-Europeanising, disengaging and (re)-
engaging?  Journal of European Public Policy, 30, 
11, 2349-2371. 

• Abbott, C. and M. Lee (2021) Environmental 
Groups and Legal Expertise: Shaping the Brexit 
Process.  UCL Press, London.
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Boswell, C., Smith, K. Rethinking policy ‘impact’: four models of research-policy relations. Palgrave 
Commun 3, 44 (2017).



What is the Research Excellence 
Framework (REF)? 

• The Research Excellence Framework (REF) 
assesses research quality of all UK HEIs. 
based on outputs, impacts and environment 
(with new names for REF29).
• Impact & Engagement will be worth 25% of the 

overall REF score in REF2029.
• Contribution to knowledge is 50%
• People, culture and environment is weighted at 

25% 

• The next REF submission will be late 2028, with results in 2029.



How are REF ICS Scored?
• ICS assessed via peer review and user reviews

• Assessed on the reach and significance of the impact. 

Scoring:
•U (little or no impact),
•1* (recognised but modest impact),
•2* (considerable impact),
•3* (very considerable impact)
•4* (outstanding reach / significance

Evidencing the link between 
research and impact
Case studies must link impacts 
and activities to underpinning 
research. Case studies must provide 
evidence to support impact claims.​

Reach
The extent and/or diversity of the 
beneficiaries of the impact, as relevant to 
the nature of the impact. 

Reach will be assessed in terms of the 
extent to which the potential 
constituencies, number or groups of 
beneficiaries have been reached; it will not 
be assessed in purely geographic terms, 
nor in terms of absolute numbers of 
beneficiaries. The criteria will be applied 
wherever the impact occurred, regardless 
of geography or location, and whether in 
the UK or abroad.  

Significance
The degree to which the impact has 
enabled, enriched, influenced, informed 
or changed the performance, policies, 
practices, products, services, 
understanding, awareness or wellbeing 
of the beneficiaries.

Rigour (new to REF29)
To ensure that appropriate focus is 
placed on the process of delivering 
impact, alongside its outcomes (expect 
this to be important in the impact 
statement).



Evidence of impact
“Each case study must provide a clear and coherent narrative that includes an account of who or what 
audiences, constituencies, groups, organisations, places, publics, sectors and so on, have benefited, 
been influenced, or acted upon. The sub-panels will use their expert judgement regarding the integrity, 
coherence and clarity of the narrative of each case study, but will expect the key claims made in the 
narrative to be supported by evidence and indicators.”

“In assessing impact case studies, sub-panels will consider both the evidence linking excellent 
research and bodies of work within the submitting unit to the impact(s) claimed, recognising that this 
relationship can be indirect or non-linear, and the evidence of the reach and significance of the impact. 
Within their narrative account in the case study, submitting units should provide the indicators and 
evidence most appropriate to support the impact(s) claimed.”

'Panel criteria and working methods' REF21 guidance: https://2021.ref.ac.uk/publications-
and-reports/panel-criteria-and-working-methods-201902/index.html

https://2021.ref.ac.uk/publications-and-reports/panel-criteria-and-working-methods-201902/index.html
https://2021.ref.ac.uk/publications-and-reports/panel-criteria-and-working-methods-201902/index.html


Good impact evidence
Good evidence of research impact will demonstrate: 
• 1.) The specific change or benefit that has occurred (the what?)

• 2.) Who has been affected/benefited (the who?)

• 3.) Attribution to you research

• 4.) The reach and significance of the impact within the context 

Indicators of research impact should be: 
• Timely e.g. within a reporting period for your funder/REF window, while any relevant external stakeholders are 

in post, in time to correct your course of action should things not be working as you'd hoped.

• Robust and credible e.g. from the appropriate credible third party, external to the submitting institution. 

• Linked to clear targets or baselines to allow you to demonstrate the importance of a change within the 
context of the problem (e.g. a before and after comparison). 
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The academic ‘policy entrepreneur’

To be a ‘policy entrepreneur’ is to find out where the action is, 

learn the rules of the game, form alliances, frame your evidence 

in relation to the dominant language of policy debate, and 

respond to socioeconomic context and events which help create 

windows of opportunity. However, to be a reflective scholar is to 

recognise that few entrepreneurs succeed, and relative success 

results more from societal structures and the policymaking 

environment than simply from skilful entrepreneurship.
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