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Introduction: impact of SSH

• UK growing body of work on impact: impact of research 

projects; postgraduate research; impact case studies for the 

UK Research Excellence Framework.

• Parallel debates regarding valorisation in France & The 

Netherlands ; in US on ‘relevance’, and public engagement 

and outreach in Australia and New Zealand is being recast as 

impact.

• In my presentation I focus on (1) the impact of research 

projects, using example of research funded by Economic and 

Social Research Council (ESRC), and (2) address SSH and multi-

disciplinarity, again with a UK example



What do we mean by impact?

• For ESRC-funded research, scientific excellence and impact 

are linked

Impact is: “The demonstrable contribution that excellent 

research makes to society and the economy”

• Academic impact a taken PLUS (where appropriate)

• Economic and societal impact which can be categorised as:

• Instrumental

• Conceptual and/or

• Capacity building (Nutley et al, 2007)



Conceptual
Shifts our understanding 
of policy/practice
Reframing debates

Capacity-building
Technical / personal skills 

development

Instrumental 
Influencing the development of policy / practice
Shaping legislation Altering 

behaviour

Cultural change
•Increased willingness to engage in knowledge exchange activities
•Changed mindsets

Enduring connectivity

•Establishment of enduring relationships – indicator future impacts

Pathways to impact 
vary

Impacts range from 
instrumental to more 

subtle



Impact case study – volunteering

and community building

• Volunteering and 

employability

• Volunteering to make a 

difference in the community

• Findings used by fieldwork 

organisations; fed into 

guidance booklet for 

Disability Rights 

Commission; national 

launch of volunteering 

toolkit



Multi-disciplinarity 

and SSH

• Challenges are interdisciplinary and international in their reach, our 

pressing challenges do not necessarily recognise disciplinary and 

geographical boundaries.

• SSH offer ways of seeing the world, of appreciating and responding to the 

complex challenges facing economies and societies.

• SSH epistemological traditions  - feminism, participatory research, 

disability studies - foreground co-production through user engagement, to 

bring about change.

• Evidence-based policy is a key area where an awareness of how emotional 

relations shape society is important especially in times of economic 

austerity, when citizens are being asked in a multitude of ways to change 

their behaviour.
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UK New Dynamics of 

Ageing (NDA) programme

• Series of research projects funded that looked at:

• What are the forces driving ageing?  

• What are the influences shaping them (behavioural, biological, clinical, 
cultural, historical, social and technological) and how can their 
consequences be managed to achieve the maximum benefits for older 
people? 

• Insistence upon the use of, ‘participatory research methods to engage 
older people in the development of products, services or research… 
and the effective communication of users’ views an priorities to those 
developing ICTs’

• Research users include older people, first research council programme 
with an Older People’s Reference Group 



Sus-IT project

• Multi-disciplinary team 
based in UK and Canada: 
funded by The New 
Dynamics of Ageing 
Programme (NDA) and 
the Canadian Institutes of 
Health Research (CIHR)

• Examined ways of helping 
older people engage and 
stay engaged with digital 
technologies as they age.

• Co-production of 
knowledge. 
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One impact: older people &

Egovernment CARDI, Ireland



What works

• ‘Pathways’ to Impact, Impact Toolkit

• Established relationships and networks with users

• Involvement of users at all stages of the research

• Well-planned user engagement and knowledge exchange 

strategies, using targeted and accessible formats

• Understanding of policy/ practice contexts and timescales

• Portfolios of research that build reputations with users

• Good management and infrastructural support

• The involvement of intermediaries and knowledge brokers as 

translators, amplifiers, network providers



Impact through international 

research collaboration

• Relationships with user communities are vital. 

• Understanding of impact can vary across countries. 

• Processes enabling impact can vary. 

• Policy processes can vary. 

• Effective stakeholder communication can vary. 

• Understanding of timeframes may vary.

• Increased cost of knowledge exchange and impact 

activities (see ESRC website)



And finally 

• Impact is multi-dimensional, scientific excellence is essential,  

as well as bringing about and evidencing wider impact on 

economy and society – where relevant 

• To demonstrate impact one needs a clear audit trail, and clear 

evidence of the change that has followed

• SSH hold the potential to help understand and transform the 

complex challenges confronting economies and societies 

across Europe and beyond.

• These complex challenges are interdisciplinary and 

international in their reach, our pressing challenges do not 

necessarily recognise disciplinary and geographical 

boundaries.
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