Developing further guidance on impact arising from public engagement in REF
2021
Background
In his ‘Independent evaluation of the Research Excellence Framework’, Lord Stern
recommended that:
“Guidance on the REF should make it clear that impact case studies should not be
narrowly interpreted, need not solely focus on socio-economic 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.”
A significant number of respondents to the funding bodies’ consultation on REF 2021 (REF
2017/02, paragraphs 80-81) highlighted the need for clearer guidance on capturing impact
arising from public engagement.
Responding to these concerns, the initial high-level policy decisions on REF 2021, published in
September 2017, set out the funding bodies’ intention to ensure the REF could better capture the
multiple and diverse pathways and mechanisms through which impact arises, including working
with the panels to provide additional guidance on impact arising from public engagement (REF
2017/01, paragraph 21).
What is public engagement?
Although there were a number of mentions of public engagement as a route to impact in the
2014 guidance, no explicit definition of public engagement was provided. NCCPE offer some
advice below that you might find useful to consider in your discussions:
Question
What is public engagement, in the context of
the REF?

Answer
‘Public engagement’ (in the context of the
REF) describes an approach to involving the
public in meaningful roles in the
development, uptake and/or application of
research. The act of engaging the public with
research does not count as impact. Impact
is what happens when people interact with
the research, take it up, react or respond to
it. Public engagement doesn’t just happen
when the research is complete. It can (and
often does) take place before and during the
research – for instance, helping to shape its
focus and direction and its relevance to
potential users.

Are public engagement and dissemination
the same thing?

Public engagement describes mutually
beneficial interactions between researchers
and citizens. It includes, but is not limited to
dissemination, which is one of a number of
techniques that might be deployed as part of a
public engagement project to mediate the
underpinning research and make it accessible
beyond academia.

Who are the ‘public’ in public engagement?
How does public engagement sit alongside
other kinds of user engagement?

There are found broad professional groups
who might have an interest in research:
•
•
•
•

Policy makers
Civil society organisations, e.g.
charities
Practitioners and professionals
Businesses and SMEs

The roles played by the public when they
engage with research are often associated
with one of these professional groups. Publics
might be defined as voters; learners; patients
or service users; or as communities with a
particular shared interest or who live in the
same place etc. Speaking generically about
‘the public’ should be avoided where possible.
One could argue that all of these groups
constitute, in their totality, the ‘public’ of public
engagement; or that ‘public engagement’
refers just to engagement of citizens, as
opposed to people in professional capacities.

Barriers to submitting case studies featuring public engagement
The evaluation of REF 2014 impact case studies carried out by Kings College London and Digital
Science demonstrated that a great diversity of impact types were in fact submitted. Similarly, the
NCCPE’s review estimated that around 45% of the total case study sample included some
reference to public engagement.
However, both the Stern Review and the consultation reflected a concern that some types of
impact, including those based around public engagement, were narrowly interpreted, or not well
understood by the academic community, and that institutions were cautious about submitting
such case studies in 2014. There is anecdotal evidence supporting this, with many people
claiming that they were discouraged from submitting such case studies in 2014, and that in the
run up to REF 2021, similar caution and restraint is being encouraged by many REF teams.
What are the challenges to be overcome?
In order to understand more fully the reasons why institutions might be reluctant to submit case
studies based on public engagement, we would like you to answer the following questions:


Can you think of an example of a case study that was not submitted to REF 2014 or
might not be submitted to REF 2021 because of institutional concerns around submitting
case studies based around public engagement? What were/are the perceived barriers?



Can you think of a case study based on public engagement that was submitted to REF
2014? In what ways – if at all – did it differ from those case studies featuring public
engagement that were not submitted (e.g. scale, type of impact, beneficiaries)?

Overcoming institutions’ concerns
Lord Stern’s review highlighted a perception within HEIs that some kinds of impact were likely to
be valued more highly than others, and that this discouraged impacts arising from public
engagement (and cultural engagement) from being submitted to REF 2014.
Anecdotal evidence suggested that there was a perceived hierarchy of impact value, held
within institutions with some types of impact being more valued than others. Similarly, institutions
were reported to have limited confidence in the validity of certain types of evidence of
impact. For example, commercial impacts that could offer quantitative evidence of products sold
or profits made were deemed by institutions to be a ‘safer bet’ than impacts on public
understanding arising from cultural engagement.
However, the NCCPE review suggests that there was no significant difference in the scoring of
case studies mentioning public engagement as a route to impact. Based on a small sample, they
estimate that around 32% of the case studies featuring at least three mentions of engaging with
the public were assessed as 3* and 4* (compared with 35% of case studies overall).


How can REF guidance address the concerns that persist around case studies with
public engagement as a pathway to impact?



What broad areas should the guidance cover?

Format and presentation of guidance
In REF 2014, guidance on impacts arising from public engagement was provided within the
impact section of the panel criteria. The call for more detailed guidance raises several questions
around the most effective way to present it, including (but not limited to):


To what extent might distinguishing impacts arising from public engagement actually
increase HEIs’ concerns? Are they perceived to require additional effort, for example, in
explaining the link to research?



What level of detail is appropriate/helpful? How do we provide clarification without being
perceived to be prescriptive?



Are there any problems around terminology or definitions that need to be resolved?

NCCPE’s pathways to impact framework and impact indicators
NCCPE have developed a framework which allows researchers and institutions to talk explicitly
and robustly about how impacts arise from all forms of interaction with society, whether with
citizens, policy makers, professionals, businesses etc. This pragmatic representation of different
pathways to impact aims to reduce ambiguity and vagueness in discussions of public
engagement. The framework is included in Annex 1. A much more detailed ‘step by step’ guide
through the framework is available on request.
Bearing in mind the questions above:
 What concepts do you find helpful in the diagrams?


Are there any aspects that you find problematic or confusing? Why?



Are there other ‘pathways’ (not included in the NCCPE framework) that you think could
help people better understand impacts arising from public engagement (and other
forms of interaction)?



To what extent and in what ways could these diagrams (or similar) be incorporated into
REF guidance?



What additional information/detail would you require?



Are there other frameworks you are aware of which you would recommend?

Annex: NCCPE framework for assessing impacts arising from public engagement

The next page shows how one of the outcome areas (social capital) might be expanded to offer more detail:

