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We welcome the move within the REF for greater recognition and reward of socially and economically relevant and engaged research. However we have reservations about the framework. For the reasons we set out below we argue that Knowledge Exchange and Engagement should be the primary focus of assessment alongside output quality and research environment.

Our reservations

Implicit in the REF consultation is a continued emphasis on a linear model of knowledge transfer. This implies a unidirectional and sequential staging, from the conduct of research in the laboratory, leading to scientific discoveries and technological breakthroughs, which are then disseminated to potential users through an evidence based process, and which in turn lead to changes of policy or practice or other outcomes. There is an implicit assumption of a gulf between researchers and users of research which is transcended at the end of the research, when science outcomes are popularly communicated or technologically diffused.  

This model underplays the potential for knowledge exchange during the knowledge production process. Moreover it is not the means through which most 'basic' or 'strategic' research has 'impact', especially in the social sciences, which is often more about soft knowledge networks and the shaping of agendas, debates and long term thinking than specific or demonstrable outcomes. In these circumstances attribution of specific impact may be unachievable. 
It is notable that the REF focuses on 'action taken within the unit that had impact' which appears to discount application of research through the efforts of others. There is a serious danger this approach will undermine the critical role played by intermediary or network based models of knowledge transfer which naturally work against the maintenance of attribution links to the diverse sources from which they synthesise their outputs. At worst, it could promote a Balkanisation of knowledge.
We have particular reservations about the linkage of impact with performance: 
(i) It is the case that no measurable impact may result from even the most highly relevant, cutting edge and expertly communicated research. The use of evidence is highly contingent upon social, political, economic, environmental or cultural context and contingencies. Some types of evidence simply have more political weight than others. Moreover impact is often more about serendipity than design - a chance change of policy or institutions, an unexpected event or crisis, that creates a window of opportunity. 

(ii) The framework could incentivise researchers to narrow their efforts upon specific policies (policy/practice led research) rather than more strategic agendas (policy/practice relevant research) in order to demonstrate transformative impact. It could mean less research that was risky, controversial or unconventional. The effect could also be to stifle the contestation that is an essential feature of scientific advance. The REF also implies there is low value in research that is confirmatory rather than transformative. 

(iii) It is unrealistic to involve a 'majority of research users (broadly defined) in the assessment of impact' in order to corroborate impact statements. Moreover, efforts to seek corroboration face the challenge that impact will always be in the eye of the beholder. A dominant stakeholder may think research has no impact if it doesn't meet their own needs, even if it is of great value to other users. Researchers and stakeholders may interpret what constitutes impact differently. A piece of research which is seen to be insignificant now may turn out to have long lasting consequences. 

Our proposal
Many of the problems set out above could be avoided by assessing instead the suite of an HEI's knowledge exchange, transfer and stakeholder engagement activities, rather than their impact. There is a need to give much greater recognition to the importance of knowledge exchange, a notion which dissolves the sharp distinction between knowledge production and transfer. Thus vital knowledge exchange can occur during knowledge production itself, in the form of new connections, perspectives and understandings. There is a need to develop metrics and narratives of knowledge exchange and we are starting to do this within the UK Research Councils' Rural Economy and Land Use Programme (see Annexe). Metrics and narratives could consider an HEI's track record in stimulating:

1. Iterative processes and structures in which stakeholders are engaged as active partners in establishing the focus, priorities and conduct of research

2. Two-way exchange of ideas, intelligence and understanding between scientists and stakeholders
3. Pluralistic and inclusive engagement of stakeholders encompassing policy-makers, practitioners, businesses and the public
4. Soft knowledge exchange through informal networks between research and practice as well as more impersonal forms such as the commercialisation of knowledge or evidence-based policy making
Reference: Phillipson, J. and Liddon, A. (2007) Common Knowledge? An Exploration of Knowledge Transfer. Rural Economy and Land Use Programme Briefing Paper Series 6. http://www.relu.ac.uk/news/briefings/RELUBrief6%20Common%20Knowledge.pdf 

Annexe: Relu’s Stakeholder Impact Analysis Matrix (SIAM)
SIAM is under development as an analytical tool. Our intention is to scope a tool for mapping knowledge exchange activities between Relu research projects and policy makers and other practitioners. It unpacks how they are involved in the programme and its projects, and to what effect. 
Relu’s philosophy of knowledge exchange is guiding the scope and shape of SIAM development. SIAM aims to get at the nature and impact of knowledge exchange – an approach which rejects the view that knowledge production and transfer are logically distinct and sequential stages. Potentially, knowledge exchange with stakeholders can occur throughout the knowledge production process – through the reshaping of connections, perspectives and understandings. Relu has promoted four main features of knowledge exchange:
1. Iterative processes and structures in which stakeholders are engaged as active partners in establishing the focus, priorities and conduct of research

2. Two-way exchange of ideas, intelligence and understanding between scientists and stakeholders
3. Pluralistic and inclusive engagement of stakeholders encompassing policy-makers, practitioners, businesses and the public
4. Soft knowledge exchange through informal networks between research and practice as a primary basis for effective transfer of ideas and information 
Defining characteristics
SIAM has five defining characteristics:

1. Its consideration of the modalities of knowledge exchange 
2. Its open-ended perspective, following the connections that research makes
3. Its focus upon real time impacts, during knowledge production
4. Its focus on Impact on Research as well as Impact on Stakeholder
5. Its roles in helping to target qualitative and long term impact analysis

Data coverage (i) Modalities of knowledge exchange
SIAM holds data on all the stakeholder contacts of Relu projects, collected from them as part of their annual reporting. See sample cut of data on page 5.
The matrix contains information regarding the type of stakeholder (local, regional, national, international, public, private, third sector etc.) and the nature of the relationship (Project partner; Steering group/ advisory group member; Research subject; Consultee etc.). 
It also contains data on the qualitative contribution of stakeholders to research, for example:

	Input to Research
	Research Process
	Research Outputs

	Objective setting
Project design
Contributed to scientific deliberations or analysis

	Provision of access to facilities, materials or study sites 
Provision of information as research subjects

Assistance in data collection
	Gave feedback on findings 
Help in dissemination of findings


Data coverage (ii) Knowledge exchange impacts
SIAM also collects data relating to the perceived impact of stakeholder engagement. We are interested in the impacts of the research on stakeholders and also in the impacts of stakeholders on the research:

Stakeholder impact upon improving:
· scientific quality 
· research relevance

Research impact on improving:
· stakeholder policies or practices
· stakeholder knowledge or understanding
Data coverage (iii) Other metrics
SIAM also collects data on various other metrics, such as the establishment of new stakeholder-research links; submissions and briefings to policy makers and businesses; new decision support tools, methods or protocols; numbers of stakeholders visiting/placed with projects etc..
Future Developments
SIAM data is currently being analysed and we expect this will lead to further modifications to the tool. In 2009 reporting we are to test some other metrics. A number of aspects are under consideration, such as collecting information on stakeholder time input; contributions of the research to specific policies or measures, and business or social practices; and exploration of unfulfilled impact potential. There are also plans to develop SIAM to embrace some targeted stakeholder survey work (presently the data is entirely based on researcher perception) and to use the tool for targeting some qualitative case study work.
Sample cut of data
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A 2 Anonymised

1 1.1 1 1

2 2 1 1

B 3 Anonymised

1 1.3 1

2 2 3 2

C 2 Anonymised

1 1.1 1 1 1

2 1 2 1

D 3 Anonymised

1 1.1

3 3 3 3

E 2 Anonymised

1 1.1 1 1 1 1

1 1 3 1

F 3 Anonymised

1 1.1 1

2 2 3 3

G 2 Anonymised

1 1.1 1 1 1

2 2 1 1

H 3 Anonymised

1 1.1 1 1 1

3 2 1 1

I 2 Anonymised

1 1.1 1 1 1

2 2 1 1

J 2 Anonymised

1 1 1.1 1 1 1 1 1

2 2 2 2

K 2 Anonymised

1 1.1 1

2 2 3 3
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Example of data sheet
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