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Abstract

The management and measurement of the non-academic impact of research has emerged
as a strong and consistent theme within the higher education research environment in the
UK. This has been mirrored in other national contexts, particularly in Australia, where
research impact policy is evolving at a similar pace. The impact agenda - a move to assess
the ways in which investment in academic research delivers measurable socio-economic
benefit - has sparked discussion and in some instances controversy, amongst the academic
community and beyond. Critics argue that it is symptomatic of the marketisation of
knowledge and that it threatens traditional academic norms and ideals, whilst its advocates

welcome the opportunity to increase the visibility of research beyond academia.

In this thesis, | explore the response of academics in the UK and Australia to impact in these
two respective national contexts. Adopting a case study approach and using interviews with
mid-senior career academics (n=51), | drew my findings both inductively and deductively
using thematic analysis. The thesis contributes to the relatively small but emerging body of

scholarly research into academics’ attitudes towards research impact.

Analysis indicates that considerations of research impact have profound effects on academic
behaviour and identity. Increased focus on justifying the value of research affects how
academics feel about their roles and responsibilities. An association with knowledge and its
utility dominates academic perceptions and is seen to be in direct tension with a strong
sense of epistemic responsibility. Whilst responsibility emerges as a key motivation for
engagement with the impact agenda, the pressures of an increasingly competitive research
environment can be seen to negatively affect the integrity of academics. These effects span
disciplinary and national boundaries and reveal two distinctive cultures where affinities
between academics whose research has a less instrumental nature, appear to contrast with
views expressed predominantly from those with an instrumental focus. Analysis reveals
complex diversity across the disciplines in how impact is understood and contextualised,
indicative of a new clustering of academic disciplines, distinct from the traditional divide
between arts and sciences yet reminiscent of a pure/applied distinction. Despite a persistent
theme of resistance, it is perhaps in the acknowledgement and understanding of the diversity
in disciplinary responses that the potential for the impact agenda to bring enhanced
intellectual credibility to applied research can be explored, providing greater motivation for
the disciplines to work together for maximum impact. These findings have significant
implications for national governments, policy makers and funders, as well as for leaders of

academic institutions and of course, for the academic community.



List of Contents

AADSTIACT. ...ttt e et a e e s 2
LIST OF COMEENES ...ttt e e e e et e e e e e e et e e e e e e e s enrnees 3
LISt Of TADIES ...ttt 8
[ o o 18 ] €= PP PP P PPPPPPPPPPP 9
ACKNOWIEAGEIMENTS ...ttt 12
D =Tod = L= Ui [o ] o P PP P PP PPPPPPPPPPP 14
(R o ol 0T i o] o BT PP PPPPPPPPPPPPR 15
2 The impact agenda: the history of a debate characterised by resistance ..................... 24
2.1 INETOAUCTION ..ttt ettt e e e et e e e e e e st n e e e e e e e e aann 24
2.2 Research impact and marketisation ..............ccooiiiiiiiiiii e 27
2.3  Impact in RCUK funding proposals .........ccceeeeeeiiiiiiiiiiiiii et 31
24  Impactand the UK REF ... 34
2.5 Australia and research assesSSMEeNt ...........cccovvvviiiiiiiiiiiiiii 37
2.6 Impactin ARC funding proposals............cccccuviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii 40
2.7 SUMIMIATY ..ottt e ettt e e e e et e e e et e e e e e et e ee et s e e e et e ee e e b na e e e e e e e eennnnnaaeaeeeeas 41

3 Understanding research impact: the contribution of previous research ........................ 43
I A 1011 (0T 0o 1o o ST P PP PP PPPPPPPPPPPPPR 43
3.1.1 Key features and gaps in the literature.............oooiiieeii i, 45

3.2 Contributions of previous research: introduction ............cccccccviiiiii e, 47
3.2.1 Research into the challenges presented by the impact agenda ..................... 48
3.2.2  The challenge of impact as a component of research assessment ................ 51

3.3 Disciplines and the impact agenda: context and influential concepts .................... 55
331 Discipline perceptions Of IMPACT..........cooveeeiieeeeeeeeeeee e 60
3.3.2  Academics from the sciences and their attitudes towards impact................... 62

3.3.3  Academics from the arts and humanities and their attitudes towards impact.. 63

3.3.4  Academics from the social sciences and their attitudes towards impact......... 64
3.35 Impact and the disciplines — a brief summary..............ccciiii . 67
3.4 Underpinning themES ... ..o e 68



3.4.1 Types of research - pure and applied.............cccoeviiiiiiiiiiiii e, 68
3.4.2  The instrumentalism and the value of knowledge...............ccoovvviiiiiinii e, 73
3.4.3 INtegrity and IMPACL..........ouuiiiii e e e e e 75
3.4.4  ACAdEMIC fTEEUOM ... 78
345 Duty and epistemic reSPONSIDIlItY .........cooeeeeieeeeeee e 80
3.4.6  The relationship between academic freedom and epistemic responsibility ..... 81
3.5 SUMIMANY Lot e e e e e e e e e 82
R /11 { T (o] (oo VP 84
N 1 1 £oTo [V Tox i o o PO PP P PP PPPPPPPPPPPPP 84
4.1.1 A case study approach .........ouuuiiiiii i 85
4.1.2 Designing the Case StUAIES ........ccoviiiiiiiiiei e 86
4.1.3  The sample and recruiting partiCipantsS.............cceevvviiiiiiien e eee e e e eaeees 88
4.1.4  The UK interviews and partiCipantS..........cooooriiieioioieeeeeeeeeeeeeeee e 92
4.1.5  Australian interviews and participant sample............cccooeeiiin 94
4.1.6 Interview rationale and deSigN .......coooeeeiieeeeeeee e 95
4.2 DAL COBCTION ...ttt 96
4.2.1 L1 QY oAV o] = (o 1o =Y USRS 99
4.2.2  Before the INTEIrVIBWS ..........oeiiiiiiiiiii e 99
4.2.3 DUrNG the INEIVIEW ..o e e e 100
4.2.4  Recording the INtEIVIEWS.........uuiii i e e e e e e aaaees 100
S I I - 1 0 1=To3 ¢ o1 (0] o O UUPPPPPRPPRS 101
4.2.6 Ethics and voluntary informed CONSENt...........coooovviiiiii e, 101
4.2.7 Role of the reSearCher ... 103
B.2.8  GBNUT ... 105
4.2.9 Discipline repreSentation..........cooo oo 108
4.3  The philosophical approach ... 109
4.3.1  Qualitative ideographiC reSEarch.............uuuiiii i 109
4.3.2  Aninterpretivist subjectivist epiStemology .........ccooeeiiiiiiiiiie i 110
4.3.3  The ontological POSItION ..........uuiiiiiee e e 111



4.4  Data analysis: thematic COAING............ueiiiiiiiiiiie e 112

4.4.1  ThematiC ANalYSIS .....cciiieeiiiieiiiiei e e e e e et eaeeaaanee 115

S 1 [ 10 = 1Y/ PRSPPI 118

5 Definitions and characterisations of research impact ..............cccooeeeieeeeeeen 120
5.1 INIOTUCTION ....coiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeee e 120
5.1.1 High-level fINdiNgS ... 120
5.1.2 Understanding impact: a rationale.............cooooeeeoieii e 122

5.2  Official and participant definitions of impact ..., 124
5.2.1  Characterisations and conceptualiSations .............cccccevvviiiiiieieeeeeeeiiiee e, 125

5.3 Connotations Of IMPACT .........uiiiii i 130
5.3.1  The impact @-gENUET .......oi it 131
5.3.2 Re-defining IMPaCT.........ooviiiiii e 136
5.3.3  Conceptualisations and national CONtEXt.........cccvveeiiiiiiiiiiiiiii e 138
5.3.4  What counts? Typologies and associated activities...............cccvveevvvninreeenn. 139
5.3.5  Activities and impact dOMAINS..........uuuuuuuummiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiie e 141

5.4 SUMMEIY ...ttt e e e ettt e s e e e e et e e ee e e e e e e e et e e nnrn e e e eees 149

6 Academic freedom and epistemic responsibility...........ccccooeeeiii i, 153
6.1 INEFOTUCTION ...eeiiiiiiie ettt e e e e e e e e e e e e e e 153
6.2 Academic freedom and the impact agenda: contextualising the discussion ........ 154

6.2.1  Conceptualisations of academic freedom and its relationship with impact.... 155

6.2.2 Relation of discipline and national context with academic freedom .............. 160
6.2.3  The potential influence of career level.............cccuviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiis 161
6.2.4  NAUONAI CONEXE ... ..ttt ebeeeeeeeaeennene 164
6.3  Why impact was seen as a threat to academic freedom ..............cceevvvviiiiinnneenn. 165
6.3.1  Governmental CONtrol OVEr reSEArCH ............uuuuiiiuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeiiieees 166
6.3.2 Epistemic responsibility and duty ............ccooooiiiiiiioi e 170
6.3.3 Impact as a threat to pure research ... 173
6.4  Why impact was not perceived as a threat to academic freedom........................ 178
6.4.1  Towards a new conceptualisation: nostalgia and academic freedom ........... 179



6.4.2 Privilege vs. accountability .............ooouuiiiiiiiieci e 181

Lo T T U 4 o > YU 183

7 Instrumentalism and the value of knowledge............cccoovviiiiii i, 185
7.1 INETOAUCTION ... 185
7.2 A QUESETON ULIIITY cooeeeiiiiiieeeeeeeeeee e 186
7.2.1  The role of the university: private vs. public good..............ccccuviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinns 188
7.2.2  TRE IVOIY TOWET ...ttt 192
7.2.3 Instrumental vs. non-instrumental knowledge .............ccoovviiiiiii e, 197

7.3 Thevalue of KNOWIEAQE .......uueii i 202
2 YU 1 410 1 = T Y PSP 204

8 Integrity and affect: implications for the academic role ..............ccccoevviieien i, 208
8.1 INITOTUCTION ...ttt e e e e e e e e e e e e e e 208
8.2 INEGIILY .o 208
8.2.1  The creation of impact narratives: a-priori prediCtions..............ccccccvveeveennnnns 209
8.2.2 IMpact SENSALIONALISIT ... 213
8.2.3  Over-selling and game-playing ...............ueeuuemmmmmmmmmmmiiiiiiiiniieiiee. 216
8.2.4  Integrity —a brief SUMMaArY........cccccooiii i 220

8.3 Being an academic: the role of emotion ..............ccoieiiiiiiiiiiii e, 221
8.3.1 Impact as critical to academiC agENCY........cceeviiiiiiiiiiie e 223
8.3.2 Impact leads to a 0SS Of AQENCY .......ovvviiiiiiiiiicc e 225
8.3.3 Academic identities, abilities and SKillS..........coeeuveeeee e 229
8.3.4  DiSCUSSION ON EMOTION .....uuttiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiteeeeieeieeeebeeeeeeeeebeee b eeeeebeeeeeeeenene 232

8.4  Summary: affect and INTEGIILY .......cooviiiiiiiiiiii 233

9 Impact and the disciplines: the two by two cultures of research impact...................... 236
LS 200 R 011 o o {1 Tox o] o PSS 236
9.11 Representation of academic diSCIPliNES ...........oouuuiiiiiiiiiiiie e, 237

9.2  The two by two cultures of research impact ...........ccooooiiiiiii 237
9.3 Interviewee perceptions of impact and the disciplines..........cccccooviiiiiiiiiinn e, 243
9.4  Uniting the diSCIPINES ......ooeieii e 250



9.5 Role of pure and applied research — interdisciplinarity and impact...................... 254

LS 2T U 4 o = YU 256
10 CONCIUSION ...ttt e e e e e e e e e e e e e eaeeas 260
L0.1  INErOAUCTION ... 260
10.2  KEY FINAINGS ...t 261
10.3 Limitations and opportunities for future research..............ccccccvemmimiiiiiieiiiiiiniinnns 267
10.4 ConcCluding thOUGNLS ........uuuiiiiiiii e 269

Appendix 1: Overview of disciplines represented in UK semi-structured interviews and the
corresponding researCh fUNAEIS. ... 272

Appendix 2: Overview of disciplines represented in Australian semi-structured interviews and

the corresponding researCh fUNAErS. ..........cooiviiiiiii e 273
Appendix 3: Characterisations of impact by discipline group...........cceveeeerieeiiiiiiiiiieeee e, 274
Appendix 4: Typologies of impact by diSCIipline group .......cccceeveeeiiiiiiiiiiii e, 283
APPENIX 5: IMPACE LYPES ... et e e e e e e e e e e e e e e e s r e e e eaaeas 292
Appendix 6: Stakeholder definitions of impact in the UK and Australia...............ccccoeeee... 294
Appendix 7: Relation of impact to academic freedom.............ooocciiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieee 296
Appendix 8: Relation of impact to duty t0 COMMUNICALE ...........ccevvvviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeeee 302
Appendix 9: Disciplines represented in the Sample ... 308
Appendix 10: Informed CONSENT FOIM........coviiiiiiiiiiiiiiieiie e 309
Appendix 11: Information sheet (AUSLralia).........ccoooeeiiiiiiiiiiiie e 310
Appendix 12: Information sheet (UK) ........ooooiiiiiiiii e 313
Appendix 13: Impact policies beyond RCUK, ARC and NHMRC...........ccc.oooiiiiiiiiiienenennn, 316
Appendix 14: Total number of mentions of impact activities .............ccccceeeeiiiiiiiiiieee e, 319
Appendix 15: Supporting participant information sheet (RCUK) .........cccooeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieneneenn, 322
Appendix 16: EthiCS @PPrOVAl..........ccouiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeeeee e 324
GlOSSANY OF oINS ... 325
BiBHOGIapNY ...ceeeiiiiiiiiiii e 328



List of Tables

Table 1: Biglan’s classification of academic disciplines (interviewee discipline backgrounds

used for this study highlighted in DOId) ...............euiiiiiiii e 60
Table 2: UK and Australia participant characteristiCs .............ccooviiiii, 92
Table 3: Table of concepts (codes) used in the study............coooeeeiii 115
Table 4: Causes of impact sensationalism (Chubb & Watermeyer, 2016. p.5) .................. 209
Table 5: Overview of disciplines represented in UK iNtEIVIEWS ...........cooovveiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeee, 272
Table 6: Overview of disciplines represented in Australian interviews ................ccccooeeee. 273

Table 7: Characterisations of research impact by discipline group: arts and humanities ... 275

Table 8: Characterisations of research impact by discipline group: life and earth sciences277

Table 9: Characterisations of research impact by discipline group: physical sciences....... 280
Table 10: Characterisations of research impact by discipline group: social sciences ........ 282
Table 11: Typologies of impact by discipline group: arts and humanities........................... 284
Table 12: Typologies of impact by discipline group: physical sciences..............ccccceeeeeeene. 287
Table 13: Typologies of impact by discipline group: life and earth sciences ...................... 289
Table 14: Typologies of impact by discipline group: social SCIENCES...........cccevvvriiiieeeeennnn. 291

Table 15: Impact types, adapted from RCUK, 2011 downloadable document ‘Impact Types’

(R UO1 0 |20 5 ) PP TP PP PTPPPPPR 293
Table 16: Official definitions of impact referred to by participants.............cccoeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeen. 295
Table 17: Disciplines represented in the sample ..., 308



List of Figures

Figure 1: Research policy timeline in the UK and Australia .............cccoevvviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieen, 20
Figure 2: Bush's types Of reSEarCh ............oovvvviiiiiiiiiiiiiiie e 69
Figure 3: Bush’s liIN€ar MOAEN...........oovviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee e 70
Figure 4: Pasteur’s Quadrant (from Stokes, 1997) ........ooovviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiie 71
Figure 5: A continuum of research use (from Nutley et al., 2007) .........ccovvvviiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiinnnn. 71

Figure 6: Cross-disciplinary modes of working (King’s College and Digital Science, 2015, p.

Figure 7: INtervieW SCheAUIE .........uuiii e e e e e e aaaees 97
Figure 8: Gender representation across the disciplines: UK. Total 30 semi-structured
interviews. Overall gender split: 21 male & 9 female. ..., 106

Figure 9: Gender representation across the disciplines: Australia. Total 21 semi-structured

interviews. Overall gender split: 10 male & 11 female. ...........coooviiiiiiiiiiiieiiie e, 106
Figure 10: Participant career stage and background information UK (n=30) ..................... 107
Figure 11: Participant career stage and background information Australia (n=21)............. 107
Figure 12: Notional mind-map of ideas during coding and analysis for Chapter 6 ............. 117
Figure 13: Notional mind-map of ideas during coding and analysis for Chapter 8 ............. 118

Figure 14: Word cloud generated by NVivo — all transcripts, 200 most common words of four

LU C £ 0T g 1 o] = R 121
Figure 15: Common characterisations of research impact (Arts and Humanities).............. 128
Figure 16: Common characterisations of research impact (Life and Earth Sciences)........ 128

Figure 17: Common characterisations of research impact (Physical Science, Maths and
= a o LTSt ] o o ) PP PP PP PPPPPPPPPPI 129
Figure 18: Common characterisations of research impact (Social Science) ...................... 129

Figure 19: Types of impact as mentioned by interviewees: arts and humanities — Australia

Figure 20: Types of impact as mentioned by interviewees: arts and humanities - UK........ 143
Figure 21: Types of impact as mentioned by interviewees: physical science, engineering and
L aE T LI U 13 - 1 - 144

Figure 22: Types of impact as mentioned by interviewees: physical science, engineering and

MEALNS = UK e 144
Figure 23: Types of impact as mentioned by interviewees: social science — Australia....... 146
Figure 24: Types of impact as mentioned by interviewees: social science - UK ................ 146

Figure 25: Types of impact as mentioned by interviewees: life and earth sciences - Australia

Figure 26: Types of impact as mentioned by interviewees: life and earth sciences — UK .. 148

9



Figure 27: Relation of impact to academic freedom: responses from all interviewees in the

N (1T 0) TP PP TP TP PP PPPPPPPPPPPR 165
Figure 28: Relation of impact to academic freedom: responses from all interviewees in
AUSTFAIIA (NT2L). coeeieiieiiiieee ettt ettt 165
Figure 29: Attitudes towards types of research and their utility..............cccccvvvvviiiiiiiiinnnnn. 201
Figure 30: The two-by-two cultures of research impact .............cccccceeeii i, 239

Figure 31: Notional diagrammatic representation of participants views on the instrumentality

OF TNEIT TESEAICH. ... 241
Figure 32: Relation of impact to academic freedom: arts and humanities, UK.................... 296
Figure 33: Relation of impact to academic freedom: arts and humanities, Australia.......... 296
Figure 34: Relation of impact to academic freedom: life and earth sciences, UK............... 297
Figure 35: Relation of impact to academic freedom: life and earth sciences, Australia...... 297

Figure 36: Relation of impact to academic freedom: physical science, engineering and

Figure 37: Relation of impact to academic freedom: physical science, engineering and

L E N TST AN 1Y = 11T 298
Figure 38: Relation of impact to academic freedom: social sciences, UK...........ccccccevvveee. 299
Figure 39: Relation of impact to academic freedom: social sciences, Australia................. 299
Figure 40: Relation of impact to academic freedom: total for all interviews........................ 300
Figure 41: Relation of impact to academic freedom: total for UK.............cccooeiiiiiiiiiinnnn, 300
Figure 42: Relation of impact to academic freedom: total for Australia.............cccccevvvveneen. 301

Figure 43: Interviewee response to whether they felt a ‘duty to communicate’: arts and
10T = LT LTSI 1 S 302
Figure 44: Interviewee response to whether they felt a ‘duty to communicate': arts and
UM ANITIES, AUSIITALIA . ..o ee ettt et e e e e 302
Figure 45: Interviewee response to whether they felt a ‘duty to communicate': life and earth
LYol (= (o1 O | SRR 303
Figure 46: Interviewee response to whether they felt a ‘duty to communicate': life and earth
SCIBNCES, AUSITAI - cee ettt 303
Figure 47: Interviewee response to whether they felt a ‘duty to communicate': physical
science, engineering and Maths, UK ............ooiiiiiiii e 304
Figure 48: Interviewee response to whether they felt a ‘duty to communicate': physical
science, engineering and maths, AuStralia..............ccoeviiiiiiiiiiiii e 304
Figure 49: Interviewee response to whether they felt a ‘duty to communicate': social
Yo ] g TeT <Y O ST 305
Figure 50: Interviewee response to whether they felt a ‘duty to communicate": social

Yo LT o A YU IS £ = = T 305



Figure 51: Interviewee response to whether they felt a ‘duty to communicate': total for all UK
INTEEIVIBWS ... 306
Figure 52: Interviewee response to whether they felt a ‘duty to communicate': total for all
AUSTFAIIA INTEIVIEWS ...ttt 306
Figure 53: Interviewee response to whether they felt a ‘duty to communicate': total for all
INEEIVIEWS ...ttt ettt et o444 et ettt e o2 e e e b e et e e e e e e e e bbb r e e e e e s 307

Figure 54: Summary of impact domain analysis - normalised numbers of mentions - Australia
Figure 55: Summary of impact domain analysis - normalised numbers of mentions — UK. 320

Figure 56: Summary of impact domain analysis - normalised numbers of mentions —
COMDINEA. L. e 321

11



Acknowledgements

“There is much pleasure to be gained from useless knowledge.”
Bertrand Russell, 1935

| dedicate this thesis to my mum Moira. Thank you for your unwavering support and
enthusiasm throughout my PhD and always. You have always inspired me and | would not
have completed this thesis without your love, support and pies! Special thanks also go to
Dad, Lel and to my brilliant Nan, Jean.

| am also forever grateful to Paul Wakeling. Your patience, empathy, humour and ability to
deal with multiple emails (“no really, use this one”) puts you up there as a great supervisor,

colleague and friend. | could not have hoped for a better mentor — a most sincere thank you.

To Dr Krystyna Hagq for visiting the UK and believing in me enough to invite me to the other
side of the world, you ultimately ignited my interest in Australian research policy and inspired

the comparative element of this thesis. | am so glad we met, thank you.

On that note, huge thanks go to the academics who took part in this project and the
participating institutions. | feel honoured to have interviewed such stellar researchers. Your
enthusiasm and openness combined with the urgency of your testimonies kept me
committed to making this contribution to the field. | also acknowledge the support of the
EPSRC Pathways to Impact Award and the World Universities Network (WUN) for funding
my field trip to Australia. To the community of scholars | have met and continue to be
inspired by, thank you. Special thanks go to Professor Donald Braben. Thanks also go to Dr
Richard Watermeyer for your incredible insight and willingness to collaborate and review my
work despite never once meeting me. | am indebted to you for your support and wisdom. To
Dr Emma Marsden for your insight and support throughout, you have strengthened my
understanding of research methods and given me invaluable advice. | would like to
acknowledge the support of the Department, CRESJ and my work colleagues in Research

and Enterprise at York for supporting and encouraging me always.

I would also like to acknowledge and warmly thank Dr lan Kidd and Professor Mark Reed for
reviewing and commenting on my work. Thanks also go to the Australian and UK policy
bodies that have shown interest in this work. Thanks go to Dr Steven Hill and David
Sweeney at HEFCE, Professor Aiden Byrne (ARC), Dr Alex Aitken (Canberra Department of
Industry, Innovation, Climate Change, Science, Research and Tertiary Education) and staff
at the National Coordinating Centre for Public Engagement (NCCPE). Perhaps | will make

an impact myself.

12



I've often been asked about the role of philosophy and | think this thesis rather proves that it
can underpin so much. | would like to thank Mrs Althea Draper (Thirsk School) and

Professor Richard Franks (University of Leeds) for sparking my love of philosophy.

Finally, to my friends who have guided and distracted me in equal measure throughout this
process, thank you. | am so grateful to you Daniel, Bradley, Tom, Pete, Helga, Karen, Jane,
Lizzie, Mark, Emma, Stephen, James, Andy, Liam, Ithu, Zak, Dom, Anna and Holly for your

friendship and support - not forgetting Ernie who has sat by me every day.

Very special thanks also go to Geoff Moore, Dr David Blore and to all my musical heroes.

13



Declaration

| declare that this thesis is a presentation of original work and that | am the sole author. This
work has not previously been presented for an award at this, or any other university. All

sources are acknowledged as references.

Elements of the thesis (particularly, though not exclusively Chapters 6, 7 and 8) were
published in two journal articles listed below. They were both co-authored with Dr Richard
Watermeyer, University of Bath (2016 & 2017).

The 2017 journal article was co-authored with Dr Richard Watermeyer (University of Bath)

and Dr Paul Wakeling - my supervisor from the University of York.

My research has informed and is referenced in two book chapters of the first UK impact

textbook, Success in Research: Achieving Impact in Research (2013).
List of publications:

1. Chubb, J., Watermeyer, R. and Wakeling, P., (2017). Fear and loathing in the
academy? The role of emotion in response to an impact agenda in the UK and
Australia. Higher Education Research and Development, 36 (3).

2. Chubb, J., & Watermeyer, R., (2016). Artifice or integrity in the marketization of
research impact? Investigating the moral economy of (pathways to) impact
statements within research funding proposals in the UK and Australia. Studies in
Higher Education, 1 -13.

3. Chubb, J. (2013). How does the impact agenda fit with attitudes and ethics that
motivate research? In P.M. Denicolo (Ed), Success in Research: Achieving Impact in
Research. (pp. 20 — 32). London: Sage.

4. Chubb, J. (2013). What skills are needed to be an impactful researcher? In P.M.
Denicolo (Ed), Success in Research: Achieving Impact in Research. (pp. 113 -126).

London: Sage.

Note: This thesis is my own work and not based upon the articles listed here. | am first
author on the both of the journal articles listed above. The articles were based upon the data
I collected and analysed for this project. The contribution of the two authors on the articles
listed above includes further analysis and dissemination. Both papers were authored

following data collection and after | had conducted a full analysis of the data set.

14



1 Introduction

Every art and every inquiry, and similarly every action and pursuit, is thought to aim at

some good; and for this reason, the good has rightly been declared to be that at which

all things aim. But a certain difference is found among ends; some are activities, others
are products apart from the activities that produce them.

Aristotle, The Nichomachean Ethics (1976)

The need to identify the economic, social and cultural return from public investment in
research is observed as a growing part of the “academic contract” in the UK and elsewhere
(Watermeyer, 2014, p.359). This need is characterised and understood by what is commonly
referred to as an ‘impact agenda’ in higher education (HE). The emergence of impact as a
criterion for research funding models in both the UK and Australia reflects a drive from
governments for greater visibility of the benefits of research for the public, policy and

commercial sectors.

In this thesis, | focus on the attitudes of academics from the UK and Australia towards the
impact agenda and contribute to the relatively small body of qualitative, empirical literature
on the philosophical, political and personal effects of this directive across all disciplines and
these two national contexts. This research aims to shape the discourse concerning research
impact policy, particularly within UK and Australian HE sectors by providing a rich, in-depth

insight into the issues surrounding the research impact an increasingly global phenomenon.

This research primarily focuses on how academics feel about prospective economic, social
and cultural impact. Additionally, interviewees also provided their views on retrospective
impact as a performance measure in research quality assessment and were able to do so
through the use of semi-structured interviews. Both foci form the discussion in this thesis -
defined and further discussed in Section 2.4. In order to frame this discussion, and before
introducing the structure of the thesis, | will firstly clarify my use of the term ‘the impact

agenda’.

It is recognised in HE that the impact agenda, where impact is defined as the demonstrable
contribution that excellent research makes to society and the economy, represents a move
towards the formalised introduction of impact as a criterion for both funding and assessment
purposes. | will refer to the need for academics to articulate, perform and deliver impact for
both the purposes of funding and assessment as ‘the impact agenda’ — not as a singular
‘event’, but rather to encapsulate the ways in which the introduction of impact with respect to

both funding and assessment is evolving and developing in the UK and Australia.
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This notion has been conceptually analysed by scholars notably Donovan (2011; 2017),
Frodeman (2017), Morton (2015), Oancea (2009; 2011; 2015; 2017) and Watermeyer (2012;
2014; 2015) among others and is often seen as symptomatic of overarching developments in
HE (Marginson & Considine, 2000; Rhoades & Torres, 2006). Many have associated impact
with a focus on academic performativity (Ball, 2011; Oancea, 2009) potentially leading to an

instrumentalised view of research - calling for greater visibility of the use of public funds.

Notwithstanding, the first published reactions from academics treated the impact agenda
with suspicion, and even contempt. The impact agenda was problematised by some as a
political, top down notion concerned with measurement and assessment (Lucas, 2004,
Sayer, 2015; Watermeyer, 2016) and as representative of a kind of audit creep from
institutions who were seen as seeking to control and over manage academics in order to
perform better overall, on a global scale. However, the impact agenda can also be
understood with respect to how individual or groups of academics respond to it — so
conversely instead of resistance it could also represent opportunity and transparency,
building trust in research, arguably vital in today’s post-truth era of politics. In that sense |
characterise it as a multi-layered agenda, crossing various actors involving a political top
down approach but also arguably one that involves end users and publics who benefit from
research as well. Despite the pressures on academics from governments and institutions,
the impact agenda does not have to render academics powerless. Rather, in many cases
academics may be complicit and motivated by political and public demands for accountability
to demonstrate the use of public funds. In doing so, they can also respond to demands from
their institutions to remain competitive. Where impact is referred to in the thesis, | will clarify
whether | am referring to the agenda as a whole (with respect to prospective and
retrospective/funding and assessment purposes), thus referring to the ‘impact agenda’ or
whether | am referring to a particular characterisation of impact, for instance | might refer to
‘REF impact’ when describing retrospective impact. | begin by summarising UK and
Australian research impact policies from the perspective of research funding (prospective)
and assessment (retrospective). Full details of the impact policies outlined to follow are
detailed in Sections (2.3 - 2.6).

The concept of research impact was originally articulated and defined in the UK by Research
Councils UK (RCUK, 2002; 2006; 2011a; 2011b; 2014d) arising from the 2006 UK Warry
report, which stressed the importance of demonstrating social and economic return from
research. Here, impact is defined as “the demonstrable contribution that excellent research
makes to the society and the economy” (RCUK, 2011b, p.2). In 2007, ‘Impact Plans’ were
introduced in RCUK grant applications, requiring academics applying for research funds to

anticipate the potential benefits of their research for broader society, as opposed to those
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simply within the academic domain. Following criticism that this approach was too
prescriptive, RCUK revised this policy and introduced ‘Pathways to Impact’ documents in
2009.

In addition to these measures to identify prospective impact, methods first devised (but
subsequently abandoned) in Australia to measure the quality of research by assessing
impact were adopted by the UK, where a retrospective focus on impact as an indicator of
research quality were implemented by HEFCE as part of the Research Excellence
Framework in 2014 (REF). Here, impact was defined as descriptive of a ‘change’, ‘influence’
or ‘effect’ “beyond academia” (HEFCE, 2011, p.48) and was assessed through case studies
by expert panels according to the perceived ‘reach’ and ‘significance’ of each case. More

detail of this process can be found in Figure 1 and in Section 2.4.

Concurrently, policy within the Australian HE system moved on a similar trajectory. With
respect to assessment, in 2004 the equivalent Australian model for assessing the impact of
research and its quality known as the Research Quality Framework (RQF) was under short
to medium-term consultation as part of ‘Backing Australia’s Ability’? five year innovation Plan
(BAA) — in what Donovan (2008) referred to as a “hybrid solution to academic concerns
about research quality and government interest in research impact.” (p.49). Like the UK,
Australian Government was keen to show the dividend of investment in research and
through a panel-based approach, hoped to be able to demonstrate that using case studies.
After consultation and the issuing of several ‘approach’ and ‘issue’ papers, the Australian
Government released a preferred model for the RQF in a paper ‘Research Quality
Framework: assessing the quality and impact of research in Australia — the preferred model’
in 2005.2 A new advisory group was commissioned in 2006 and the RQF was announced.
Following this, a technical working group for impact was created involving academics
managers and industry whose role it was to devise a methodology for assessing impact and
to advise the government moving forward. This working group published a document of
‘Guiding Principles’ mid-2006 and following advice from the advisory group, published their
recommendations for the RQF in October 2006. Their model comprised a panel-approach,

using academic and non-academic peers as reviewers and the use of both qualitative and

1 Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST). (2004). Backing Australia’s ability: Building our future
through science and innovation. Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia.

2 Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST). (2005). Research quality framework: Assessing the
quality and impact of research in Australia—The preferred model (Report by the RQF expert advisory group).
Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia.
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guantitative indicators to assess impact — but a change of government in 2007 involved an
announcement that the RQF would not proceed and it was criticised for being “ill-defined™
(ISSR, 2007). It was instead replaced by the ‘Excellence for Research in Australia’ (ERA)
process, which would not include the assessment of impact. Further developments though
included the ‘Excellence Innovation Australia Trial’ (EIA), which subsequently ran in 2012.

Further detail of these developments can be found in Figure 1 and in Chapter 2 Section 2.5.

Following a consultation in 2012, which included discussion with the UK’s major funders of
research - the Higher Education Council for England (HEFCE) and RCUK, the Australian
Research Council (ARC) introduced impact in the EIA 2012 and finally announced a
requirement for impact statements in their funding proposals in 2014 (Lewis & Ross, 2011,
Morgan, 2014). These developments were accelerated by recommendations of the Watt
Review of Research Policy and Funding (Australian Government, 2015) focused on

developing and strengthening Australia’s research system:

The Australian Government commit to the assessment of the economic, social and
other benefits of university research through an impact and engagement assessment
framework, which will have an impact on future research funding.

Wait, 2015, p.16

The continued focus on academic performativity and impact in the UK is reflected in the
change in research funding models managed by RCUK, in which the governance of both
funding and assessment will be consolidated in structure and policy under UK Research and
Innovation (UKRI) (following recommendations outlined in the 2016 Nurse Review). In
addition, 2016 saw the introduction of the Global Challenges Research Fund (GCRF)
representing a £1.5-billion investment by the UK government to support disciplinary and
inter-disciplinary research that addresses global challenges in developing countries. The
expectation that UK research funded by GCRF will lead to impact is implicitly reflected in the
guidance in words such as ‘urgency’ and ‘challenge-led’. Within this context, impact may be

further understood as something that is directly useful to society and the economy.

Impact is here to stay, with the UK and Australia at the vanguard of impact policy
developments (Upton, Vallance & Goddard, 2014, p.352). Both face a continued focus on

3 Department of Innovation, Industry, Science and Research (IISR). (2007). Cancellation of Research Quality
Framework implementation [media release]. Retrieved 10 August, 2017 from
http://minister.industry.gov.au/SenatortheHonKimCarr/Pages/
CANCELLATIONOFRESEARCHQUALITYFRAMEWORKIMPLEMENTATION.aspx
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impact as a core aspect of academic labour, indicative of the politicisation of knowledge and
a market-driven logic in HE (Lewis & Ross, 2011; Naidoo, 2003; Olssen & Peters, 2005;
Palfreyman & Tapper, 2014; Holmwood, 2014). For this reason, both national contexts
represent cases that are worthy of exploration. By way of summarising some of these
changes, Figure 1 provides a visual depiction of key impact policies in the UK and Australia,
highlighting some of the most pertinent developments. This is not an exhaustive list, but is
intended to frame the discussion that follows in (Sections 2.3 — 2.6) and throughout the

thesis.

My research questions are framed by philosophical and political insights but the key issues
explored in the thesis and the methods of inquiry are empirical. | set out to contribute to the
broader philosophical issues raised by the impact agenda (Chapters 2 and 3) with this timely

empirical contribution. This thesis addresses the following research questions:

e How do academic researchers in the UK and Australia conceive of their roles and
responsibilities as researchers in the context of the impact agenda?

e What philosophical challenges do academic researchers perceive to be present
when considering the impact agenda with respect to freedom, epistemic value and
responsibility?

o Do academic researchers’ responses vary across different groups, such as across

disciplines and different national contexts?

The dimensions shaping my analysis were the discipline of the participant, their role and
their national context. As such, after each quotation, the following are given in brackets:
discipline, national context, role, gender. This may also include a number and the first letter
of the discipline if more than one person was interviewed i.e. ‘A1’ — Agriculture, participant 1.
Please note that | did not include career stage, ethnic background or the type of institution in
my analysis and that all demographic information was provided by lists given to me by the
institutions (see Chapter 4). | will use the term ‘discipline’ as opposed to ‘field of study’ or
similar in order to denote a branch of knowledge in HE. The discipline area in which my
participants are situated is driven entirely by the information they provided and the
departments in which they were based at the time. In providing this information | do not
suggest that participants ‘belong’ to certain disciplines, indeed | acknowledge the
increasingly fluidity and rich ecology of the disciplines. | do however by using these
dimensions note trends and dimensions which vary or are common across disciplines similar
to those highlighted in previous research (Chapter 3). More detail of my methods can be

found in Chapter 4.
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UK

2003
The Lambert Review of business and community
collaboration
2006
The Warry Report challenged the Research Councils to do
more in terms of "achieving and demonstrating a step change
in the economic impact of RCUK investments"
The Leitch Review of skills focused on entrepreneurship and
innovation for the knowledge economy

2007
HEFCE announce that following the RAE 2008 there will be a
new framework for assessing research quality and
performance in the UK

RCUK introduce impact plans into grant applications

~ Australia

2009
UK Research Councils introduce "Pathways to Impact"

2010
Impact pilot - 29 institutions
Focus on socio-economic impacts of any type between 2005-
2009, underpinned by research from 1993

2011

Decisions on assessing research impact (HEFCE)
- REF will include explicit element to assess the impact of
excellent research
- A weighting of 20% would be given to impact across all
units of assessment
- Impacts to have occurred between Jan 2008 and Jul 2013
- Published criteria and working methods for REF 2014

RCUK statement of expectations on economic and social
impacts

RCUK knowledge exchange principles published

HEFCE publish detailed guidance on impact

2012
Final panel criteria and working methods published

2012-2014
IAA scheme introduced by RCUK

2014
First UK REF held: including impact at 20% weighting using
case study methodology

2015
The Metric Tide: Independent review of the use of metrics in
research assessment

Nurse Review: Government review to improve university
research funding

REF Impact Case Studies: published online

2016
Lord Stern Review of REF

Higher Education and Research Bill 2016/17
The Research Courcils to become UK Research and
Innovation (UKRI) - Also includes Innovate UK and Research
England

Altmetrics: working group established

2021
UK REF to take place

N

N

2004
Research Quality Framework: Impact assessment
- Proposed to measure quality and impact
- Pilot in 2005 included impact
- Process concluded in December 2007, replaced by
ERA

2009
Excellence in Research for Australia (ERA)
- Pilot conducted in 2008-9
- ERA National Reports released for 2010, 2012 and
2015

2011
Focusing Australia's publicly funded research
review maximising the innovation dividend
- Increase reporting and liaison on impact of research
- Funding should recognise and reward focus on
external collaboration and parterships

2012
Excellence in Innovation for Australia (EIA) Trial
- The Australian Technology Network of Universities
(ATN) and the Group of Eight (Go8) undertook a joint
trial exercise to assess the impact of research
produced by the Australian university sector

2012
Research Impact Principles and Framework: ARC
Funding policy
- ARC working group was established to develop a
common understanding of approaches, terminology
and reporting of research impact

2013
Assessing wider benefits of research
DIICCSRTE discussion paper and submissions

ASTRA (Australian Science, Technology and
Research Assessment)

Pilot study undertaken for the Department of
Innovation, Industry, Science, Research and Tertiary
Education (DIICCSRTE) by the Melbourne Institute of

Applied Economic and Social Research

2014
Requirement for impact statements in ARC grants

2015
Australian Academy of Technological Sciences
and Engineering (ATSE)

Focused on a single indicator of engagement
National Innovation and Science Agenda (NISA)
launched by the Australian Government
Watt Review of research policy and funding
arrangements

2016
ATSE Research and Engagement Consultation

2017
Research and Engagement exercise pilot
as companion piece to ERA

2018
ERA 2018 roll-out

Figure 1: Research policy timeline in the UK and Australia

N
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I follow this introduction in Chapter 2 by contextualising the discussion arising from the
introduction of the impact agenda. | introduce my conceptual framework and explain why |
focused on those particular themes. In this introduction, | also include definitions and
characterisations of the themes | discuss. | examine the concept that impact is a symptom of
political knowledge regimes such as marketisation and | introduce this by framing the debate
as one characterised largely by resistance in order to set out and problematize the impact
agenda, which was central to the formation of my research questions. | then describe
research impact policy in the UK with respect to funding applications and the REF, outline
research impact policy developments in Australia with respect to assessment (both in terms
of the EIA trial and the Research and Engagement Consultation due to be rolled out in 2018

following a pilot in 2017) and outline ARC impact policy with respect to funding proposals.

In Chapter 3, | explore the contribution of previous research examining academic attitudes
towards impact and the literature pertinent to the themes that emerged from analysis of the
interviews. | present both the academic and policy literature so as to contextualise the
broader themes before exploring research examining academic responses to these issues.
This will foreshadow my analysis, which considers whether these responses are reflective of
disciplinary norms, practices and philosophies. | explore the literature, which illuminates how
certain types of research are more or less attuned to utility through describing the context in
which notions of pure and applied research (and subsequent theories) arose, and their
relevance today. | then explore previous research relating to the emergent themes discussed
in this thesis, for instance, epistemic value, responsibility and academic freedom. | review
the literature concerning these themes as important philosophical issues pertinent to the

impact agenda and my research questions and summarise my contribution.

Chapter 4 describes my research methodology and outlines the philosophical nature of my
inquiry. | present a rationale for my research design, which is characterised by a case study
approach of two research-intensive universities. | explain how | recruited my patrticipants and
justify the use of interviews and discuss how | collected the data. In doing so | provide an
interview schedule and explain how | prepared for the interviews and my method of
recording and transcribing them. | also include a section on ethics, informed consent and
reflect on my role as a researcher. This chapter explains how | attempted to recruit similar
numbers of male and female participants and presents the representation across the
disciplines. | outline how | analysed the data with thematic analysis in order to inductively
gather information from the data and how | was also able to deductively produce analysis
from the data with respect to direct questions which were asked to all participants

concerning impact, freedom and responsibility.
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In Chapters 5 - 9 | present my analysis of the emergent themes and responses to my overall
research questions. | begin in Chapter 5 by discussing the ways in which my participants
defined and conceptualised impact. | consider the important role these interpretations played
and show how interviewees’ perceptions of what constitutes impact may vary across
discipline and national context. | argue that the language used to depict impact across the
disciplines resonates with rhetoric about epistemic value which is perhaps deep-rooted in
what it means to be an academic. | note the connotations of the word ‘impact’ in academics’
abilities to accept the agenda. Here, | consider how impact is referred to with reference often
to weight and force, and how these connotations may be negative or even gendered. |
consider the ways my interviewees attempt to characterise impact through analysis of the
types of activities they associated with it. Finally, using NVivo | examine the number of times
activities were mentioned and the impact domains to which these activities belong. | find that
disciplinary orientation towards impact can be seen to dictate the type of activity associated
with it.

In Chapter 6 | explore academic attitudes towards the relationship between impact and
academic freedom. | consider the idea that academic freedom may encompass impact,
explore responses from my participants where freedom is viewed as nostalgic and where
research is a privileged activity, as well as the opposing view that impact impedes freedom

and the reasons for these viewpoints.

Chapter 7 considers the theme of the instrumentalisation and value of knowledge. This
theme emerged as a key concern for most of the participants and relates to notions of the
intrinsic and extrinsic value of knowledge, or what increasingly might be referred to as
knowledge as a private or a public good. The chapter introduces concerns about the
instrumentalism or even reduction of knowledge to its ends rather than possessing value ‘in
and of itself. | consider how the idea of knowledge as pertaining to usefulness or utility
relates to and challenges ‘ivory towerism’ (Bok, 1984) and examine the extent to which

interviewees defend the inherent value of knowledge for its own sake.

Chapter 8 presents analysis of how the themes explored in Chapters 5-7 affect academic
behaviour, identity and practice. | analyse academic testimonies which claimed that impact
was a threat to integrity and academic agency, creating emotional and moral dissonance
amongst those whose work does not naturally align to it. Once more impact can be seen as
problematic for certain disciplinary groupings. | explore how integrity was seen to be at risk
by several participants and highlight the local and systemic issues cited by academics in
what we refer to as ‘impact sensationalism’ or window dressing activity (Chubb &

Watermeyer, 2016). Here, a warning of an increase in ‘game-playing’ in research is revealed
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along with concerns about how academic conceptualise impact and their resulting
behaviours. Closely associated with issues of integrity, the chapter then explores the
emotional reactions of interviewees towards impact. | firstly consider how impact can be
seen as critical to academic agency. Where that is the case less emotional turmoil results,
which is in sharp contrast to the negative ‘doomsday’ rhetoric which surrounded impact upon
its inception. | then consider the opposing view that impact leads to a loss of agency and
creates a range of negative emotions relating to academic identities, abilities and skills. |
suggest that it is through harnessing these emotions rather than attempting to eradicate or
ignore them that impact policy can be better understood and made more meaningful to

academics.

Chapter 9 presents the findings concerning discipline responses to an impact agenda. Here,
| suggest that the impact agenda gives rise to the ‘Two-by-Two’ Cultures of Research
Impact, whereby discipline groupings from the pure arts and pure physical sciences form
one distinctive impact culture, and life, earth, social and engineering disciplines form
another. | note a new-found currency for applied research and argue that through an impact
agenda there is greater scope for greater interdisciplinary working within and across each

impact culture (Section 9.2).

I conclude the thesis in Chapter 10 by drawing the findings together and considering the
longer term perceived consequences for research, before identifying opportunities for future

research.
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2 The impact agenda: the history of a debate characterised by

resistance

2.1 Introduction

This chapter contextualises the debate and broader issues surrounding the introduction of
an impact agenda and outlines impact policies in the UK and Australia. | begin by describing
the ways in which impact was largely resisted upon its emergence (Section 2.1) and provide
background on some of the broader issues affecting HE such as marketisation (Section 2.2).
Sections 2.3 and 2.4 outline impact policies with respect to UK Research Council funding
(RCUK) (prospective impact) and the means for assessing research quality in UK
universities (REF) (retrospective impact). Sections 2.5 and 2.6 then describe Australian
Research Council (ARC) impact policies with respect to funding and assessment. |
summarise the chapter in Section 2.7.

The inclusion of impact in funding and assessment mechanisms in the UK initially received
“a hostile reception” (Watermeyer, 2012, p.118) from scholars and commentators alike who
claimed that the politicised notion of research impact was absurd and nebulous, detrimental
to and at odds with scientific discovery (Braben et al., 2009; Fox, 2009; Ladyman, 2009b;
2009c; Martin, 2011). Indeed, a similar “chorus of opposition” was observed in Australia
(Cuthill, O’ Shea, Wilson & Viljoen, 2014, p.42; Riemer, 2016; Bonnell; 2016; Hughes and
Bennett, 2013). The debate about whether all research ought to generate ‘real-world’
outcomes was largely driven by its critics (Braben et al., 2009; Collini, 2011; Cuthill et al.,
2014; Bexley, James & Arkoudis, 2011; Ladyman, 2009c; Watermeyer, 2012). As such, it
was one characterised by resistance by the academic community, (particularly in the UK but
increasingly elsewhere including Australia) by those who claimed it was an ‘assault’ on
academic freedom (Docherty, 2014; Gibbs, 2016; Holmwood, 2011b; Moriaity, 2011; Orr &
Orr, 2016). In addition, impact also reinvigorated discussion about epistemic responsibility,
the university as a public good and the intrinsic value of knowledge (Collini, 2012; Graham,
2002; Newman, 2004).

The introduction of an impact agenda has been accused by some commentators of
compounding the idea that the university is “in ruins” or “crisis” (Burawoy, 2011; O’Shea,
2014; Readings, 1998). This kind of hyperbole then increased following the publication of
media articles on impact such as those in the UK Times Higher Education (THE) serving to
act as an echo chamber for impact critics in which academics could arguably be seen to be
shouting into the abyss (Chubb & Watermeyer, 2016). Notwithstanding, described as a kind

of ‘straitjacket around research’, the main source of resistance towards the impact agenda
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was the threat it was seen to present for academic autonomy and freedom (Bhattacharya,
2014; Braben et al., 2009; Collini, 2013; Docherty, 2014; Gibbs, 2016; Sadler, 2011; Tickle,
2012). Corbyn (2010) for instance, warned about the effects of over-management in
research and described how impact is identified as having the potential “to skew research
funding to reward those academics whose work delivers the biggest economic, social and
public policy pay-offs” (p.1). Concerns that research quality would suffer because of impact
arose and impact was perceived as threatening to academic norms and ideals (Bornmann &
Haunschild, 2016; Frodeman, Briggle & Holbrook, 2012). Francis-Smythe (2008) for instance
expressed “concern over academic engagement with knowledge exchange and
entrepreneurial approaches as destructive of traditional values” (p.68). Related to this, the
potential for impact to erode academic virtues and integrity emerged as a serious
consideration (Banks, 2013; Barnett, 2000; Battaly, 2013; Chubb & Watermeyer, 2016;
Haslam & Koval, 2010; Macfarlane, 2010; Nixon, 2008; Osakwe et al., 2015; Ritzer, 1999;
Williams, 2002) (discussed in Chapter 8).

One of the main commentators at the time of the emergence of the impact agenda in the UK
was the advocate of academic freedom, scientist Professor Donald Braben, who
spearheaded a lobby group against impact. Braben’'s argument was that ‘pathways to
impact’ in grant applications violated the principles of science such as the 1918 ‘Haldane
Principle’ which stated that decisions to award research funding are best taken by
researchers with minimal government interference. Braben claimed that pathways to impact
would cause academics to lie in research funding applications, leading to scientific
reductionism (Chapters 7 and 8). In defence of a letter compiled by 20 eminent UK
scientists, Braben stated that the impact agenda was a great threat to scientific values
referring to it as “the last straw” (Braben et al., 2009). The paper argued that the greatest
discoveries ever made were the result of creativity and serendipity and highlighted that
scientific advancements such as Faraday’s discovery of electromagnetic induction would not
have been made had there been an impact agenda. To demonstrate how strongly some
academic responses were at the time, Fox (2009) reports how “one signatory said he would

happily sign ‘in blood’ against the government’s plans for an impact agenda” (p.1).

In a further provocation ‘against impact’, Ladyman (2009c) appeared hopeless about the
future of research and held the impact agenda accountable. This kind of stance was
rehearsed in the media and grey literature in particular, although not exclusively, by
academics whose work did not naturally align with an impact agenda, particularly theoretical
scientists and humanities scholars. This group of scientists urged the government to
abandon pathways to impact statements in grant applications claiming that “academic

freedom offers by far the best value for taxpayers' money and the highest prospects for
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economic growth” (Braben et al., 2009). In a telephone call with me in 2012, Professor
Braben acknowledged that he was at the end of his research career and that perhaps he
could better afford to be so outspoken and rebellious - one suspects the same cannot be
said for all academics. He concluded that “you have to be prepared to play the game”. This
is reminiscent of Lucas (2006) who talks about the ‘research game’ in academic life and
others (Chubb & Watermeyer, 2016; Knowles & Burrows, 2014; Watermeyer, 2011; 2014;
Wilsdon et al., 2015) who alluded to game playing (Chapter 8).

The political landscape in Australia also focused on research funding and public
accountability. Jamie Briggs (an Australian Liberal policy maker) in his speech titled ‘Ending
more of Labor's waste’ (2013) caused significant controversy. He stated that if elected to
government “the Coalition would look to targeting those ridiculous research grants that leave
taxpayers scratching their heads wondering just what the government was thinking” (Briggs,
2013, p.1). Briggs attempted to gain favour by stating that he would “reprioritise funding
through the ARC to deliver funds to where they're really needed, such as medical research”
(Ferguson, 2014, p.1). In doing so, this would naturally decrease support for disciplines less
able to justify the impact of their work such as the arts and humanities, who he claimed “do
little, if anything, to advance Australia’s research needs and funding priorities” (Briggs, 2013;
Ferguson, 2014). The level of controversy linked to Australian impact policy has distinct
echoes of similar reactions in the UK (Orr & Orr, 2016; Martin-Sardesai, Irvine, Tooley &
Guthrie, 2017; Rea, 2016; Small, 2013; Wood & Meek, 2002).

It is important to note that views on the positive effects of the impact agenda are also
present in the literature. Francis-Smythe (2008) noted that scholars such as (Crespo, 2007;
Shattock, 2005) viewed impact as “compatible and enabling” (p.68). Watermeyer reported on
the positive effect that the REF has had on academics’ perceptions of public engagement as
an activity, now ‘elevated’ by the requirement to consider public benefits of research. He
claimed “it has arguably revitalised the engagement initiative” (Watermeyer, 2012, p.127).
Meanwhile Salter, Tartari, D’Este and Neely (2010) suggested that UK academics are
developing new skills and becoming more entrepreneurial which challenged the ivory tower
concept (Chapter 7). Indeed, Chantler (2016) argued that impact and knowledge exchange
are becoming part of the university’s “other identity” (p.215) and much like Watermeyer’s
idea of the ‘third space’ (Watermeyer, 2015) responsibility emerges as a key aspect of
academic labour which may override or at least challenge some of the resistance felt against

the agenda.

Although the debate was dominated at least initially by resistance, there are surely other

dimensions which need to be understood. Academics are not a homogenous group. The
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guestion as to whether the strength of opinion towards the impact agenda is uniform across
all disciplines, national contexts, career stages and gender therefore becomes apparent
(much of the resistance described here is rather characterised by male scientific professors).
Indeed, the diversity of the academic community may be indicative of other behaviours that
prevent academics from feeling they can pursue and realise the impact of their research. |
will now introduce the context in which the impact agenda sits within global trends in HE
towards marketisation and the notion of a knowledge economy in which knowledge is a
‘commodity’ (Naidoo, 2003).

2.2 Research impact and marketisation

The impact agenda in the UK has been referred to as symptomatic and emblematic of the
marketisation and metricisation of HE (Bok, 2003; Brown, 2015; Brown & Carasso, 2013;
Connell, 2013; 2015; Marginson & Van der Wende, 2007; Moretti, 2013; Olssen & Peters,
2005; Palfreyman & Tapper, 2014; Ziman, 2000), arising from governmental reforms in the
UK (Browne, 2010; Dearing, 1997) and in Australia (Bexley et al., 2011; Cuthill et al., 2014;
Duncan, Tilbrook & Krivokapic-Skoko, 2015; Orr & Orr, 2016). Scholars have been divided
on whether a move towards a knowledge economy is constraining knowledge workers or
empowering them (Fuller, 2003) but there is a strong rhetoric of the former discourse. There
is a long history of discussion about the broader goals of HE which places marketisation as a
clear threat. Lord Dearing’s vision made famous in 1997 for example was that HE should be
“part of the conscience of a democratic society” and he stressed the importance of the wider
“ethical dimensions of higher education” (Arthur & Bohlin, 2005, p.11). A major challenge for
global HE therefore is that these wider ethical dimensions are in direct tension with the
notion of accountability and the need for a ‘return on investment’ (Warry, 2006) - what we

now refer to as an impact agenda.

The so—called marketisation of HE can be traced back to the 2007 Sainsbury Review of
Science and Innovation. It was here that the need for the development of business-led and
R&D investment through schemes such as Knowledge Transfer Partnerships (KTPs) was
first emphasised. The Browne Review (2010) also represented a “radical transformation of
HE” (Holmwood, 2014, p.62) which “focused on the role of HE in contributing to international
economic competitiveness” and is reported as being “pretty pessimistic” about the state of
HE (Reisz & Stock, 2012, p.1). It was arguably because of these developments that
arguments such as those made by Graham (2002) and Barnett (2000) concerning the
preservation of the intrinsic and fundamental value of knowledge were revisited by scholars
like Collini and Holmwood. Holmwood (2014) remarked that the Browne Review was

“conspicuous by the absence of any discussion of the wider values of HE” (p.62) because it
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referred only to education in terms of private interest of economic benefit, potentially
threatening to personal and professional values (Evans, 2015; Moriarty, 2011; Nixon, 2008).
In addition, the ‘student as consumer’ model became prevalent in the literature (McMillan &
Cheney, 1996; Naidoo & Jamieson, 2005) and demands to see value for money from
universities increased. The concern, as explained by Kayrooz, Kinnear and Preston (2001)
summarising (Marginson & Considine, 2000; Meek & Wood, 1997), is whether the “public
university” is being taken over by the enterprise university (essentially that which is led by
the market). These issues are reminiscent of those raised by the Browne Review on the rise
of student tuition fees and the increased pressure for universities to travel up the ranking and
league tables, indicative of what Collini called the “champions league syndrome” (Collini,

2011, p.17). An impact agenda can be seen as part of this broader landscape.

Within the context of the impact agenda, marketisation is characterised as a fiscal
rationalisation of knowledge (Chubb & Watermeyer, 2016, p.1) coupled with a focus on
academic performativity (Ball, 2001; 2003; 2012; Olssen & Peters, 2005; Rhoads & Torres,
2006). The emergence of the ‘knowledge economy’ is representative of the commaoditisation
of knowledge focused on maximising profit and income, reflecting capitalist theory (Fuller,
2003, p.103). Stehr (1994) was crucial to developing the idea of the knowledge economy but
also stressed the importance of retaining the individual. Brown and Caresso (2013) report
that “the past twenty years have seen a global shift towards market—based provision” where
the “dominant theme” is “that of growing state, and reducing academic control over the
universities” (p.12). Marketisation is therefore associated with a loss of autonomy, or is at
least seen as a major threat to it. Critics have linked this to a political vision of the
commercialisation of universities through a range of governmental reports (Browne, 2010;
Lambert Review, 2003; Warry, 2006).

The shift from public to a privatised interest of knowledge regimes where there is a focus on
economic return (Giroux, 2014; 2015; Holmwood, 2014; Peck & Tickell, 2002) results in what
Deem, Hillyard and Reed (2008) refer to as ‘new managerialism’ with “declining trust and
discretion” (p.3). Within this context, academics are increasingly expected to become more
entrepreneurial, which some critics view as devoid of intellectual merit, or at the very least at
odds with the traditional notion of academia. Ultimately, academics must conform to this
system, perhaps as a survival instinct; perhaps out of fear (Chubb, Watermeyer & Wakeling,
2017) but what results is the perception that knowledge is being over-regulated and
constrained, where market forces are defining and directing the knowledge that is created.
Some argue this goes against enlightenment and Mertonian norms of scholarship such as

‘universalism, communalism, disinterestedness and organised scepticism’ described by
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Sociologist Robert Merton. These norms describe an ethos of science about what scientists

ought to do and include permissions and prescriptions (Merton, 1979):

...Although the ethos of science has not been codified, it can be inferred from the
moral consensus of scientists as expressed in use and wont, in countless writings on
the scientific spirit and in moral indignation directed toward contraventions of the
ethos.

Merton, 1979, pp. 268-269

The financialisation of HE is seen to lead to retrenchment of such values, where a lot of what
matters are rankings, power-play and hyper-competition (Sayer, 2015). Part of this

competition is the UK REF, described in Section 2.3.

With this in mind, Collini (2013) warned of the effects of the REF, particularly the impact
aspect, claiming it was an attempt to constrain the autonomy of researchers and described it
as “another metric designed to redirect universities’ research in politically approved
directions” (p.1). Brown and Carasso (2013) also argued that the metrification and over-
regulation of university research is simply damaging, making for a less productive academic
work force, lacking in autonomy and freedom, which he deemed as counter-productive.
Stothard (2009) explained that Collini called the REF impact mechanism “ludicrous” claiming
‘it might seem laughable were it not so serious” (p.1) Collini believed that measures were
meaningless, particularly if applied uniformly across the disciplines and felt that the research
impact agenda would be “potentially disastrous” for the humanities (Collini, 2011). Collini
feared that academics would dedicate less time to their quest for knowledge (arguably their
fundamental purpose) and instead devote more energy to “becoming door-to-door
salesmen” of what he called “vulgarised versions of their increasingly market-orientated
products” (Collini, 2010, p. 17).

Another common tendency is for these changes to be associated with and seen as
symptomatic of neoliberalism. The recent 2016 UK HE and Research Bill is at the most
radical stage of a process of change in HE that began in 1985 with the Jarret Report which
arguably led to managerialism in universities. This founded an incremental process of
change that saw universities begin to move in a market direction. Holmwood claimed that
‘neoliberalism’ is responsible for the shift from public interest where HE is a social right
(Robbins, 1963) to private investment and a market-based knowledge economy (Holmwood,
2014, p.63).

Several meanings and definitions of neoliberalism can be found in the literature. Harvey
(2005) stated that it referred to a set of economic practices and policies and the idea of

growing and intensifying the markets and economic growth (MacEwan, 2005). Others
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defined it beyond the policy emphasis to include its role as a philosophy or ideology, where
the expectation is that one ought to embrace entrepreneurialism and similar values

(Fullbrook, 2006). Here is one such definition:

Neoliberalism is a philosophy in which the existence and operation of a market are
valued in themselves, separately from any previous relationship with the production
of goods and services . . . and where the operation of a market or market-like
structure is seen as an ethic in itself, capable of acting as a guide for all human
action, and substituting for all previously existing ethical beliefs.

Treanor, 2005, p.1

Despite the wide-ranging definitions and interpretations, most share a sense that neo-
liberalism is associated with growth and the privatisation of economies. In the case of HE,
this invokes a market-logic in the organisation of institutions, their consumers (students) and
their outputs (knowledge). Within this context, one can understand the impact agenda as a
potential symptom of that drive to produce a ‘return’ or promote efficiency of the product
(knowledge) being generated in universities (Stein, 2012). Since Neoliberalism confers upon
the state the responsibility for developing knowledge and innovation, it is a model that
assumes people will want to create income and that they are self-interested, something that

the debate concerning the impact agenda suggests researchers are not.

Manifesting in an impact agenda, what arguably results from a market-logic is a range of
effects both potentially deleterious and advantageous with respect to academic practices
and behaviours (Clegg, 2008; Delanty, 2001; Fanghanel, 2011; Henkel, 2009; Leathwood &
Read, 2013; McClennen, 2008; Mclnnis, 1998; Whitchurch, 2012; Winter, 2009). In
particular, a decline or corrosion of academic ideals and standards because of hyper-
competition is perceived (Chubb & Watermeyer, 2016; Giroux, 2014; Lucas, 2006; Lamont,
2010; Naidoo, 2003; Watermeyer & Olssen, 2016). Criticised also as symptomatic of
‘academic capitalism’ (Sennett, 1999; Slaughter & Leslie, 1997; Slaughter & Rhoades,
2004), the impact agenda can be seen to represent a growing audit culture of research
threatening academic autonomy (Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 2000; Gibbons et al., 1994;
Henkel, 2000; Olssen & Peters, 2005; Shore & Wright, 1999).

These changes are also discussed with reference to ‘academic capitalism’ which Slaughter
and Rhoades (2004) define as “the involvement of colleges and faculty in market-like
behaviours” — an environment in which the politics and the policies of a growing “enterprise
university” can be seen to “shape and control” academic life (p.37), Here, knowledge is
‘consumed’ and generated in order to maximise revenue rather than preserve the “unfettered

expansion of knowledge” (p.38). Impact is arguably indicative of a departure from the idea of
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the university as Newman (2004) first envisaged it where knowledge is “but an end sufficient

to rest in and to pursue for its own sake”:

Its object is, on the one hand, intellectual, not moral; and, on the other, that it is the
diffusion and extension of knowledge rather than the advancement.

Newman, 2004

Scholars have continued to revisit similar views about the nature and purpose of knowledge
and of the university (Aronowitz & Giroux, 2000; Barnett, 2000; Collini, 2012; Docherty,
2011; Graham, 2002; Holmwood, 2011b). Collini (2012) also discussed the need to frame
the debate about the role of universities in the context of the public good. He rejected
reductionist statements that universities should simply exist to justify the return on public
investment. He defended the value of the humanities stating that their significance is wide-
ranging and that “the case for their importance needs to be made” (p.16). He claimed
however that “it needs to be made in appropriate terms... not exclusively economic” but also
educational and cultural (Collini, 2012). He went on to express concern that the
‘marketisation’ of HE is damaging the idea of a university as a “beacon of culture” (Collini,
2012). Arguing that in the past universities were “an antidote from the grubby pressures of
economic life” (Collini, 2012, p.33), Collini and other critics blame the perceived over-
regulation in HE for putting that ideology at risk. For instance, Docherty also claimed that
universities are over-managed “managed, in fact, almost to death” and that; “the power of
unconstrained knowledgeable dialogue is marginalised” (Docherty, 2014, p.1). This speaks

to broader debates in this thesis.

Impact can therefore be seen as symptomatic of the marketisation of HE, at least perceived
by its critics to be altering the academic role, eroding freedom and autonomy. However,
responsibility also forms part of the academic role. Indeed, whilst Graham’s ‘idea of the
university’ rejects the neo-liberal tendency and considers the usefulness of knowledge in a
sympathetic way, most acknowledge that such ideologies have become progressively more

remote and hard to retain in an age of increased accountability.

The purpose of this research is to explore how uniformly these changes are being resisted
and rejected as part of everyday academic life in both the UK and Australia and the

justifications for any dissent. | will now introduce impact policies in the UK and Australia.

2.3 Impact in RCUK funding proposals

This section introduces impact policy in RCUK funding proposals. Figure 1 demonstrates

some of these developments and shows how impact in funding proposals in the UK arose
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from the recommendations of the 2006 Warry Report and on-going debates about the
interaction between researchers and the public. It was Warry who suggested that research
funding proposals should be assessed on their potential for impact (Warry, 2006). Following
the recommendations of the Warry Report, the 2007 Wakeham Review gave a similar
message about the importance of impact. This strengthened Warry’s recommendations that
researchers should engage more with knowledge transfer/exchange activities. Following
these influential reports, RCUK introduced ‘impact plans’ in 2007. This was criticised for
presupposing that academics could ‘predict’ a-priori the impact of their research and was felt
to be too prescriptive and potentially threatening to academic freedom and autonomy
(Braben et al., 2009). Impact plans were also criticised for applying a scientific model to

research which particularly affected the sensibilities of the arts and humanities.

As a result they were quickly renamed and replaced with ‘Pathways to Impact’ in 2009.
These were arguably less prescriptive and could be interpreted as opportunities for end
users to benefit from research as opposed to having to make unrealistic predictions. Despite
this, they were still met with resistance as outlined in Section 1.1. RCUK continued to forge
ahead and proactively called for researchers to strategise impact in funding applications.
RCUK launched its ‘Impact Strategy’ in March 2010, in which they outlined three main
themes: engaging key stakeholders, maximising research impact and delivering highly
skilled people (RCUK, 2011a). This strategy led to the ‘Excellence with Impact: Framework
for the Future’ (RCUK, 2014c) report, and the RCUK Statement of Expectation on Economic
and Societal Impacts (RCUK, 2014d):

Our commitment to excellent research that extends the boundaries of human
knowledge remains as strong as ever. These documents (pathways to impact) signal
a progression in the Research Councils’ policy on knowledge transfer, begun in 2006
with the publication of the Warry Report, which recognises that publicly funded
research should benefit us culturally, socially and financially.

RCUK, 2014d, p.1

The formalised inclusion of ‘Pathways to Impact’ therefore seeks to address how potential
research will lead to economic and social impact. RCUK broadly define impact as “the
demonstrable contribution that excellent research makes to society and the economy”
(RCUK, 20114, p.2). This definition is said to reflect all the “diverse ways” in which potential
beneficiaries of academic research can be reached across disciplines. These ‘ways’ can be
as specific and well defined as ‘increasing economic benefit’ and less quantifiable such as
‘improving quality of life’ or ‘cultural enrichment’. Here, impact “can take many forms, can
become manifest at different stages in the research process and beyond and can be

promoted through many different mechanisms” (RCUK, 2011a, p.2).
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On a practical level, researchers from across all disciplines have to write a two-page
document and short impact summary outlining who will benefit from the proposed research
and how. ‘Pathways to Impact’ is an attachment in the Case for Support section of a
research grant application. It addresses the question ‘what will be done to allow them (the
beneficiaries) the opportunity to benefit from the research?’ Here, applicants can include
plans for communication with lay audiences, public engagement activities, and/or plans for
exploitation or activities, which enhance dialogue with ‘user communities’ of research with
appropriate resourcing. RCUK emphasise the process (impact generating activity) as
opposed to the event (the impact itself) and refer to the importance of embedding

‘knowledge exchange’ throughout the research process.

Knowledge exchange refers to the “two-way flow of people or ideas between the research
and non-academic environment for mutual benefit” (RCUK, 2011a, p.2). Traditionally,
funders described the process by which expertise; in this case, academic research was
translated to end users as ‘knowledge transfer’, but this implied a one-directional activity.
Knowledge exchange is the vehicle and the very process that mobilises knowledge to create
impact. The word ‘exchange’ reflects that we are talking about a deeper process than a mere
transfer of information. Unlike instances where knowledge is transferred out of the academy
(such as through dissemination or perhaps a commercial licensing of technology), there is

the implication that this process will be two—way, reciprocal and mutually beneficial.

Individually, funders under RCUK have introduced their own support with the impact agenda.
For example, the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) attempts to further define
impact in the social sciences. Here, impact can be conceptual, instrumental and/or capacity
building. The introduction of RCUK funded ‘Impact Accelerator Awards’ (IAAs) which are
designated block funds assigned to universities, also specifically promote the acceleration of

and engagement with impact activities.

Importantly, current policy stipulates that where there is no obvious pathway to impact,
applicants should simply explain why this is not the case and states that to do so should not

disadvantage pure research:

Research Councils recognise that blue-skies research is essential in underpinning
future academic advancements and they will continue to fund high quality blue-skies
research. Research excellence remains the primary criterion for decisions on
funding.

RCUK, 2011a, p.2
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Finally, reviewers of research grants are asked to consider the ways in which the research
demonstrates the potential for impact and to consider how appropriate and relevant the
beneficiaries and routes to impact are. It is now accepted that whilst excellent research may
still be the primary criteria for the assessment of grants, pathways to impact may be a
differentiator and could tip the balance with respect to research funding decisions.

RCUK state that “impact has always been at the core of RCUK” (RCUK, 2011b), however for
many, RCUK impact requirements signal a new and direct imperative for researchers to
guantify, qualify and articulate the fundamental value of the knowledge they create to society
and the economy, which for some is a complex and difficult task. The requirement to
consider the impact of research at the time of planning for funding describes only half the
story when contextualising the impact agenda in the UK. The next section considers impact

as a component of research assessment in the UK REF.

2.4 Impact and the UK REF

As outlined in the introduction, in addition to the inclusion of pathways to impact in funding
allocations, the impact agenda as a collective term also refers to the impact of previous
research and the economic, social and cultural impact of research is how a key component
of research assessment (such as the UK REF - a system which highlights areas of
excellence and benchmarks the quality of previously funded research). Forming 20% of the
assessment, impact is analysed through case studies underpinned by at least 2* research
“quality that is recognised internationally in terms of originality, significance and rigour” (REF,
2011; REF, 2012; HEFCE, 2011). Funding is then assigned to universities in relation to the
guality rating given through this system known as Quality Related (QR).

The REF replaces the previous process in the UK known as the Research Assessment
Exercise (RAE) in which the impact of research was not measured. Changes to the RAE
were announced in 2006 through the consultation of a potential metrics exercise in 2007/8
and due to the increased expectation on universities to demonstrate the impact of research,
HEFCE ran a pilot exercise in 2010 to determine whether the creation of impact case studies
to report retrospectively on the impact of publicly funded research would be feasible. The
pilot involved 29 UK universities and the disciplines of English literature and language, social
policy and social work, physics, earth systems and environmental sciences, and clinical
medicine. Impact was assessed by a panel of relevant experts and researchers. Following
the 2010 pilot, it was deemed that the impact of previous research could be assessed
through structured narrative case studies. It was recommended that the weighting of impact
in overall REF scores be less than 25%, but that there would be potential for this to rise

following the REF’s first assessment of impact in 2014. The conclusions of the REF impact
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pilot were published in a report in 2010 by Technopolis ‘REF Research Impact Pilot Exercise
Lessons-Learned Project Feedback on Pilot Submissions’ and by publication of the findings
of the expert panels in November 2010 ‘Research Excellence Framework impact pilot
exercise: findings of the expert panels’. The expert panels concluded that it was possible to
assess impacts from research in the disciplines outlined above both in terms of being able to
collect and demonstrate evidence for social and economic benefits from research in these
disciplines. They deemed the panel process appropriate and though they espoused the case
study model, suggested that there should be changes to the components of the submission
such as the use of a wider impact statement, the template and the evidence which is
provided by universities. The panel concluded that although there was disciplinary diversity,
impacts were broadly similar and as such a “common approach should be possible”’(HEFCE,
2010, p.3). They also suggested lowering the rating at the time below 25% while the process
“beds down” (p.3). Importantly, the panel stressed the need to define impact broadly and to
discount impact in academia in the impact assessment. They stressed the need for longer
time frames, the need to include public engagement of the broader departments and claimed
that there should be more guidance for the panels themselves in acting as reviewers. This is
not dissimilar to the findings by Technopolis who stressed that the exercise improved HEISs’
understanding about the meaning of research impact (Technopolis, 2010, p.3), the
processes that would be involved in REF 2014 and improved their awareness of the ways in
which research was being used outside of the university environment. They concluded that
as a result most institutions were “broadly content” (p.3) with the process and recommended

that it ran as the pilot had done.

Following this, HEFCE consulted with Heads of HEIs, those responsible for research in
publicly funded research organisations and those with an interest in research in businesses,
public sector bodies and charities, outlining a draft assessment criteria and methods for REF
2014 panels. HEFCE published guidance on impact in 2011 followed by issuing set of
guidelines to institutions (REF, 2012) outlining that the weighting on impact would be 20%.
One in every ten full-time equivalent member of staff per unit of assessment was expected to
submit a case study on impact, directly linking the research to its impact, underpinned and

backed by meaningful indicators and evidence.

Impact case studies (known as REF 3b documents) had to include a ‘summary of impact’,
details of the underpinning research, references, details and ‘sources to corroborate the
impact’ (REF, 2012, p.48). Evidence could include evaluation of both a qualitative and
guantitative nature and accounted for research that took place between 1%t January 1993
and 31%' December 2013 with the impacts occurring between 1%t January 2008 and 31t July

2013. In addition to the case study, there was an expectation on the Unit of Assessment
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(UOA) to produce an impact template and a summary. These were known as the REF3a and
REF5 documents.

HEFCE defined impact in Annex C of their Guidance on Submissions as “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, 2012, p.48). They further categorised
it in point five of the guidance document in which they stated that “impact includes, but is not
limited to, an effect on, change or benefit to a range of contexts” (REF, 2012, p.48).

The way in which impact is defined for these purposes provoked further concern already
sparked by pathways to impact. This is due to many factors discussed in Chapter 3 including
the restrictive time frame of the supposed impacts, the issue of attribution of a particular
individual piece of research and the meaning of the terminology itself which has been called
‘nebulous’ and “neglectful of differences within and between disciplines” by scholars
(Watermeyer, 2012. p.119).

The issue of measuring and assessing research impact caused particular concern for
disciplines less able to pin down impact in the way HEFCE require. Researchers have
reported difficulties in quantifying and qualifying the influence or the effect that a particular
piece of work has had (Derrick & Samuel, 2016; King’s College London and Digital Science,
2015; Oancea, 2010; Samuel & Derrick, 2015; Watermeyer, 2014). This was seen to affect
those we might refer to as non-instrumental researchers more so than those whose work is
more naturally attuned to application or use. One might argue for instance that it is far easier
to report on the creation of tangible outcomes such as increased profits or the amount of
jobs created, rather than something like cultural enrichment. The issue of evidencing
research impact therefore became a concern (Wilsdon et al., 2015) whilst simultaneously
exacerbating the debate about discipline differences and their ‘value’ to society (discussed in
Chapter 3).

Impact is further problematised as the REF requires academics to accept an additional
definition of impact for the purposes of assessment which is distinct from that of RCUK’s
definition. HEFCE outline their criteria for assessing the impacts arising from past research
and claim that impacts can be categorised by their ‘reach’ and ‘significance’, (highly
debateable terms in their interpretations and definitions, discussed in Chapter 5). The results
of the 2014 UK REF were published in January 2015.

Evidence is emerging that in practice different interpretations of impact were applied at panel
level and greater exploration of this and the experiences of the authors of the case studies is

also an area of growing interest to scholars (Derrick & Samuel, 2016; Neyland & Milyaeva,
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2017; Sayer, 2015; Watermeyer, 2012; Watermeyer & Hedgecoe, 2016). Indeed, HEFCE
carried out analysis of the impact case studies with RAND Europe focusing on both the
process itself and evaluator experiences (Manville et al., 2015). A key challenge was in
finding robust evidence to back up impact stories for research that did not plan for impact
and for which no method of monitoring impact was established. Such are the criticisms of the
REF impact system, among other debates concerning attribution, which place importance on
the issue of autonomy in research. The 2016 Stern Review of the REF took into
consideration many of these challenges. Now, impact has risen to 25% of the assessment
and recommendations including a broadening of the definition of impact, a greater focus on
interdisciplinarity through the role of interdisciplinary institutional case studies and the
continued use of case study narratives to demonstrate impact are being implemented*. The
literature exploring impact in the REF is found in Chapter 3. Pertinent to this thesis, some of
the interviewees in this project were case study authors; this may therefore have shaped
their responses to impact, the implications of which are explored in Chapter 4. The next

section describes the emerging impact agenda in Australia.

2.5 Australia and research assessment

The UK REF’s case study approach to impact assessment was first modelled on the
Australian predecessor the ‘Research Quality Framework’ (RQF) to their current process
(ERA). This promoted the assessment of impact through case studies, an idea that was
abandoned in 2007 with a change of government in Australia.

Chapter 1 detailed how the RQF was under consultation in 2004 as part of ‘Backing
Australia’s Ability’® five year innovation Plan (BAA). Australia was keen to show the dividend
of investment in research and, through a panel-based approach, hoped to be able to
demonstrate that using case studies. After consultation and the issuing of several papers, in
2005 the Australian Government released a preferred model for the RQF in a paper
‘Research Quality Framework: Assessing the quality and impact of research in Australia —
the preferred model’.® A new advisory group was then commissioned in 2006 and RQF was

announced. Following this, a technical working group for impact was created involving

4 Lord Stern’s review and announcement of changes to the REF followed submission and examination of this
thesis.

5 Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST). (2004). Backing Australia’s ability: Building our future
through science and innovation. Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia.

6 Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST). (2005). Research quality framework: Assessing the
quality and impact of research in Australia—The preferred model (Report by the RQF expert advisory group).
Canberra: Commonwealth of Australia.
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academics, managers and industry whose role it was to devise a methodology for assessing
impact and to advise the government moving forward. The working group published a
“Guiding Principles” document mid-2006 and following advice from the advisory group
published their recommendations for the RQF model in October 2006. Their model was
going to comprise a panel-approach, using academic and non-academic peers as reviewers
and the use of both qualitative and quantitative indicators. The change of government in
2007 however included an announcement that the RQF would not proceed and it was
criticised for being “ill-defined”” (ISSR, 2007).

Following on-going dialogue with UK decision makers at HEFCE, the ARC undertook their
equivalent process ‘Excellence in Research for Australia’ 2013 (ERA) assessment exercise
with the addition of a pilot impact trial, titled the ‘Excellence in Innovation Australia’ impact
trial (EIA) in 2012. The ftrial involved ‘The Group of Eight (Go8) research-intensive
universities and the Australian Technology Network (ATN) who sought to assess the benefits
of Australia’s research on the broader economy and society. Their objective was “to judge
the impact value of the submitted case studies and to demonstrate if such an assessment
methodology were feasible” (ATN-GOS8, 2012, p.5). This followed “a growing international
realisation of the need for universities to demonstrate the benefit, or impact of their research
— to government, to funders and to the broader society” (ATN-GO8, 2012, p.5). If successful,
it was hoped that the EIA would be a possible companion piece for future ERA, which would

prove the “innovation dividend” (p.2) of Australian universities.
The EIA was described as:

One of the largest attempts worldwide to assess the non-academic impact of
research arising from the HE sectors using a case study methodology. The only
comparator exercise is the UK REF impact pilot.

ATN-GOS, 2012, p.2

7 Department of Innovation, Industry, Science and Research (IISR). (2007). Cancellation of Research Quality
Framework implementation [media release]. Retrieved 10 August, 2017 from
http://minister.industry.gov.au/SenatortheHonKimCarr/Pages/
CANCELLATIONOFRESEARCHQUALITYFRAMEWORKIMPLEMENTATION.aspx
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The EIA trial, modelled on the UK approach, assessed 162 case studies from the Australian

universities involved. The trial concluded that:

High quality research carried out in Australian universities has had enormous
benefits for the health, security, prosperity, cultural and environmental wellbeing of
Australia, the region and the world... approximately 87% of case-study assessments
could demonstrate considerable impact.

ATN-GOS8, 2012, p.8

RAND stated that the use of case studies was a suitable ‘means of demonstrating impact’
(Morgan Jones et al., 2013). Indeed, RAND Europe’s® review of the EIA trial claimed that the
trial “was in many ways a success and served to bring the importance of understanding and
disseminating the wider impacts of academic research into sharp focus” (Morgan Jones et
al., 2013, p.10). RAND examined individual researchers’ perspectives on the experience of
writing an impact case study by surveying the institutions who took part and the case study
authors themselves. RAND reported that of 64 case studies, they received 24 individual
perspectives from the authors in their survey of ATN universities. These included surveys of
the five ATN member universities who provided an institutional perspective of the trial and
survey data from case study authors. The survey results contribute to the evidence base of
empirical accounts of those involved in the specific impact trial, but do not necessarily reflect
broader individual experiences in Australia of the impact agenda. The survey questions
related to the experience of writing a case study and did not explore the personal or
philosophical issues they might have faced. Nevertheless this research provided some early
indication of Australian academics’ dispositions towards the impact agenda. The impact trial
in Australia received quite a positive response from authors, in which they stated that they
“appreciated the value of research at a university level and in the wider community” (seven
authors) and that the process improved “understanding of the impact and effect their
research has had” (12 authors) (Morgan Jones et al., 2013, pp.73-79). However, the trial
also revealed concerns over the robustness of this process itself, including issues relating to

time lags, attribution, and reward. | consider these concerns in Chapter 3.

Research impact policy developments in Australia continued to follow a similar trajectory to
the UK (Carr, 2008; Gable, 2013; Haslam & Koval, 2010; Lewis & Ross, 2011; Martin-

Sardesai et al., 2017; Neumann & Guthrie, 2002). Following the Australian Government’s

8 RAND Europe: a not for profit research organisation commissioned to carry out policy review and research on
the Australian EIA trail and more recently the UK REF process.
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Innovation Statement in 2015 in which it was intimated that the Australian research base
was poor at developing industry collaboration and delivering societal impact, the government
severely cut research funding for pure and theoretical research, instead focusing on that
which enabled industry collaboration. The Watt Report of ‘Research Policy and Funding’
(2015) also made a firm commitment to impact assessment. The Australian Government
carried out a consultation on research and engagement as criteria for introduction to the
ERA assessment in 2018 (ATSE, 2016). Following this consultation, in 2015 the ARC
announced its ‘National Innovation and Science Agenda’ (NISA) and will pilot an impact
assessment in 2017 before it becomes a companion piece to ERA 2018 (ATN-GOS8, 2012).
The trial assessment will allow the ARC to review the methods for submission and
assessment used in the pilot and will involve feedback from university industry and end
users of research. These will include 1) Case studies - which will allow for narrative; 2)
Metrics — which will incorporate measures trialled by ATSE in 2015, (but acknowledges that
this is “not a good measure for the humanities, arts and social sciences”) (Watt, 2015. p. 71)
and 3) Peer review, which will include “expert panel judgements on the value of research for
end users” (p.71). Watt (2015) claimed this “balanced approach” should satisfy the diverse
needs of the research community. Importantly, some of the interviewees in this study were
involved in the EIA trial (EIA, 2013) which may have shaped their responses and although
many of these developments took place following the time of the interviews, there was no
doubt a sense of government strategy on the horizon. Finally, ARC research funding has
also moved further in line with the UK with respect to prospective impact. | will now explore
this before closing the chapter and reviewing the literature in Chapter 3.

2.6 Impact in ARC funding proposals

The ARC’s mission “to deliver policy and programs that advance Australian research and
innovation globally and benefit the community” increasingly focuses on impact (ARC, 2014,
p.1). Figure 1 shows that the ARC announced a requirement that “75-word statements on
the intended impact or benefits of their research, which will be considered by assessment
panels” should be included in grant applications (Trounson, 2014, p.1). The other major
funding body in Australia is the National Health and Medical Research Council in Australia
(NHMRC, 2017). This funder also requires information about community engagement

activities and the translation of research into policy and practice.

The ARC, like RCUK proposed that researchers should ‘embed’ impact into the research
process from the outset, but Australian policy did so, it seemed, with caution and
consideration. For instance, the Chief Executive of the ARC in outlining the new

requirements is reported to have said that the ARC did “not wish to over — engineer
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anything” (Trounson, 2014, p.1). This reflects the ARC’s awareness of the controversy
surrounding the impact agenda in the UK and the concept that the demand for impact
statements could lead to gaming or false representation of the facts, highlighting concerns
for the preservation of research integrity (Chapter 8). ARC defines impact as:

The demonstrable contribution that research makes to the economy, society,
culture, national security, public policy or services, health, the environment, or
quality of life, beyond contributions to academia.

ARC, 2014, p.1

ARC stipulated from 2015 that ‘discovery’ applications would require a Socio-Economic
Objective (SEO-08) which “indicates the sectors that are most likely to benefit from the
project if funded” (ARC, 2015, p.1). ARC requires evidence “in relation to research impact
and contributions to the field over the last 10 years most relevant to this proposal” (ARC,
2014, p.1). This is not unlike pathways to impact where details of public engagement,
examples of policy input and track record are expected to be included. Traditionally for ARC,
research with an obvious application or strategic partnership would be most appropriate for
‘linkage schemes’, where external organisations are implicitly linked to the project. The focus
on impact in more traditional forms of funding such as ARC, originally reserved for more
traditional and blue skies research, highlights a shift in ARC funding where impact is very

much now a consideration.

2.7 Summary

Chapters 1 and 2 have shown that the UK and Australia have taken similar approaches to
how impact is characterised for the purposes of funding and assessment and share similar
approaches in its implementation. Issues pertaining to my research questions emerge in
both contexts, although to a lesser degree it might appear, in Australia where impact policy
was rather more in its infancy at the time of interviewing. Since then, policies have moved on

in both contexts.

Pertinent to this research, we have seen how much of the discussion surrounding the
introduction of an impact agenda in the UK was initially characterised by resistance and that
a similar reaction was felt in Australia. Many of these concerns relate to broader trends in HE
such as managerialism and marketisation which can be seen to put at risk and undermine
the broader ethical functions of universities. These issues relate to the themes in this thesis

covered in Chapters 5-9.

Chapters 1 and 2 have introduced the impact agenda and described the different

manifestations of impact across the funders. | have outlined the differences across the two
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countries and the ways in which they have been engaged in policy borrowing, highlighting
the differences and similarities in approaches to impact policy. In order to provide further
context, | have also provided a brief snapshot of impact policies in other countries and
across other funders in Appendix 13 such as those in the US and Canada at the time of

interviewing.

Having described the research impact policy landscape in the UK and Australia, it is
necessary to understand how the issues pertaining to individual researchers are situated
within the broader literature with regards to the concerns identified within Chapters 1 and 2
before outlining my methodology (Chapter 4) and analysis (Chapters 5-9). A review of the
literature now follows, focusing on the thematic areas which emerged during analysis and
existing research into academic attitudes towards the impact agenda.
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3 Understanding research impact: the contribution of previous

research

3.1 Introduction

This chapter considers the contribution of previous research with respect to an impact
agenda and the emergent themes of this project. | review the research published by the
main commentators and identify gaps in the current literature which highlight the unique
contribution of this study.

After outlining the key features and gaps in the literature (Section 3.1.1), | begin by reviewing
previous research on academic attitudes towards impact (Section 3.2). This includes how
impact has been received by the academic community and the effects it is reported to have
had (3.2.1 & 3.2.2). In Section 3.3 | outline the literature on disciplinary responses towards
impact. | begin Section 3.3.1 by exploring research which has looked at impact across the
full spectrum of the disciplines, before exploring the contributions of previous research
concerning attitudes of disciplinary groups - the sciences (life, earth, physical and applied),
humanities and the social sciences (Sections 3.3.2, 3.3.3 and 3.3.4). | briefly summarise
these sections in Section 3.3.5. Section 3.4 builds on this by discussing the underpinning
themes which relate to the impact agenda. | begin in Section 3.4.1 by plotting a brief history
concerning different ‘types’ of research, such as pure/applied. Following this, | review the
contributions of previous research relating to instrumentalism and the value of knowledge
(Section 3.4.2), followed by integrity and affect in Section 3.4.3. | consider the literature
concerning academic freedom, responsibility and the relationship between the two (Section

3.4.4 - 3.4.6) before summarising the chapter in Section 3.5.

In order to conduct a review of the academic literature | mostly used the search engines
‘Web of Science’, ‘Scopus’ and ‘Google Scholar’. During my search, | used key words such
as ‘research impact’, ‘the impact agenda’, ‘impact pathways’, ‘academic freedom’, ‘academic
duty’, ‘responsibility’, ‘research integrity’, ‘academic attitudes’, ‘epistemic’, ‘value’,
‘instrumentalism’, ‘academic values’, ‘academic identity’ and ‘knowledge’. These were either
used alone or in combination to identify the latest research in my field. | also looked for key
words such as ‘research policy’, ‘REF’, ‘ERA’, ‘research impact assessment’, ‘research

funding’ and ‘research Australia’. The following sections reflect this search.

The conceptual framework informing this review stems from the themes (drawn from the
literature) on which my research questions are based. The themes of resistance, freedom,
academic identity, responsibility and knowledge ‘as value’ within the global context of

managerialism (Deem, Hillyard & Reed, 2008) in HE characterise this theoretical framing.
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The overarching theorisation of this research can be seen to contribute to notions of
‘academic capitalism’ (Rhoades & Torres, 2006; Shore & Wright, 1999; Slaughter & Leslie,
1997; Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004) which can be defined as academic involvement in
market-like behaviours, discussed in Section 3.4.4. This notion can be seen to result from
and be emblematic of moves in HE towards an increasingly managed, audited and governed
university (Ball, 2012; Bok, 2003; Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 2000; Giroux, 2014; Marginson &
Considine, 2000). The theoretical literature and commentary in the media which speaks of
resistance to impact (Braben et al.,2009; Jump, 2010; Ladyman, 2009c) relates to longer
standing debates about the role of universities in society and issues of autonomy and the
value of knowledge (either for use or its own sake) (Collini, 2011; Docherty, 2001; Graham,
2002; Haddock, Millar & Pritchard, 2009; Holmwood, 2011b; Oancea, Florez-Petour &
Atkinson, 2017). These themes resonate as the impact agenda can be seen to unearth
guestions about the role of knowledge through its politicisation, ultimately seen to be at odds
with freedom (Arblaster, 1974; Barnett, 1988; Colley, 2014; Collini, 2011; Eddy, 2003; Gibbs,
2016; Kayrooz, Kinnear & Preston, 2001). The literature shows that the impact agenda and
other significant developments in HE ultimately have implications for academic practice and
behaviour (Battaly, 2013; Chubb & Watermeyer, 2016; Harris, 2005; Henkel, 2000; Hey &
Leathwood, 2009).

As such the themes drawn from the literature and commentary surrounding the broader HE
landscape aim to contribute to the theorisation and understanding of these issues, through
the lens of impact. The need to look across dimensions such as discipline and national
context are guided by the literature, drawing on theories concerning diversity across the
disciplines (Becher, 1989; Becher & Trowler, 2001; Biglan, 1973; Kuhn, 1962; Pantin, 1968).
This includes theories about different modes of knowledge production (Geertz, 1967,
Gibbons et al.,1994; Stokes, 1997).

The themes | focus on in this literature review can be characterised and defined in the
following ways. | define instrumentalism as denoting a ‘means to an end separation’ of
knowledge to justify its communication or value in terms of practical use rather than in
ideological terms — what some refer to as ‘knowledge for its own sake’. Additionally, | use the
term ‘epistemic’ in this thesis as pertaining to knowledge. This term can be used quite
generally to refer to any ‘epistemic good’ such as knowledge, belief, doubt, certainty,
understanding or similar. More specifically, epistemic refers to a variety of ‘goods’ or
activities and values relevant to the acquisition, assessment and application of knowledge. In
fact, many epistemologists use ‘intellectual’ and ‘epistemic’ as interchangeable, unlike
ethics/morality which are subtly different. However, the term ‘intellectual’ could be seen to

have narrow connotations. With respect to responsibility and duty, these terms can be seen
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as distinctive, not interchangeable. | refer to responsibility as that which entails one or more
individuals in a certain relationship (in this case academia), to require certain sorts of actions
or activities which invite praise or criticism — the public responsibility as an intellectual, for
instance (Chomsky, 1967). This, unlike duty is empirically sensitive. To define duty, | draw
upon Kantian deontological ethics, discussed in Section 3.4.5 which speaks in terms of fixed
obligations, which are typically empirically insensitive such as “do assist the injured”. Notions
of responsibility which are affected by roles and responsibilities then, as opposed to duties,
appeared more in the literature. With respect to epistemic value, | define this as value
pertaining to knowledge. | draw from the work of Haddock, Millar & Pritchard (2009) and
Kvanvig (2003) who among others are interested in the value of knowledge and the nature of
that value. | specifically consider how my participants viewed the valorisation or use of
certain epistemic goods (Andriessen, 2005), as well as broader theories of assigning value

to knowledge (Dewey, 1939).

Finally, with respect to academic freedom, | draw upon the literature of Hammersley and
Fish and note that there is great discrepancy in academic understanding of this term
(Hammersley, 2016). | tend toward a definition of academic freedom, drawing from Conrad
Russell's attempt to harmonise notions of freedom with public accountability. Russell
claimed that “there must be some things recognised as academic questions, to be decided
by academics according to academic standards” (Russell, 1993, p.109). | note that academic
freedom can be seen to relate to notions of positive and negative liberty (freedom to / from)
and consider that there might be degrees of freedom. The notion of freedom with respect to
an impact agenda can be seen to relate to issues of agency, autonomy and choice because
of the need to increase accountability. Here, academics can be seen to feel less free,
certainly if they are in receipt of public funds (Gibbs, 2016). It is this tension, that this thesis
seeks to empirically explore through the lens of impact.

3.1.1 Key features and gaps in the literature

The key features of the literature include an emerging body of empirical research mostly
relating to the academic experience of increased managerialism in HE and the impact
agenda itself, some theoretical discussion and a large amount of policy/grey/commentary
literature on the research impact phenomenon in UK and Australian research policy. These
contributions are enhanced by a wealth of research on the underlying themes relating to
marketisation, instrumentalism, academic freedom and epistemic responsibility.
Contributions of previous research have focused on prospective funding and retrospective
accounts of impact, with a particular emphasis on the latter, particularly in the UK REF

context. Accounts concerning research impact assessment are also beginning to feature
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globally in Australia and the US where impact is often contextualised as a symptom of
marketisation and neoliberalism. Increasingly, impact has been the focus of several studies
assessing the practical and institutional merits of the use of metrics and methods of research
assessment. There is an emerging yet small amount of research examining the effects of
impact specifically for academic identities and behaviours with an emerging concern about
gaming and pressure on academic workloads. In addition to previous theoretical research
which has attempted to categorise and classify the disciplines, empirical accounts have
aimed to understand academic attitudes across certain disciplines towards impact. Few have
looked across the full spectrum of disciplines. Studies have revealed that there is complex
disciplinary diversity with respect to impact. What cuts across these positions is a shared
concern about the future of pure and basic research, issues concerning research quality
(does quality suffer if everyone has to have an impact), what it means for professional
autonomy and emerging thought that impact is more aligned with applied and instrumental

research thus disadvantageous to certain kinds of knowledge.

There is a small body of empirical research analysing the way impact is conceptualised and
characterised by academics, including research into particular impact ‘domains’ such as
public engagement and commercialisation and the associated barriers. In particular, there is
a wealth of literature concerning enterprise and industry-academic engagement. Emerging
themes from previous research indicate that there is lack of consistency across the
disciplines in the understanding of what impact means, and what counts. A preoccupation
with relevance, betterment or ‘good’ is prevalent, but the impact agenda appears to present
challenges of a practical, political and philosophical nature. | attempt to highlight some key

contributions in this chapter.

The contributions of previous research indicate that academics consider time to be a main
barrier to achieving impact. In addition, there is a strong theme that evidencing impact
accounts for a large amount of concern. Several papers point to issues concerning academic
ability with respect to conducting knowledge exchange such as clarifying benefits to policy
makers with alternative agendas. There is frequent mention of impact as a burden or a
hurdle (Pettigrew, 1997) and the main philosophical and political concerns that repeatedly
appear include the association between impact and short-termism, threats to pure research

and scientific/academic freedom, a-prioi predictions and increasingly, concerns about game-

playing.

With respect to research assessment, issues emerge concerning the need to ‘sell’ impact,
the attribution of research, time-lags associated with delivering impact, the process of

evidencing impact, and the development of metrics. Concerns about capturing the multiple
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consequences of research and an emerging dialogue concerning excellence and research
quality are also present in the literature. Underpinning much of these issues is a discourse
concerning professional autonomy. Scholars have begun to investigate researcher duty,
responsibility and virtue, but it is here that theory and practice are still yet to converge as
much of the research on this lacks the empirical evidence to support the claims being made.
These contributions fit within the broader discourse of marketisation, the value of knowledge

or instrumentalism and academic freedom.

Before proceeding to review the academic response to impact, | note gaps that exist in
drawing together of theory and practice where relatively little is known about the
philosophical concerns facing academics. There is also little empirical research that surveys
the full spectrum of disciplines and fewer still exploring the two national contexts featured in
this study. Scholars have attempted to apply theory (Bourdieu’s ‘Habitus’; Maton, 2005;
Naidoo, 2004; Zipin & Brennan, 2003, for example) to the impact phenomenon but without
empirics (Martin-Sardesai et al.,, 2017) (Section 3.3). There is suggestion from emerging
studies about the influence of seniority and institutional status on academic attitudes to
impact but this is also an under researched area. Another consideration relates to the
gender of respondents who have been the subject of research about impact. There is a
wealth of literature about women in academia; however there is very little research on impact
and gender other than in the context of marketisation and neo-liberalisation in HE. Ahmed
(2006), Bank (2011), Gromkowska-Melosik (2014) and Leathwood and Read (2008) are
some of the key scholars who examine women in academia and whose work sheds light on
what could be deemed today as a masculinisation of HE (I discuss this in Chapter 5). This

could therefore be an area for future research.

Finally, some studies have attempted to explore the impact phenomenon using surveys, with
some use of interviews and latterly observational ethnographic studies, but many are from a
theoretical or have a practice-led / reporting perspective. The use of interviews, employed in
this study, provides an insight into the deeper moral concerns at the heart of my research
guestions. | begin by setting the scene about the contributions of previous research to this

emerging field of enquiry.

3.2 Contributions of previous research: introduction

This section addresses the contributions of previous research exploring impact with respect
to research funding, how it is perceived with respect to assessment and differences /
commonalities across the disciplines. Following this, | discuss some of the fundamental
contributions to the literature on the underpinning thematic strands of this research such as

academic freedom and responsibility.
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A review of the literature reveals that in addition to the substantial media coverage about
impact (Jump, 2010; 2011a; Tickle, 2012; Trounson, 2014) over the last decade particularly,
scholars have begun to research the impact agenda in relation to funding and assessment,
the practical challenges posed and the characterisations of impact across the disciplines
(Bartholomeou et al., 2007; Bastow, Dunleavy & Tinkler, 2013; Chubb, Watermeyer &
Wakeling, 2017; Chubb & Watermeyer, 2016; Derrick & Samuel, 2016; Dunleavy et al.,
2014; Holbrook & Frodeman, 2011; Holt, Goulding & Akintoye, 2014; Macfarlane, 2010;
2016; Naylor, 2007; Oancea, 2011; 2013; Oancea & Furlong, 2007; Oswald, 2009; Upton,
2012; Upton et al., 2014; Watermeyer, 2012).

There is an emerging body of research led in particular by philosophers of science and
education who have taken an interest in the potentially corrupting effects of the impact
agenda and similar directives (Bailey, 2011; Battaly, 2013; Billot, 2010; Chubb &
Watermeyer, 2016; Clegg, 2008; Frodeman et al.,, 2012; Henkel, 2000; Hewstone, 2012;
Lucas, 2006; Macfarlane, 2010; Nixon, 2008; Williams, 2002; Smith, 2010). Sociologists of
education and political scientists have looked at the ways in which impact is being
implemented and the policy implications thereof (Knowles & Burrows, 2014; Salter et al.,
2010; Watermeyer, 2016; Wilsdon et al., 2015).

Much of the discussion has related to the practical challenges impact poses as a criterion for
funding and assessment (Belcher et al.,, 2016; Chowdhury et al.,, 2016; Denicolo, 2013;
Derrick & Samuel, 2016; Martin, 2011; Nutley, Percy-Smith & Solesbury, 2003; Oancea,
2010; 2013; Parker & Teijlingen, 2012; Smith, Crookes & Crookes, 2013; Taylor & Bradbury
Jones, 2011; Terama et al., 2016; Watermeyer, 2016). | will explore each of these areas in
the sections to follow drawing on the relevant literature prefaced here. | begin by describing
some of the key features of the literature with respect to academic perceptions of the impact

agenda.

3.2.1 Research into the challenges presented by the impact agenda

This section details some of the empirical studies focused on academic attitudes towards

impact and also highlights salient theoretical or commentary literature on the impact agenda.

A study of nine UK universities by Upton et al. (2014) analysed and examined academic
institutional perspectives on impact. They stated that differentiating knowledge exchange
from impact as a process incentivises academics towards impact more effectively than the
impact-based evaluations that are in place within many universities. Indeed, a focus on new
ways of engaging through knowledge exchange activities from public engagement to social

media consequently emerged as a new subject of enquiry in the literature (Watermeyer,
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2012). Upton et al. (2014) suggested that the preoccupation with outcomes may act as a
disincentive for academics. They carried out a survey and semi-structured interviews with
academics and institutional members from six pre-1992 and three post-1992 universities and
observed that the REF had incentivised knowledge exchange activities “the direct link made
by the REF between the conduct of ‘impactful’ research and the level of institutional funding
has significantly raised the profile of knowledge sharing activities” (p.355). They asked
participants about their personal motivations for doing research in response to which a high
level of importance was given to both “making a contribution to scientific/academic
knowledge” and ‘“intellectual curiosity or personal interest” (p.356). Unsurprisingly, this
revealed that a key driver for academics was the passion and excitement for their work in
and of itself — they had an intrinsic sense of motivation and perception of the value of their
work discussed in detail in Chapter 7. The study also revealed that “delivering public
benefits” ranked highly in responses but for the want of time to carry out knowledge

exchange “out of hours” (p.359) and noted that these activities were not incentivised.

Similar reports have been published in Australia (Bexley et al., 2011; Brewer, 2013;
Cherney, Head, Boreham, Povey and Ferguson., 2013; Coaldrake & Stedman, 2013; Cuthill
et al., 2014; Doraisami & Millmow, 2016; Kayrooz et al., 2001; McKelvey & Holmen, 2009;
Mclnnis, 1998; Metcalfe, 2013; Pittman & Berman, 2009). Many of these have not been
based on empirical data but rather provide commentary and discussion around the impact
agenda. For instance, Cuthill et al. (2014) reported that a “chorus of dissatisfaction has been
noted” because of increased pressure on Australian HE (p.42). They claimed that Australian
“scholarship” was “being redefined” and that there was a “pressing need” to address
knowledge exchange and impact policy (p.43). They noted that there has to be “institutional
commitment” towards impact (p.38) so as to “move beyond piecemeal or disparate activity”
(p-38). They reviewed Australian academic perspectives on knowledge exchange policy and
practice and found recognition for academics to be more “socially responsive” (p.40). They
acknowledged that the Australian knowledge exchange policy response remains “thinly
spread” (p.40) and that the sector needs to better grasp what impact means. Cuthill et al.
(2014) cite a lack of support because of “disjointed policies” on knowledge exchange as a
challenge (p.41) and fear Australia has ‘fallen behind’ as a result. Additionally, they cite a
lack of engagement, collaboration skills and issues concerning performance metrics as
barriers, as well as motivation to engage particularly in commercialisation processes in
which capacity and skill are issues (p.42). Finally, they argue that career enhancement is a
barrier and claim that there is little time or incentive for academics to carry out knowledge

exchange. This applies across all career levels (p.43). The tone of the paper is hopeful that
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Australia can follow in the footsteps of other countries looking at research impact, which may

“‘invigorate” their focus on the public good (Cuthill et al., 2014, p.43).

Bexley et al. (2011) contributed to an empirical understanding of some of these issues and
reviewed the academic profession in a study based on a survey of over 5000 Australian
academics. Within the survey, several points related to an impact agenda. Most relevant to
this study, academics were asked about the “aspects of academic work that drew
respondents to the profession, and that held the most value for them” (Bexley et al., 2011,
p.13). Responses indicated that academics viewed the status of the ‘academic in the public
eye’ as the lowest out of fourteen variables, where the top values included the “chances for
intellectually stimulating work”, “genuine passion for a field”, “creation of new knowledge”,
and “autonomy and control over working life” (p.15). Towards the bottom of this list but
interestingly above “job security and opportunities for travel,” were “opportunities for
productive community engagement” (p.15). The findings implied that whilst the status of
public engagement in Australian universities may be low, the motivation is relatively high.
Several responses indicated that there was a high level of pressure to consider research
impact. Bexley et al. (2011) claimed that “there is more pressure to tailor research towards
applied outcomes and a rush towards outcomes at the expense of basic research” and
stated “there is a lack of value attached to important forms of academic endeavour which do
not ‘count’ under the ERA process” (p.30). They revealed that there was a level of
dissatisfaction in Australian universities and that respondents felt undermined. One

respondent from the study stated:

Much of what | value most about academic work...is continually undermined by the
techno — bureaucratic nonsense of ‘quality’ audits and the farcical presence that
perpetual competition, ranking and measuring somehow produces improvements.

Bexley et al., 2011, p.30

This is not unlike research into the personal and in-depth issues pertaining to academic life
found in Leathwood and Read’s empirical study in the UK(2012). They explored the impact
of emerging research policy changes on academic lives by carrying out email interviews with
71 academics specialising in HE research, of different gender (39 women, 32 men) and
career stages from pre-1992 and post-1992 HEIls (p.7). Interestingly, the impact agenda
‘received more support than any other main development” in research policy (p.18).
However, the study revealed some level of concern: “support was heavily qualified with
reservations about definitions, criteria and whether meaningful impact can be predicted
and/or measured” (Leathwood & Read, 2012, p.18). This is similar to Penner et al. (2013)

and Braben et al. (2009) whose commentary expressed concern about the unpredictability of
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scientific research. One respondent reported “| have been ‘told-off’ for doing work which |
found highly engaging but which is not valid in terms of impact” (Leathwood & Read, 2012,
p.11). That impact is low priority is a recurring theme (Jacobson, Butterill and Goering
(2004). Lockett, Kerr and Robinson (2008) also attempted to provide “multiple perspectives
on the challenges for knowledge exchange between HE institutions and industry” and
claimed that “many academics appear willing to engage but not at the expense of their
careers for fear that being enterprising will mean becoming an entrepreneur and abandoning
research and teaching” (p.661). A limitation of this research is that the focus was on
‘engaged’ academics, as opposed to the unengaged but the study broadly identifies the
following concerns; (1) motivation and reward is a barrier to engaging with impact, (2)
evaluation of impact is problematic, (3) brokerage with partners is a challenge, and (4)
building trust with externals present challenges (p.661). Motivation also emerged as an issue
in the research of Salter et al. (2010). They claimed “few academics engage with industry for
purely financial gain” (p.7). This suggests that the mind-set and characteristic differences
between the academic community and external partners should be taken into account in

relation to impact.

Having highlighted some of the broad issues with impact found in the literature | now
describe research which has focused on issues concerning research impact assessment. |
then consider how the impact agenda has been received by different disciplinary groupings
in the literature. | will now consider how impact is perceived with respect to research

assessment.

3.2.2 The challenge of impact as a component of research assessment

Much of the literature reveals obstacles and barriers associated with impact in the UK REF
and research assessment. Scholars have sought to consider how to review international
practices on capturing research impacts (Grant et al., 2010) and are sharing lessons about
the ways in which impact can and should be assessed through a range of policy documents
and reports from both academics, funders and policy groups alike (Davies, Nutley & Walter,
2005; HEFCE, 2010; LSE Public Policy Group, 2008; Martin & Tang, 2007; Oancea, 2009;
Penfield et al., 2013; RCUK, 2006; Technopolis, 2010; Walter, Nutley & Davies, 2003;
Wilsdon et al.,, 2015). | will now discuss some of these important contributions before

considering the scholarly research into academic reactions to impact.

In a review of international practices of impact, Grant et al. (2010) claimed that there were
several challenges faced by evaluators of research including attribution, connecting research
to its impact, variations across scoring and the value judgements made, accessing evidence

and assessing the underpinning quality of the cases. These concerns were also expressed
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in The Metric Tide, a report which presented “the recommendations of an independent
review of the role of metrics in research across the disciplines in research impact
assessment and research management”. “There are powerful currents whipping up the
metric tide” claimed (Wilsdon et al., 2015, p.2). This report highlighted the negative and
“unintended effects of metrics” (p.vii) on the research culture as well as the opportunities to
use responsible metrics. Over 150 responses were received to a call for evidence including
testimony from over 40 individuals (including some from Australia) as well as institutional
reports, focus groups and evidence gathered from REF 2014 evaluations. Wilsdon et al.
(2015) describe how metrics are a symptom of the growing pressures from government to
audit research when the “research assessment landscape is contested, contentious and
complex” (p.4). A mixed response from the academic community reveals that the use of
metrics “is open to misunderstandings”, peer-review is favored in order to account for “expert
judgment” and “disciplinary diversity” is observed (p.viii). The report suggests that the term
“indicator” is preferable to “metric”, indicative of the importance of language in policy

guidance which | discuss in Chapter 5 (Wilsdon et al., 2015, p.4).

The report reveals concerns that some indicators can be gamed (Altmetrics for example).
The report calls for a more robust and responsible approach to metrics and warns of a
burden, which will be felt across administrative processes and institutions — arguing
therefore for an open infrastructure of accessing information about research. The report
states that quantitative measures cannot substitute narrative in REF case studies. Such use
of metrics would be too ‘narrow’, favoring certain disciplines and types of impacts over

others. | discuss gaming in Chapter 8 and the disciplines in Chapter 9.

In light of disciplinary differences, Wilsdon et al. (2015) report the use of the term ‘research
qualities’ reflecting “different cultures, practices and philosophical approaches of the
disciplines” as opposed to one definition of quality. The report states that “impact is still a
contested term” (p.44) and notes problems with linear definitions of impact and the use of
metrics. Wilsdon reports that “a key concern for some critics is that impact metrics focus on
what is measurable at the expense of what is important” (2015, p.44). This is reminiscent of
Goodhart’'s Law which stated “when a measure becomes a target, it ceases to be a good
measure” (Royal Society, 2015, p.14). Despite a range of indicators being used, Wilsdon et
al. (2015) concurred with a review of impact case studies carried out by Digital Science and
King’s College London concluding that “impact indicators are not sufficiently developed and
tested to be used in funding decisions” (p.46). The report suggests that “widespread
concerns about quantitative indicators (such as citation-based data) cannot stand alone as
marks of quality” (p.46). Wilsdon et al. (2015) instead propose the “notion of responsible

metrics ensuring robustness, humility, transparency diversity and reflexivity” (p.135) and
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argue for the continued place for metrics in “informing peer review judgments of research
quality” (p.146).

Another important empirical contribution concerning impact assessment was made by
Watermeyer (2016). Describing the complaints and concerns “voiced by academics in
opposition to the adoption of impact as 20% of the REF”, Watermeyer claimed that impact
“sparked controversy from its very beginnings” (p.201) resulting in a “plethora of conceptual
and practical objections” (p.210). Watermeyer focused on general structural concerns
associated with the impact agenda and ultimately condemns it as a “conceptually flawed
process” (p.199). He stated that impact “as a measure of assessment in the REF is
habitually confused and conflated with the impact factor of an academic journal” (p.200),
indicative of persistent confusion over the definition of impact (I explore this in Chapter 5).
Watermeyer (2011) also argued that impact is seen as an infringement of academic rights
and autonomy. He described how it potential corrodes academic values (Harris, 2005;
Moriaity, 2011) resulting in crisis (Burawoy, 2011) and a “blunting of academic truth”
because of the short termism it encourages (p.204). Watermeyer (2016) reported a
community response which has been “disjointed and imbalanced” (p.205). Here, he stated
that academics have not been collecting evidence for impact assessment and that much of
the evidence may be “obscure, lost or irretrievable” (p.205). Watermeyer also warned that
the REF impact system favoured quantitative approaches and numbers, resulting in
academics ‘playing it safe’, which might disadvantage some disciplines and some types of
impact (p.205). He reported the “vagaries of research prioritisation” (p.208) as an obstacle
when trying to influence government policy as well as practical concerns such as work
structures, practices, ethos and timeframes ‘it takes time and significant personal
investment” (p.208). Watermeyer concluded by suggesting that for many, impact is an
“aggressive assault on the public university or at least its ideal” (p.204). | discuss integrity

and virtue in Chapter 7.

Watermeyer and Hedgecoe (2016) further explored academic attitudes towards the ‘selling’
of impact in the REF in a more recent empirical study. Watermeyer and Hedgecoe looked at
how academics made value judgements about impact for the REF. This was an
ethnographic observation of 90 senior academics peer reviewing case studies over two
days. The findings suggested that panel members had tried to guess how others were going
to score case studies before scoring themselves, which indicated a lack of confidence in
grading impact. Findings also revealed that post REF 2014; academics appeared to have a
clearer idea of what REF impact meant than previous REF mock panels. In addition,
Watermeyer and Hedgecoe (2016) suggested that there was an “embryonic understanding

of what made an excellent case study or excellent evidence” (p.655). Style, presentation and
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structure of the case study appeared to be influential in the scoring of case studies with
academics preferring those which were more aesthetically pleasing and engaging. Findings
also suggested that academics noted a sense of over-selling impact “throwing in everything
but the kitchen sink” (p.656); in addition, reviewers claimed “none of us really know how to
handle this” (p.655), suggestive of issues concerning conceptualisations of impact and the
meaning of “reach and significance”. Here, geographical significance appeared to be
deemed as more valuable than local significance (p.659) favouring “diasporic reach” (p.662).
The research examined the need for the “legitimisation of public engagement” (p.659) and

revealed that the REF may favour those who were “willing to sell” their research (p.663).

This is reminiscent of other more theoretical contributions to the field (Lucas, 2004; 2006;
Martin, 2011). Martin (2011) for instance warned of creating a “Frankenstein Monster” in the
REF. Martin (2011) warned it would be an “onerous and complex” business (p.247) stating
that the main issues were cost, capacity burden and capturing impacts. Martin claimed that
there was a need to have an “open debate” (p.248) about the “dangers that lie ahead”. He
too suggests that impact is unclear and ill-defined: “what is it? No-one is very sure” (p.249).
He gives an analogy of a boiling saucepan in which the water gradually rises and without
open debate involving the academic community; it may come to the boil resulting in
academics being condemned to the “fate of a boiled frog” (p.252). This view is not unlike
Sayer (2015) who criticised the REF for its high cost to public funds, academic time and
capacity, the threats to pure and blue skies thinking and negative effects to staff morale.
Sayer, like others, referred to the REF as a “burden” (p.51) and to the need for serendipity in
research: “there can be no guarantee that any academic research is going to have an

impact; not knowing the results in advance is what makes it research” (p.28).

A recent theoretical study by Chowdhury, Koya and Philipson (2016) also reflected on
lessons from the UK REF involving the analysis of 363 cases from clinical medicine, physics,
engineering, communication and media studies. The findings demonstrated particular trends
across the disciplines relating to impact domains. For instance, analysis revealed that certain
disciplines should demonstrate certain activities in order to get a high score i.e. physics and
engineering “should demonstrate public engagement activities, impacts on the economy,
society and services” (p.11), whereas clinical medicine should demonstrate that their work
“improves quality of life, life expectancy, reduces morbidity and risk of future illness” (p.10).
This suggests correlation between particular disciplines and impact activities (Chapter 5).
This research did not take into account the views of the authors, however. These accounts
suggest that the REF and research impact assessment is problematic, largely characterised
as a burden potentially disadvantageous to certain kinds of research who may struggle to

evidence impact. Additionally, some authors have considered the link between academic
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emotion/identity and the changes taking place in Australian HE. For instance, Connell (2014)
added the commentary surrounding impact and described how the ‘marketised’ university
‘demoralised’ staff (p.56) and, commenting on the rise of university management, claimed
that “we cannot get by with a demoralised or disintegrating workforce” (p.95). These
concerns are echoed by others such as Duncan, Tilbrook and Krivokapic-Skoko (2015),
Martin (2011), Winter & Sarros (2002) and Hughes and Bennett (2013) in their commentary.
In connection with this, | now turn my attention to the disciplines and impact. There is still

relatively little empirical research giving voice to many of these issues.

3.3 Disciplines and the impact agenda: context and influential concepts

This section will broadly introduce the contributions of previous research concerning the full
spectrum of disciplines before focusing on recent inquiry into particular disciplinary
responses to impact from academics in the sciences (life/earth/physical, engineering and
maths), arts and humanities and the social sciences (Sections 3.32 — 3.34).

Inquiry into the differences across disciplines has long been an area of academic study.
Most notably, | will firstly outline some of the main commentary and background relating to
this subject. In his 1959 lecture on ‘The Two Cultures’, CP Snow controversially debated the
views of his contemporary FR Leavis (1962) on the subject of the apparent polarisation
between the scientific community and the humanities. This set the scene for a longstanding
discussion about the value of different disciplines and the characteristic differences observed
across ‘intellectuals’, which Snow characterised as the natural and social sciences. Snow
theoretically referred to these cultures as “two proud kingdoms lying alongside in chaste self-
sufficiency ... Between the two a gulf of mutual incomprehension — sometimes ... hostility
and dislike, but most of all lack of understanding” (Snow, 1959, p.4). Snow debates the value
of certain types of knowledge stating that what constitutes research can in some cases be
hard to justify; “what is anyway, only with some awkwardness called ‘research’ in the

humanities” (Snow, 2012, p.1).

Between “two polar groups” (p.4) of intellectual society Snow favoured it seemed, his own
culture of science. Unsurprisingly, such a binary categorisation of the two domains was met
with suspicion, even by Snow’s own admission (p.10). However, he adopted the concept of
the cultures as representative of what he saw as reflective of the differing politics, class
backgrounds, beliefs and attitudes of the intellectuals who reside in either culture. The
spread of attitudes across the cultures, Snow noted was “obvious between the two, as one
moved through intellectual society from the physicists to the literary intellectuals, there are all
kinds of tones of feeling on the way” (p.11). He saw physics, for example, to be far removed

from poetry. Pertinent to this discussion about impact, Snow advocated science as the
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solution to society’s problems and dismissed the arts within that context. This bleak
polarisation was naturally deeply contested by those in the arts — When Snow claimed
scientists had “the future in their bones” Leavis fiercely attacked back and stated “he (Snow)
is as intellectually undistinguished as it is possible to be” (Collini, 1993, p.vii)). Perhaps the
‘two cultures controversy’ and the confrontational exchange depicted here only serves to
emphasise the cultural and conceptual differences observed across the disciplines (Collini,
2012).

In light of this debate, a stark and entrenched tension emerges about certain kinds of
knowledge, its ‘place’ in society and its perceived value — both intellectually and socially. To
dismiss this clear tension, and to condemn any ideas raised by the Two Cultures debate,
would be to ignore the ‘elephant in the room’ that certain disciplines are perhaps more
readily able to ‘prove’ their ‘value’ than others. Geertz (1976) spoke theoretically to these
debates, which sparked further discussion and empirical research in more recent times

(Oancea, Florez-Petour & Atkinson, 2015; 2017). Chapter 7 discusses these concepts.

Within sociological theory, Pierre Bourdieu (1988), argued that fundamentally, one can only
understand a phenomenon (in his case he refers to literature or a work of art) when it is
situated within other senses of meaning or practice. Most notably, Bourdieu observed
differences between the disciplines in his famous work Homo Academicus (1988) and the
concept of ‘habitus’ relating to values and dispositions (1984). He observed a “conflict of the
faculties” and explored the inherent differences observed across academics from a variety of
fields of study. Like Weber before him, he spoke of “second-class faculties”, “subordinate
disciplines” and individuals from the “lower echelons of the university space” (p.21) implying
that there was a hierarchy of the disciplines. Bourdieu made attempts to characterise
intellectuals and to describe a social hierarchy of the faculties based on their intellectual
foundations and philosophies (pp.105-126). Bourdieu’s characterisation of academic life is a
place where certain fields fuel power, conflict and competition. Bourdieu described
‘autonomous’ and ‘heteronomous poles’ where autonomous poles relate to the value of
knowledge for its own sake and those orientated towards social, political or economic goals
are heteronomous. The corrosion of autonomy can be seen to resonate today with an impact

agenda which arguably promotes the heteronomous.

Bourdieu’s field approach has been applied to HE policy and while several scholars have
drawn on aspects of his work (Ball, 2012; Bennett et al., 2009; Delanty, 2001; Holmwood,
2010; Marginson, 2008; Naidoo, 2004; Oancea, Florez-Petour & Atkinson, 2017; Smith,
Ward & House, 2011), only a few scholars have applied the specifics of Bourdieu’s’ theory to

the impact agenda itself (Colley, 2014; Maton, 2005; Oancea, Florez-Petour & Atkinson,
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2017; Zipin & Brennan, 2003). Most notably, these scholars have drawn on Bourdieu’'s
notion of autonomy and habitus as it can be seen to chime most strongly with the concept of
an impact agenda.

From a Bourdieusian perspective, the notion of autonomy is vital to the conception of the
field’ of HE. Maton (2005) for instance, argued for the ‘centrality’ (p.688) of autonomy in the
field in light of policy developments, which he claimed is now ‘fractured’ (p.688). Maton
(2005) suggests that autonomous poles, once valorised over the heteronomous, become
under threat from policy developments (p.691). This echoes the resistance felt by academics
towards an impact agenda (outlined in Chapter 2) and may explain why institutions and their
academics are in some way ‘lauded’ if they keep their distance from application (p.691).
Maton (2005) argues that moves towards ‘new managerialism’ (Deem, 1998; Waitere,
Wright, Tremaine, Brown & Pausé, 2011) (of which the impact agenda can be seen to be
symptomatic), represent a shift towards the adaptation of heteronomous principles. The
tension between different modalities of autonomy, where ‘relational autonomy’ resembles
notions of the intrinsic value of knowledge arises when autonomy is weakened, Maton
argues (2005, p.697).

Similar concepts are found in the literature by Naidoo (2004), who applied Bourdieusian
theory across the HE landscape as opposed to solely the impact agenda. Using case studies
and theoretical exploration, Naidoo (2004) explored the autonomy or independence of case
universities from the ‘political field’ (p.462). Like Maton, Naidoo (2004) draws on Bourdieu’s
framework to explore the degree of autonomy of HE as a field relative to politics. Pertinent to
this study, Naidoo highlights Bourdieu’s distinctions of forms of capital as scientific
(intellectual authority) or academic (educational achievement). Naidoo draws on the concept
of the field and capital to illustrate the relative autonomy of HE. It is through such

conceptions that the tension between HE and impact can be better understood.

The main contribution which entirely devotes discussion to Bourdieu and impact is that of
Colley (2014) who looked at the impact agenda through the lens of Bourdieu’s habitus and
‘illusio’. Like others, including Australian authors (Connell, 2013; Rowlands & Rawolle, 2013;
Zipin & Brennan, 2003), Colley specifically drew upon Bourdieu. Here, illusio can be said to
denote objects of value that elicit “commitment” (p.675) or rather more simply, stake or
interest. Colley applied this to her own research with end users of a Connexions service and
argued that the research impact agenda should be resisted because even though there was
a clear ‘impact’, the narrowing of this conception through initiatives such as the REF could
be seen to ‘encroach’ on academic freedom. Colley describes how Bourdieu can be utilised

to help researchers to understand the ‘complexities of social life’ and acknowledges that
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academics have a moral responsibility to use their expertise in society, but claims that there
is a tension between certain groups’ habitus and their illusio. Colley uses Bourdieu to
highlight how this might disadvantage certain groups occupying certain positions within the
field, for instance, certain disciplines, who have a disinterest or less of a ‘stake’ in social,
economic or cultural capital. The UK REF and other initiatives are seen in this light to
demand a shift in the commitment of interests or ‘illusio’ of academics, where one has to
play the game and ‘adjust’ one’s illusio — the interface between field and habitus.
Notwithstanding the acknowledged limitations of Colley’s report on her own research, like
Bourdieu who discussed resistance to ‘defend outmoded’ stakes, Colley argues that impact

is at the heart of the tensions which have arisen in recent times.

With respect to identity, Zipin & Brennan (2003) also draw on Bourdieu to discuss a “crisis”
of ‘habitus’ in Australian HE and a “declining autonomy” of academic fields (p.359). They
describe how governmentality in universities is resulting in ethical dissonance, ultimately
challenging academic identity. Like others, they at the time called for further research in
order to explore these dimensions and apply Bourdieu’s theory as they argue “ many policy-
orientated studies fail to address the question of how people come to comply with changes
that go against their grain” (Zipin & Brennan, 2003, p.357). Despite these accounts, the
literature on the disciplines themselves provides perhaps more specific context upon which

to contextualise this discourse.

Attempts have been made to categorize the disciplines since the late 19" Century - the first
real sense of the word ‘Faculty’ being used by Kant in his Critique of Pure Reason in 1781.
Whilst certain scholars have considered the disciplines very much within the context of
teaching and assessment (Neumann, Parry & Becher, 2002; Smart, Feldman & Ethington,
2000; Waggoner, 1994), sociologists and philosophers of science have also long considered
academics as situated within certain ‘fields’. Scholars have attempted to consider the
commonalities and differences across certain kinds of knowledge (Becher, 1989; 1994;
Biglan, 1973a). The literature has advanced with respect to typologies of the disciplines
(Becher & Trowler, 2001) the ‘tribes’ in which they are seen to reside, and how some of

these disciplines are further associated with being ‘hard’ or ‘soft’ (Chapter 5).

Attempts to categorise and divide the disciplines and conversely to harmonise them have
been made (Biglan, 1973a; 1973b; Becher, 1994; Caplan, 1979). Becher & Trowler’s
‘Academic tribes and territories’ and subsequent papers provided great insight into the
nature of the disciplines in response to the ever-changing HE landscape. Indeed, many
scholars have attempted to theoretically map the epistemological domains of the disciplines
(Biglan, 1973b; Schommer—-Aikins, Duell & Barker, 2003; Stokes,1997) in order to visualise
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the nuanced ways in which the disciplines interact, are attuned to the notion of use and utility

(Stokes, 1997) or in this case, an impact agenda (Stokes is discussed in Section 3.4).

Particularly pertinent to the context of this research is Biglan’s system of classifying
disciplines into groups based on similarities and differences in their subject matter which
remains prominent in the literature. Within this context, it is important to note the persistence
of the classification of certain disciplines as having particular behaviours or characteristics
and therefore forming part of clusters or groups — ‘pure’, ‘applied’, ‘soft’, ‘hard’ etc. Simpson
(2015) argues that Biglan’s classification persists as one of the most commonly referred to
models of the disciplines despite the prominence of some others primarily concerned with
the sciences (Pantin, 1968; Kolb, 1984; Kuhn, 1962; Smart et al., 2000). Biglan (1973b)
classified the disciplines across three dimensions; hard and soft, pure and applied, life and
non-life (whether the research is concerned with living things/organisms). Biglan's work
involved the development of theory through empirical work with academics. This led to a
‘taxonomy of the disciplines’ in which Biglan stated that ‘pure-hard’ domains tend toward the
life and earth sciences, 'pure-soft’ the social sciences and humanities, and where ‘applied-
hard’ focus on engineering and physical science with ‘soft-applied’ tending toward

professional practice such as nursing, medicine and education.

Table 1, which relates to Chapter 9, shows a representation of Biglan’s classification of the
disciplines. Interviewee discipline backgrounds used for this study are highlighted in bold.
Discipline is of direct relevance to this study and is explored in particular in Chapter 9. What

follows now is a review of the recent literature focusing on disciplinary reactions to impact.
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Hard Soft
Life Non-life Life Non-life
Pure Biology Mathematics Psychology | Linguistics
Biochemistry Physics Sociology Literature
Genetics Chemistry Anthropology | Communications
Physiology Geology Political Creative Writing
etc. Astronomy Science Economics
Oceanography, etc. Area Study Philosophy
etc. Archaeology
History
Geography, etc.
Applied | Agriculture Civil Engineering Recreation Finance
Psychiatry Telecommunication Education Accounting
Medicine Engineering Nursing Banking
Pharmacy Mechanical Engineering | Conservation | Marketing
Dentistry Chemical Engineering Counselling Journalism
Horticulture Electrical Engineering HR Library &
etc. Computer Science, etc. Management, | Archival Science
etc. Law
Architecture
Interior Design
Crafts
Arts
Dance
Music, etc.

Table 1: Biglan’s classification of academic disciplines (interviewee discipline
backgrounds used for this study highlighted in bold)

3.3.1 Discipline perceptions of impact

Recent research has explored academic perceptions of impact from the perspective of
different disciplines and this emerges as pertinent to our understanding of the impact
agenda. For instance, academics from less instrumental disciplines have been reported as
being more critical of the agenda than those in applied subjects, and “a potential threat to
gualitative, innovative and/or critical research in education and across the social sciences
and humanities” was observed by Leathwood and Read in their empirical work on issues in
HE (2012, p.18). Much of what is to follow in this section details the empirical contributions
towards our understanding of research impact, with some salient commentary or theoretical

contributions noted.

Scholars have researched academic attitudes towards impact across the disciplines using a
range of methods. Some have employed the use of questionnaires and large scale surveys
(Holt et al., 2014), whilst others have adopted methodology closer to mine, involving
interviews and mixed methods to canvas academic opinion on impact (Cherney et al., 2013;
Oancea, 2011; 2013; Oancea, Florez-Petour & Atkinson, 2017; Salter et al., 2010;

Watermeyer, 2011; 2016; Xu, 2008). Some studies have looked across the spectrum of
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disciplines using interviews (this is seen predominantly for instance in the work of
Watermeyer and Oancea whose work | will discuss in this section among others pertinent to
this study), others have focused on particular disciplines (to follow in Sections 3.3.2 — 3.3.4).

| begin by discussing Watermeyer’'s 2011 survey of attitudes towards public engagement as
a means of achieving impact in a study of UK universities. He carried out a number of
interviews with senior academics and warned of a level of “anxiety” and a “mood of
indecision” (p.386). He highlighted key issues such as a lack of consistency in views about
the conceptualisation of engagement (most felt it was synonymous to translation), an interest
from academics to engage despite “pejorative type-casting as disinterested and deficient
public communicators” (p.393), issues of capacity including inadequate institutional
structures, “undermining of academic expertise through the popularisation of specialist
knowledge” (p.393) and “hazy” (p.394) opinions as to the value of engagement activities.
These views were seen to be “elevated” in a later paper in 2012, (p.115) in which
Watermeyer suggested that the REF was seen to incentivise and “provide greater credence
and tacit momentum” to engagement (p.199). It is the REF itself which Watermeyer later
problematizes alongside pathways to impact, the effects of which are deemed as
“deleterious to the production of new knowledge, both symptomatic of the marketisation of
HE” (p.199). These studies reveal a sense that engagement itself may be positive, but the
politics of the processes of impact, may be deemed to be negative. Indeed, Pettigrew (2011)
describes how “there is now greater recognition that scholars can both continue to search for

general truths and give greater weight to temporal and spatial context” (pp.352-353)

In terms of disciplinary differences, revisiting the ‘Metric Tide’, Wilsdon et al. (2015)
acknowledged how for some disciplines “the use of indicators would never be plausible”
(p.53) (English literature is one example provided). This report details the disciplines and
their alignment or (not) with metrics and advocates a tailored approach as different
disciplines “seek to articulate the value of their work in different ways” (p.55) such as by
developing a “basket of appropriate metrics, tailored to each community in question” (p.56).
Diversity across disciplinary boundaries was therefore a key consideration for the role of
indicators and metrics in research assessment. This report was of course an official report

as opposed to empirical research.

Oancea (2011; 2013) also added to the debate concerning discipline differences conducting
a number of empirical studies. Oancea presented the findings from a 2010/11 study across
arts and humanities, social science and physical science researchers, whose views were
sought on their characterisations of research impact. Oancea (2013) stated that there was

an “opportunity to debate and reconceptualise impact” and that a “healthy ecology is needed
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in higher education” which she argued “requires autonomy” and “open debate” (p.248).
Oancea (2013) noted real “diversity” across “the disciplines, sub fields and modes of
research” with respect to how impact is conceived (p.246). In particular, Oancea identified
concern over a perceived preoccupation with short-term impacts and the required causal link
between research and impact as directed by funders. She reported concerns with evidencing
impact and the “ambiguities in researchers’ takes on impact” (p.247). Most notably, she
observed that the current notion of impact was not “fluid” enough to describe the ways in
which impact can be achieved across the disciplines. She reported that “for impact indicators
to be an adequate proxy of impact value, they need not only to be technically refined, valid
measures, but also pitched at the right level” (Oancea, 2013, p.248). This work formed the
basis of further research into the arts and humanities and their response to the impact
agenda, explored in a later section (Oancea, Florez-Petour & Atkinson, 2015; 2017). Studies
have also focused on particular sets of disciplines. | follow this section by providing an
insight into some of the research which has looked at particular sets of disciplines, pertinent

to this study.

3.3.2 Academics from the sciences and their attitudes towards impact

We have seen that the debate described in Chapters 1 and 2 was largely fuelled by
academics in the pure physical sciences and that this may account for some of the evidence
concerning scientific academic attitudes towards impact, but it may not be the full picture.
Firstly, there has been significant amount of empirical work examining the views of
scientists. Focus groups with engineering and physical science academics have illuminated
the views of applied scientists (Holt et al., 2014; Henkel, 2000; Roesnner et al., 2010; Salter
et al., 2010), the health sciences have been examined by Lavis, Ross, Mcleod and Gildiner
(2003), Ovseiko, Oancea & Buchan (2012) and Wells & Whitworth (2007). In addition, there
is a body of emerging research on the practice of impact such as how to use research to
influence policy (Huw, Davies & Smith, 2000). | will now describe some of the key issues

found in the research.

Holt et al.’s empirical research (2014) specifically focused on UK academic attitudes in the
areas of Engineering, Construction and Architectural Management (CMR) in 2014. With a
sample focused on applied disciplines in which many respondents held previous roles in
industry, Holt cited Barrett and Barrett (2004) who claimed that CMR academics would be
more naturally inclined towards professional practice. Holt et al. (2014) analysed responses
from over 250 CMR academics that were given a number of statements about impact with
which to agree or disagree. The findings indicated that some (20%) CMR academics

perceived impact to be a threat to freedom, encouraging short termism and hindering
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innovation. Overall, Holt et al. (2014) found that there was a positive response from
researchers towards impact, with over 80% of respondents stating that they understood
impact and that it was a good thing for CMR research, but the ‘politics’ of impact proved
problematic. Holt et al. (2016) carried out further research in which they again used a survey
approach to gather views of the CMR academic community. Practical issues such as time
and competency were identified as key factors, but market forces were also seen to act as

external factors for concern.

Salter et al. (2010) also contributed to the body of empirical research in this areas and
looked at applied scientists’ attitudes. They reported time, resource and support as concerns
claiming that there is not enough time for researchers to do justice to their impact
endeavours. Salter et al. (2010) instead stated that universities should “create more time
resources and support for academics to engage in venture creation, especially in disciplines
where such activities are uncommon may yield the greatest return on policy effects” (p.8).
They argued that more should be done in terms of support and suggested that over the
period of the study, which was carried out between 2004 and 2009, there were less
perceived barriers to engagement with knowledge exchange than in previous studies. Salter
et al. (2010) also highlighted a “divergence of opinion between academics and industry” (p.8)
suggestive of cultural issues and difficulties building partnerships. These studies indicate
some very practical concerns as well as philosophical issues outlined in Chapter 1 and 2
experienced by the pure science community. | will now take a closer look at research

examining academic attitudes towards impact from the arts and humanities.

3.3.3 Academics from the arts and humanities and their attitudes towards impact

Many studies have concentrated on the humanities perspective on impact. The majority of
this work has been on a theoretical nature (Frodeman, 2016; Pittman & Berman, 2009;
Riemer, 2016; Small, 2014) but many researchers have also carried out empirical work using
case studies, qualitative network analysis and interviews (Belfiore, 2015; 2016; Belfiore &
Bennett, 2007; 2010; Benneworth, 2015; Kenyon, 2014; Levitt et al., 2010; Oancea, 2013;
Oancea, Florez-Petour & Atkinson, 2015; 2017). Indeed, there is also a significant amount of
commentary on the f‘role’ of the arts and humanities and their response to impact
(Benneworth, 2015; Collini, 2001) and the Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) in
the UK and scholars in both the UK and Australia have made attempts to justify the value of
research on scholarly grounds (Bate, 2011; Belfiore, 2015; 2016; Benneworth, 2015;
Benneworth & Jongbloed, 2010; Holmwood, 2011a; Small, 2013).

A significant voice for the arts comes from Collini (2011) who believed that the arts “are more

central to a university than the natural and social sciences” and “hoped to raise the profile of
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these lesser understood disciplines” (p.1). Similarly, Benneworth (2015) outlined a “crisis in
the humanities” (p.3), (first introduced by J H Plumb, 1964), who “voiced a fear in the
humanistic academy that the rise of the industrial society would render redundant society’s
interests in the arts and humanities education” (p.3). Over time, Benneworth observed how
concerns for the humanities grew and claimed that a “rhetoric of gloom settled upon the
academy” (p.3). Benneworth reported a sense that the humanities were not delivering clear
social benefits to policy makers looking for a return on the public investment in research. US
Philosophers Frodeman, Briggle and Holbrook, for example have made significant academic
theoretical contributions to considerations of impact from the perspective of philosophy.
Frodeman (2017) claimed that “academics have either acquiesced to the demands of an
accountability regime whose triumph seems inevitable or engaged in foot dragging tactics of
passive resistance” (p.2). Frodeman determines three distinct attitudes towards impact and
groups them according to disciplines. The first includes what he refers to as the “natural
sciences and engineering” where “the focus on results is acceptable or even congenial”’. The
second, the claims are those whose demands for accountability i.e. the social sciences,
have led to new funding and investment (sociology/economics, for instance). The third set
comprises the humanities, who he states “have largely fallen out with the impact discussion”.
He states “one finds de rigour complaints about the depredations of neoliberalism” (p.2)
Instead, Frodeman argues for the role of ‘field philosophy’, which contributes more than a
theoretical response to impact. His work continues to contribute to the discussion about the
arts and humanities and impact. Oancea, Florez-Petour & Atkinson’s empirical work (2015;
2017) which built on work initially carried out by Oancea in 2011 mentioned previously in this
review, focused on ideas and articulations of value across arts and humanities scholars in
five institutions, three countries and 69 participants. Using interviews and qualitative network
analysis mapping, they drew no single definition of value for the arts and humanities. They
reported on the rich ecologies and economies present in the way value is conceptualised
and emphasised the complex interactions through which values are enacted within the arts
and humanities. Like Dewey (1939) and Joas (2000) who rejected binary distinctions of
value, they suggest the need for a more holistic approach to notions of value. This is similar
to Donovan’s (2009) empirical and theoretical work in which she calls for a ‘holistic’
combination of economics and non-economic measures of impact pertinent to all disciplines,

not only the humanities.

3.3.4 Academics from the social sciences and their attitudes towards impact

The social science perspective has been explored extensively (Bates, 2002; Bastow et al.,
2013; Brewer, 2013; Cherney et al.,, 2013; Davies et al.,, 2005; DelLange, O’Connell,
Mathews & Sangster, 2010; Donovan, 2009; 2011; Dunleavy et al., 2014; Eynon, 2012;
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Francis, 2011; Lejeune, Davies & Starkey, 2015; MacFarlane, 1997; Morton; 2015;
Neumann & Guthrie, 2002; Pettigrew, 2011; Phillips, 2010; Rogers et al., 2014; Webster,
2016). Contributions have focused on educational research, geography, business schools
and the social sciences more broadly. This section will focus primarily on the empirical
contributions in the literature about academics attitudes, in addition to noting some salient

work of a more theoretical nature.

Bastow et al. (2013), for instance added a theoretical contribution by examining the ways in
which the social sciences have made an impact. Based on a three year project that studied
380 cases of UK-based impact across several sectors, they show how the social sciences
have improved policy, public and economic impact. Throughout the book, Bastow et al.
(2013) introduced a range of challenges and observations as well as celebrating the
achievements. With respect to pathways to impact, like other scholars they described that
time-lags were an issue with respect to emerging impacts “it takes a lot of time and effort to
translate academic work for audiences outside of HE... and even more to get noticed”
(p.35). They suggest that whilst academics are beginning to strategically consider impact,
many just “get lucky” (p.35), suggestive of the need to maintain a space for serendipity in

research.

Pertinent to this study, Bastow et al. (2013) also suggest that impact may favour more
experienced researchers with “high academic reputations” through service as expert
withesses, for example (p.36). Also with respect to age they later analyse an
internet/external reference search and claim that “the age variable suggests that with an
increase in age there is a marginally greater likelihood that external references will increase
around 10-15%” (p.79). This suggests a negative association with external references. They
add that “perhaps as people get older, they wind down” (p.80), but explain that with regards
to seniority “the picture becomes much hazier” (p.82). Other barriers cited included concerns
of traceability and questions about the direct/indirect value of certain fields. Bastow et al.
(2013) claim that impact should be embedded “over time” (p.169) instead of “hoping to be in
the right place at the right time” (p.168). This suggests an even greater need to strategise
impact. This is not unlike the work of Bates (2002) who examined the Australian report
(Impact of Educational Research, DETYA, 2000) looking at the practices of educational

researchers and the impacts they have made — another timely theoretical contribution.

Like Bastow et al. (2013), Bates (2002) identified “the complexity and subtlety” of impacts
made in the field of educational research (p.407). Bates described the difficulties in pinning
down the relationship between research and practice claiming that whilst it is “indirect” they

are also “significant and numerous” (p.407). Bates stated that the scientific “theory to
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application” model does not chime with educational research and instead relationships are
far more dialogic and nuanced. Like Frodeman (2017) and Oancea (2013), Bates (2002)
claimed that an “open dialogue” is needed to truly understand and reflect on the ways
research influences non-academic environments. Bates (2002) also warned of “serious

erosion” (p.407) of support in Australian universities, in which accountability is on the rise.

Much of the literature is based upon empirical research using surveys and interview
methods. A study led by Cherney et al. (2013) involved a targeted survey with Australian
social scientists and examined the issue of research utilisation from the perspective of
researchers in education, economics, sociology, political science and psychology (Milena &
Gray, 2016). They also did a small number of interviews with academics and policy
personnel (p.786). They found that “disciplinary and methodological context matters...”
(p.780), “because these can shape behaviours and views about dissemination and
engagement” (p.785). They suggest a number of factors influencing research uptake. These
include the circumstances of the researcher; a) ‘“researcher context” (p.784) i.e. their
success at securing grants and institutional support for collaborating with external partners,
factors relating to b) “end user contexts” (p.785) which includes external practitioners views
on the “value placed on the quality of research evidence” (p.785), c) they describe
dissemination variables which concern how well researchers can translate their research
and how much they invest in doing so and d) interaction variables, which focus on the need

for “intensive linkages” with beneficiaries of research (2016, p.785).

Unlike Cherney et al., (2013), Francis (2011) found philosophical concerns relating to
academic responses to impact, though solely from an educational researchers’ perspective.
In this empirical work into attitudes towards impact in educational research. Francis argued
that there is a moral imperative for educational researchers to “develop ways to better
ensure the impact of research” but admits that this will be easier for some researchers than
others (p.4). Francis attempted to define impact and suggests that the word “developed
specific and perhaps somewhat distorted connotations” (p.4). Even though she calls
educational research a “field of practice”, she identifies the following issues. Firstly, Francis
claims that the narrow definition of the REF does not allow for the true sense of “making a
difference” (p.5) and she cites how impervious policy is to academic research because policy
makers want “definitive answers” (p.8). She is also concerned that there is a hierarchy of
activities (i.e. greater valorisation of economic impact generating activities). Cynicism about
the likeliness of impact appears to dominate views as well as a repetitive theme that time
and capacity are challenges to achieving impact. Broadening the base upon which to focus
the review, others have shown the more positive side of impact through empirical research

with academics from perhaps more traditionally ‘applied’ subject domains. For instance,
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empirical studies have been carried out in management and business schools, for example
by Lejeune et al. (2015) and Macfarlane (1997).

Lejeune et al. (2015) suggested that business schools should align well with impact and
carried out short surveys of deans, directors of research and managers at UK business
schools. Analysis revealed that over half felt that the impact agenda had changed their
strategic priorities, with 85% of participants stating that it had influenced their research
design (p.46). This study also found that the impact agenda doesn’t appear to have reduced
the importance of academic papers but instead promoted collaboration and cross
disciplinarity (p.46). In addition, the paper states that impact “seems to have re-invigorated
some types of interactions” (p.46) and is beginning to be incentivised. The study also
revealed however that many suggested that the university risks “becoming too
commercialised” (p.47) suggestive of a desire amongst participants to preserve traditional
norms of academia. In addition, many saw impact as distracting to pure research, rewarding
journalistic writing in case studies as opposed to academic skills. The paper concludes
however with an overall sense that for UK business schools involved, the impact agenda
was simply formalising what had always gone on before (p.47). For others though, the
impact agenda is not so straight forward or part and parcel. To emphasise this point, Rogers
et al. (2014) who explored the attitudes of geographers towards impact, described impact as
nebulous “often messy and unpredictable” (p.4). Rogers et al. are quick to point out the risks
associated with an impact agenda describing the financialization and instrumentalism of
knowledge as “troubling” (p.4) particularly for theoretical research areas which threatened
the autonomy of basic research “even without impact per se, research has a value as
provocation as well as policy” (p.4). This is not unlike Frodeman (2017) who when describing
impact in philosophy defended the need to be able to say there was “no impact” (p.6).
Rogers et al. (2014) described the need for traceability of impacts and evidence, warning
about making predictions and impact becoming a “disproportionate” measure (p.5). Rogers
et al. revealed “constructive and in some ways suppressive attitudes” in which academics
attempted to “reconfigure” impact (p.5), fears about short termism and indications that
impact affected all career stages. There are therefore a range of perspectives even within
what we might refer to as ‘cognate groups’ of disciplines, in this instance ‘the social

sciences’. | will now summarise some of these contributions.

3.3.5 Impact and the disciplines — a brief summary

A key feature of the literature on academic perceptions of impact is the importance of
disciplinary focus. Previous research reveals that time-lags, time (capacity), lack of

incentives/institutional support, skills gaps, evidencing impact, managing relationships and
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selling the benefits of research, particularly to policy makers who have conflicting priorities,
are all common issues across the disciplines. Issues of short termism and arguments
concerning freedom and discovery also appear to relate to the disciplines along with a clear
defence of the value of less explicit forms of knowledge.

There is a lack of agreement regarding the meaning and conceptualisation of impact, this
allows for a broad understanding of what constitutes impact in different disciplines but
equally creates instability for academics that produce less explicitly valuable knowledge.
This review shows that there is a fear and a reluctance to accept the politics of impact and
that there is evidence of resistance towards mechanisms that attempt to measure the value
of research such as the UK REF, particularly from less instrumental researchers. Differences
in the accompanying philosophical concerns of the disciplines also emerge. The arts and
humanities for example appear to engage in a rhetoric concerning value and culture (Belfiore
& Bennett, 2010; Oancea, Florez-Petour & Atkinson, 2015; 2017) whereas the applied and
social sciences generally appear to favour a practical ‘what works’ approach. The picture is
complex, but the literature indicates that academics are carrying out knowledge exchange
activity and that many recognise impact as an integral part of academic labour. This is driven
by certain processes like the REF, indicative of a step-change in HE perhaps, but there are
clear issues for academic behaviour and identity emerging as a result. In order to consider
disciplinary reactions in more detail, | will now introduce one of the underpinning themes of
this research - how impact relates to notions of pure and applied research. Chapter 9

focuses on disciplinary differences and commonalities.

3.4 Underpinning themes

3.4.1 Types of research - pure and applied

For some time, academic commentators of science/research policy and policy makers have
drawn distinctions between kinds of research in a way that relates these concepts to
technological innovation models. Although this thesis does not explicitly explore innovation
and its relationship with science and technologyi, it is pertinent to the findings of the research
to consider types/modes of research indicative of the associations that come with certain
kinds of knowledge (Bush, 1945; Caplan, 1979; Kuhn, 1962; Nowotny, Scott & Gibbons,
2003; 2006; Nutley et al., 2007; Stokes, 1979). The commentary and theoretical contribution
to this is wide ranging and historic. Drucker and Smith (1967) advocated that there must be
a mix of disciplines in order for innovation to occur. Gibbons et al. (1994) advocated their
approach to knowledge production and stated that there are two ‘modes’ of research (1994).

O’Shea (2014) describes how ‘Mode One’ is ‘pure’, ‘linear’ and ‘disciplinary’ research where
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the “quality is academically defined”. ‘Mode Two’ is ‘applied’ and ‘participatory’, similar to

‘impact’ in that its “quality is both academically defined and socially accountable” (p.393).

For Gibbons et al. (1994) in the context of a push for a knowledge economy, Mode 1 is at
risk of decline. This might appear to chime with recent events - for example the Australian
research system appears to be ‘turning away from blue skies’ favouring more applied
research (Moodie, 2017). However, these polarising states or modes do not translate to the
complex and diffuse process of innovation, certainly with respect to an impact agenda. Of
particular note is the discourse that arose, in which a ‘post-war paradigm’ (Bush, 1945;
Kuhn, 1962; Stokes, 1997) gave rise to the concepts of pure and applied research. Most
notably, Bush in his 1945 science policy report ‘Science, the endless frontier’ defined two
distinct types of research in which scientific research could be mobilised to benefit societal
growth. Through this report, US science was mobilised under public control to assist the
government marking a significant shift in science policy, still relevant today. Bush made
these distinctions in the name of preserving basic research and assumed that innovation is
rooted in pure research. He wrote “if the colleges, universities and research institutes are to
meet the rapidly increasing demands of industry and government for new scientific
knowledge, their basic research should be strengthened by public funds” (Edgerton, 2004,
p.11). Bush described a dichotomy between pure and applied research in which he reported
two distinct poles or paradigms of research in a one-dimensional linear model. Bush
proposed firstly that basic science is derived without the thought of practical use and
secondly that the results of scientific research can and should be converted to apply to
society and drive ‘technological innovation’. Though Bush is criticised as oversimplifying the
paradigm, the concepts developed in the report have proved enduring. They resonate today
with the introduction of an impact agenda, which arguably could be seen to reinforce this

argument. Basic research can be seen to be fundamental to applied research:

...it results in general knowledge and an understanding of nature and its laws. This
general knowledge provides the means of answering a large number of important
practical problems, though it may not give a complete specific answer to any of them.

Kline, 1985, p.36

Pure = @ >---------- Applied

Figure 2: Bush's types of research
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In Bush’s model, illustrated in Figure 2, he noted an inherent conflict (Stokes, 1997, p.9)
between pure and applied paradigms of research and therefore in their separation sought to
create a distinction. The acceptance and adoption of this concept is said to have led to the
‘golden age’ of scientific research after world war two in which applied was equal to ‘use’ and
basic was equal to ‘understanding’ (Stokes, 1997, p.8). Bush’s linear model situated basic
research at one end, and the development of services at the other end of the spectrum,

Figure 3 notionally illustrates this model.
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Figure 3: Bush’s linear model

Bush himself may not necessarily have espoused the linear model, but Stokes (1997) drew
on it to develop his notion of ‘use-inspired research’, reframing and situating Bush’s report as
a simplified model of a process that he claimed harmonised both pure and applied aspects
of knowledge. Stokes introduced the term ‘Pasteur’s Quadrant’, which “outlines the ways in
which notions of pure and applied research need no longer be polarised” (Chubb, 2013,
p.24). This framework allowed for the consideration of use and the preservation of
knowledge that may be of intrinsic value or non-instrumental in nature. Stokes used the
example of Pasteur’s work in microbiology, through which fundamental scientific discoveries
led to the prevention of disease. Stokes used a quadrant to show how Bohr and Edison’s
knowledge ‘typify’ pure and applied respectively - Bohr for his theoretical research into
atomic structure and quantum theory, and Edison for his applied work that led to inventions
such as the first electric light bulb. Stokes claimed “as Pasteur’s scientific studies became
progressively more fundamental, the problems he chose and the lines of inquiry he pursued

became progressively more applied” (Stokes, 1997, p.13).
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Figure 4: Pasteur’s Quadrant (from Stokes, 1997)

This model conveys a clear sense that basic research may be fundamental, at least in some
cases in the sciences, to achieving a practical outcome. Nutley et al. (2007) further nuanced
the model of research use as shown in Figure 5. This model identifies a spectrum of activity
between conceptual and instrumental use of research, but avoids Bush’s implicit assumption

of linear progression between discovery and application.

Knowledge and Attitudes, Practice and
Awareness - . - -
understanding perceptions, ideas policy change
~ More conceptual uses More instrumental uses
- -
—_ -
| |

Figure 5: A continuum of research use (from Nutley et al., 2007)

Further attempts have been made to “delineate a distinction between basic and applied
research...even if it is often or even mostly, poorly understood and neglected, or even
explicitly rejected” (Roll-Hansen, 2009, p.27). Roll-Hansen (2009) believed these distinctions
assist debates about the philosophical and political nature of science, which are also
important in the context of the impact agenda. Despite on-going recognition of the concepts
of pure and applied research, the focus of research funding has narrowed and accountability
has increased, depleting funds for research with less immediate outcomes. In Chapter 9 |

argue that the disciplines appear central to understanding resistance towards the impact
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agenda across both national contexts. This could present a huge opportunity to both
highlight and encourage further, cross-disciplinarity and interdisciplinarity across fields of
research in order to respond to global societal challenges.

Figure 6 depicts a recent analysis of nearly 7000 REF impact case studies which showed
that academics are working across disciplinary boundaries to create impact. Digital Science,
working with King’s College London (King’s College London and Digital Science, 2015)
created a map highlighting the ways that impact case studies “drew on research from
multiple disciplines providing compelling evidence that disciplinary diversity delivers impact’
(Hill, 2015). This UK study, commissioned by HEFCE looked at the content of the
bibliography of journal articles. It has limitations in that these represented the author’s view
of their disciplinary home, but it reveals that the UK has published a large volume of
interdisciplinary articles. The study found that over 80% of the REF impact cases were
underpinned by multidisciplinary research and 60 “impact topics” were described with over

3000 pathways to impact identified.

King’s College London and Digital Science (2015) identified that certain types of impact were
more common in some disciplines than others, for instance the report provided ‘impact
wheels’ detailing the kinds of activities that were described in the cases. As an example,
Panel A shows the greatest number of impacts in health care services, mental health,
pharmaceuticals and clinic guidance (p.35). Analysis also showed that different kinds of HEI
specialised in different types of impact; “small institutions are more likely to make a
disproportionate contribution to an impact topic and make a greater than anticipated
contribution to sports, regional innovation and enterprise and arts and culture” (p.7). A
further finding was that different types of research take varying amounts of time to generate
impact. Some disciplines shared similar time-lags, (REF panels A and B for instance)
whereas this factor was longer for Panel D. These findings indicate once more the
importance of disciplinary diversity when understanding impact and show that the impact

case studies are a rich source for analysis and unpicking impact activities and trends.
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Figure 6: Cross-disciplinary modes of working (King’s College and Digital Science,
2015, p. 25)°

Variations across disciplines are therefore apparent and central to this thesis. | now move on
to consider one of the emergent themes of this study, the notion of impact as associated with

utility and the questions this poses for epistemic value.

3.4.2 Theinstrumentalism and the value of knowledge

The original statement of the ideal of instrumentalised knowledge can be found in Francis
Bacon’s Novum Organum (1878) in which he praised enquiry that enhanced ‘human utility
and power. Bacon’'s New Atlantis was also devoted to instrumentalised science and
education through its depiction of institutions as places of learning and studying ‘useful’
subjects such as agriculture, health, etc. Philosophers have long discussed the concept of
the value of knowledge (epistemic value) (Aristotle, 1976; Plato, 2004) and these ideas have
continued to resonate in recent times (Brady, 2009; Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Goldman &
Olssen, 2009; Kvanvig, 2003; Popper, 1946; Pritchard & Turri, 2007; Russell, 1996).

9 This figure appears in (King's College and Digital Science, 2015, p. 25) King’s College London and Digital
Science (2015). The nature, scale and beneficiaries of research impact: An initial analysis of Research
Excellence Framework (REF) 2014. Permission sought and granted by authors J. Grant, King’s College London
and Steven Hill, HEFCE 2017.
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Sociologically, the concept has also been explored with respect to rank and position
(Bourdieu, 1988). Hayek (1947) argued against the utilisation of knowledge for instrumental
ends and claimed that knowledge should be a free pursuit; this is similar to views held by
Barnett (1998), Newman (2004) and others.

In recent times, the concept of knowledge as associated with utility has been revisited. Fuller
(1999) (cited in Jacob, 2003, p.129) claimed that social utility as a concept is vague and
begs the question as to whether there can be such a thing as useless knowledge, famously
described by Bertrand Russell in his work ‘in praise of idleness,’” first published in 1935
(Russell, 1996). Some scholars dismiss the ideal vision of scholarship and knowledge as
intrinsically valuable as nostalgic (Drucker & Smith, 1967). Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff (2000)
however describe how one might be able to maintain both views through the development of
their ‘triple helix concept’ of the university in which they advocate the university’s role in

society but not at the cost to basic research or academic freedom.

Indeed, types of research, or modes of knowledge production as we saw in the previous
section, can be seen as important to this debate. Nowotny et al. (2003) claimed that utility
ought to drive the production of knowledge. This work conveyed an implicit sense that
economic value ought to be pushed into the knowledge economy as a priority over what is
more socially useful (this gives an impression of the level of esteem associated with certain

types of impact discussed in Chapter 5).

Some scholars associate knowledge with its use (Olssen & Peters, 2005) and policy makers
consider knowledge as something that should be reconceptualised in terms of its
epistemology so that its inherent purpose is also defined by its utility (Delanty, 2001). In
doing so, many have associated use with epistemic value. To explain the concept of
instrumental and intrinsic value, one might refer to philosophy where to conceive of
something as possessing instrumental value associates it with its outcome, not as an end in
itself but as a means to an end (Bentham, 1996; Mill, 2003). Both British and utilitarian, it is
perhaps no coincidence that the instrumental conception of value emerged from thinking
rooted in British intellectual culture. Recent research has argued for symbolic value or
‘intrinsic’ value in both instrumental and non-instrumental research (Boswell, 2014). An
interesting assertion, for if governments do not intend to stamp out pure and ‘blue skies’
research, a concept of symbolic value could soften the divide between pure and applied

types of research (Chapter 5).

Within the context of this thesis, instrumentalism refers to the telos of knowledge — in other
words, the product or outcome of knowledge and how knowledge can be utilised in society.

In Greek, telos can also refer to the fulfilment of purpose (Aristotle, 1976). Within this

74



context, epistemic value could relate, for example, to knowledge and/or understanding and
represents a set of epistemic goods that may or may not be applied to a further set of
practically useful ends. The intrinsic value of knowledge can be understood as that which
denotes an inherent merit for its own sake, regardless of an end goal or outcome — an object
has value because of what it is alone. As is pertinent to this discussion, one might therefore
value theoretical knowledge for its own sake. In the context of an impact agenda, this
perspective on knowledge risks becoming ideological and unrealistic in light of neoliberal
knowledge policies (Oakeshott, 1972). The impact agenda appears to relate to a discourse
of the utility of knowledge but one that is axiologically thin because it only acknowledges
practical value that is potentially invidious as it purports to be the only authority on the

subject.

Considering the philosophical roots of epistemic value, Plato’s Meno (2004) contends that
what is valuable about knowledge is not its use but its intrinsic properties and it is in this
work that Plato discussed why knowledge is more valuable than pure belief. This led
scholars to ponder the question, if knowledge can be useful should it be pressed into action,
‘applied’ so that its use is fully realised (Brady, 2009; Greco, 2009; Rooney, 1992). The
notion of impact questions the intrinsic/extrinsic value of knowledge with renewed focus
(Collini, 2011; Goldman & Olssen, 2009; Haddock, Millar & Pritchard, 2009; Kvanvig, 2003;
Miles et al., 1998; Pritchard, 2007; Pritchard, Millar & Haddock, 2010; Russell, 2013).
Arguments for and against the intrinsic value of knowledge are seen in the literature.
Benneworth (2015) claimed that in today’s research environment one cannot hold on to
‘precious’ arguments about it; “it is simply no longer tenable to make intrinsic value or self-
improvement arguments that can be rejected for their self-serving nature” (p.5). Citing
Gulbrandsen and Aanstad (2012), Benneworth referred to scholars that ‘cling’ to the
preservation of knowledge’s intrinsic value as the “Plato Crowd” (p.5) suggesting that there
should at least be conversations “that make their research open to more applied scholars”
(p.5) so as to realise the “social life of knowledge” for example, in the arts and humanities
(p-3). The value of knowledge is explored in Chapter 7. In addition to issues about the value

of knowledge, integrity emerges as a theme for exploration.

3.4.3 Integrity and impact

This section considers integrity, by which | mean possessing of good character traits, such
as those outlined by UUK in the Concordat to Support Research Integrity (2012) promoting
values such as trust, openness, rigour, transparency and respect (UUK, 2012, p.7).
Challenging the intrinsic value of knowledge has been said to lead to the corruption of

epistemic virtues leading to what Heather Battaly (2013) referred to as ‘epistemic
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insensibility’. This is similar to Scherkoske (2011) who claimed that integrity was an
“epistemic virtue that is, it is a stable disposition that reliably places its possessor in good

epistemic position and leads to cognitive success” (p.196).

Levine and Cox (2016) described how “Aristotle and others recognised the difficulties of
cultivating and maintaining virtue within social, political and economic structures” (p.224). In
the context of an impact agenda, the politicisation of knowledge creates a problematic
environment for the maintenance of ideal values in academia, such as integrity and virtue
(Chubb & Watermeyer, 2016; Nixon, 2008; Zipin & Brennan, 2004). Ziplin and Brennan
(2003) notably discussed the ‘Habitus Crisis in Australian HE’ in which they observe “the
new rules of the game are creating severe conflict within the dispositional constitution of
professional identities, especially in the suppression of dispositions to be ethical agents”
(p.351). Here, Habitus can be understood as a system of dispositions and tendencies that
organise the ways individuals see the world (Zipin & Brennan, 2004). The preservation of
virtue discussed in more recent commentaries suggests that the ability for academics to be
fully truthful (Williams, 2002) or virtuous (Macfarlane, 2010; Nixon, 2008) is at threat and is
accordingly modifying the ways academics behave. Ziplin & Brennan (2003) reported that

Australian universities are therefore in similar moral “crises” to those in the UK (p.351).

In recent years, funders and other stakeholders of research have renewed their focus on
integrity and ethical conduct of research. According to funders, good ethical conduct in all
aspects of research including impact should be pursued to the highest standard. With
respect to virtue, ethics and epistemic virtue, by upholding a certain standard of integrity in
research, academics can be seen as ‘virtuous’, yet within this context, a pressure to conform

to requirements set by funders might result in a corrosion or corruption of those values.

With respect to this discourse, virtue can be understood as a trait of character to be admired,
in a similar way to characteristics such as honesty or intellectual autonomy. Battaly (2013)
describes how contemporary scholars and virtue ethicists have attempted to define virtue
and the extent to which motivation for doing good makes something more or less virtuous
(Anscombe, 1958; Zagzebski, 1996). Although reflecting deeply upon the philosophical
discourse of virtue would be outside the scope of this project, it is pertinent to acknowledge
that impact can be viewed as incongruent with idealised Mertonian norms of academia,
enlightenment ‘ideal standards’ of academic virtue, discussed in Chapter 7. Here, impact
and other policy directives indicative of managerialism in universities can be seen to
potentially corrode intellectual traits such as honesty and truthfulness (Battaly, 2013;
Donovan, 2017; Nussbaum, 1997; Williams, 2002).
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Critics argue that in response to a performance-driven academic environment and increasing
competition for research funds, academics are being corrupted because the culture creates
conditions that erode, marginalise and militate against the exercise of virtue. Battaly (2013)
claims for example, that the UK REF encourages ‘vice’, which she refers to as intellectual
insensibility — the inability to recognise what is intellectually valuable. In this way, academics
are at risk of becoming increasingly compelled to be more dramaturgical with their
imaginings of impact — a requirement which also appears to destabilise and redefine what it
means to be a scholar with integrity (Braben, 2010; Chubb & Watermeyer, 2016; Collini,
2012; Sayer, 2015). Indeed, concerns over issues of ‘gaming’ the system have also been
raised with respect to the UK REF (Wilsdon et al., 2015).

The justification of academics in this position relies on the suggestion that in an age of
accountability the only way to get funding/prestige is to bend the rules (Resnik, 2008). In the
event of having to foresee impact, academics whose research is further removed from
application might risk compromising their virtues as honest and transparent agents, which
begs the question as to whether researchers can maintain integrity in the face of such
pressures. Indeed, there is a rich vein in the sociology of science that would point to
contradictions between the high-minded principles of science and how it works in practice
(Resnik, 1998).

Honesty is justified because it contributes to the advancement of knowledge, not
because it brings scientists money, prestige or power. Indeed, if money, prestige or
power constituted some of science’s ultimate aims, we would not expect scientists to
be honest.

Resnik, 1998, p. 41

Resnik argues that integrity and virtuous character traits such as honesty would / should not
be an expected or anticipated trait of scientists who pursue knowledge for the sake of an end
goal or result such as the pursuit of research funds. This has echoes of long standing views
about the role of ethics and integrity. For instance, the French mathematician Henri Poincaré

claimed:

Ethics and science have their own domains. They can never conflict since they never
meet.

Poincaré, cited in Shapin, 2009, p.11

Ethics and science must meet and increasingly with the impact agenda they can be seen to
be inextricably linked. Knowles and Burrows (2014) for instance explored ‘the impact of

impact’ in their paper which “ruminates” on how impact “shapes the research we do” (p.237).

77



They alluded to game - playing and the changing landscape of research and
characterisations of impact and report that impact raises questions about the “content and
conduct of research” in the face of “deepening demands of excellence” (p.252). Within this
context, the idea that academics can maintain integrity or virtue in the face of extrinsic
pressures appears at least to certain groups, incongruous and worthy of exploration
(Chapter 8). | now consider some of the previous literature on academic freedom and

responsibility as it seems freedom may be a vital component for ethical conduct.

3.4.4 Academic freedom

Academic freedom is a concept that has been long associated with the university and its
academics. In the UK for instance it is an established legal right for academics to question
and dissent without the risk of losing their jobs (O’Hear, 1988). Many have defended the
need for academic freedom; Arblaster (1974) claimed that teachers and students should be
free to follow their own interests, for instance. The German Philosopher Karl Jaspers in his
Idea of the University described how academic freedom was regarded as central to the
modern university and this has persisted as a perception in Western HE. Conrad Russell
(1993) claimed that the role of academics was to challenge politics and that this was a
central part of their academic freedom.

Several attempts have been made to arrive at a definitive and comprehensive definition of
academic freedom (Berdahl, 2006; Fuller, 2003; Gibbs, 2016; Kenny, 1985; O’Hear, 1988).
Conrad Russell (1993) benchmarked his view of academic freedom based on an
amendment to Education Reform Bill, moved by Lord Jenkins of Hillhead where academic
freedom was defined as “the freedom within the law to question and test received wisdom,
and to put forward new ideas and controversial or unpopular opinions without placing
themselves in jeopardy of losing their jobs or privileges” (p.2). An academic himself, Russell
attempted to maintain a policy-directed unbiased approach and accepted that “for any
academic, there is a tendency to assume that their rights to free speech are inextricably
intertwined with their right to run their own affairs’ (p.3). Russell claimed that external
pressures may cause an academic to “feel a Woody Allen sense of helplessness in the face
of a mighty outside world over which he has no physical control” (p.3). He and many
advocates of academic freedom believed that only by preserving a “medieval idea of ‘liberty’
into which the state does not enter” (p.4) can autonomy (vital for integrity) be preserved
(Chapter 8). The state, he claimed “should not meddle” (p.3). He also implied that the idea of
violating the concept of academic freedom is somehow akin to violating the Hippocratic
Oath.
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Given that definitions of academic freedom vary greatly they perhaps ought to be seen to
adapt to different economic and political circumstances. Academic freedom is therefore often
misunderstood. Hammersley (2016) identified that there was considerable “dispute” (p.108)
about what it means. This forms part of the debate around whether research and knowledge
can and should be pursued simply for its own sake, or whether economic reality dictates that
society must see value from the research it supports. Hammersley (2016) and Fish (2014)
claimed that there is pressure upon universities and thereby their academics which threatens
academic freedom, whereas some scholars posit that academic freedom and impact ought
to go hand in hand. Hammersley (2016) described how Post (2012) claimed that academic
freedom is vital to “democratic competence” (p.109). Post assumed a link between society
and research, whilst Hammersley and Fish warned that this could be disadvantageous for

pure research.

Seen as a result of academic capitalism, Slaughter and Rhoades (2004) criticised the
marketisation of HE for having the potential to impede freedom. Docherty (2014) claimed
that “the modern university is, in some ways, always at war; and one contemporary battle in
that war is for the maintenance of academic freedom” (p.1), while Chantler (2016) claimed
that initiatives like the impact agenda are “eroding academic freedom and institutional
autonomy on which universities’ immeasurable contribution depends” (p.215). A study by
Kayrooz et al. (2001) stated that “academic freedom lies at the heart of political battles”
(Menand, 1996, p.4) and Gibbs (2016) drew attention to O’Hear’s view that “academic
freedom embodies an acceptance by academics of the need to encourage openness and
flexibility in academic work and of their accountability to each other and society in general”
(O’Hear, 1998, p.132). This view seems to imply that academic freedom might actually be

associated with impact.

Theoretical perspectives on academic freedom and the role of the academic continue to
dominate the critical discourse (Barnett, 1998; Gibbs, 2016; Haskell, 1997; Menand, 1996)
but there is also an increased amount of literature on the impact agenda specifically affecting
matters of academic freedom (Chubb & Watermeyer, 2016; Gunn & Mintrom, 2017; Smith et
al., 2013; Upton et al., 2014; Watermeyer, 2014). As discussed, Colley (2014) applied a
Bourdieusian approach to impact and resolved that academic freedom is at risk from the
impact agenda and that academics must find a way to resist it (Lucas, 2004). Concerns for
academic freedom and the “changing basis of academic autonomy” are also emerging
(Eddy, 2003). However, the predominant position appears to be that freedom ought to be
worked alongside accountability (Gibbs, 2016; Harris, 2005) and that academic identity must
alter in accordance with it (Banks, 2013; Delanty, 2001; Evans, 2002; Giroux, 2014; Henkel,

1997; 2000; Sadler, 2011). The link between academic freedom and evaluation of research
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nevertheless dominates the discourse (McNay, 2007a; Kayrooz et al., 2001; Martin-Sardesai

et al., 2017) This relates to the concept of responsibility explored in the following section.

3.4.5 Duty and epistemic responsibility

The relationship between the academy and society is complex. Kennedy (1997) described
academic duty to society in the face of pressures to perform for ever-depleting research
funds and scholars have long considered the role of public accountability and autonomy with
respect to the changing political landscape (Gibbs, 2016; Ranson, 2003; Sadler, 2011).
Miller (2001) argued that “public attitudes to science, showed periods of great adulation and
expectation immediately after the war, followed by disappointment and even hostility, giving
way to a generally ambiguous viewpoint.” (p.115). Miller (2001) stated there was “a tendency
for scientists to retreat into their shells, frowning on those who ventured onto the public
stage” (p. 115). He acknowledged potential barriers to achieving this, claiming that there
needed to be a two-way exchange between the public and the research community. In 1985,
Sir Walter Bodmer in response issued the Royal Society Statement on the ‘Public

Understanding of Science’, known as the ‘Bodmer Report’:

Scientists must learn to communicate with the public, be willing to do so, and indeed
consider it their duty to do so.

Bodmer, 1985

Duty is defined as “a moral or legal obligation what one is bound or ought to do, the binding
force of what is right” (Hawkins & Le Roux, 1987, p.253). The idea that academics have a
duty to communicate is not new but Kayrooz et al. (2001) (summarising Marginson &
Considine, 2000; Meek & Wood, 1997) suggested that duty would be in tension with the fact
that the “public university” is being replaced by the “enterprise university” as previously
discussed. However, Kayrooz et al. (2001) also highlighted that academics see their ‘duty’

not only to their students and their peers, but also to society.

To contextualise the notion of duty philosophically, Kant’'s theory of moral philosophy
focuses heavily on duty and what he defined as the ‘Categorical Imperative’. Kant referred to
what ought to be done, a principle focusing on moral actions and not what the
consequences of any action might dictate. Kant claimed we have innate moral values and
our sense of duty should dictate how we act, because our duties are intrinsically good in
themselves (Stratton-Lake, 2000). Contemplating duty with respect to right and wrong
creates an interesting dimension when considering whether one ought to communicate
research for the good of society and instrumental ends (Chapters 6 and 7). Scholars have

argued that impact is vital, stating that “the prime function of leading-edge research is to
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develop new understanding and the creative people who will carry it into society” (Boulton,
2010, p.23). There is therefore a clear link between duty/responsibility and research
communication and a range of views on how academic freedom and responsibility relate.

The pertinent literature is now explored.

3.4.6 The relationship between academic freedom and epistemic responsibility

A tension exists between the idea of academic freedom and impact. Corbyn (2010)
describes how Einstein defined academic freedom as “the right to search for truth and to
publish and teach what holds true”. This ‘right’ he claimed, “also implied duty” (p.1). This is
not unlike issues which endure today in which academics are dependent upon governmental

research funds.

The Philosopher John Stuart Mill controversially defended individual moral and economic
freedom from the state and in his influential political and philosophical work ‘On Liberty’ he
explored questions about the limits to the authority of society over the individual. Mill (2003)
believed freedom would bring positive consequences for society. There is a much longer
historical debate about academic freedom and the role of the university in relation to
theological ‘worldliness’ debates and ‘separation’ of church and state. Graham (2002)
argued that to be pure is to be insular and to be applied is to be ‘in the world’. Watermeyer
(2012) describes how Graham “defogs the ‘ivory tower complex” and goes on to cite
Graham who argued that a “certain sort of purism about universities is not only out of place,
but was never in place” (2002, p.2). Such debates have arguably existed since the beginning

of the medieval university.

Russell (1993) claimed that “any right to public money must carry with it a reciprocal duty
and where there is a duty; there must be accountability for performance” (p.10) and he
compared the tension between state and universities as “more like a stormy but vital
marriage” (p.8). He argued that academic freedom is necessary for the university to play its
role within society, but talked specifically about freedom as freedom to as opposed to
freedom from. He made the distinction that academic freedom is different to freedom of
speech and he also talks about the fact that there are definitions that relate the rights of
academics to security in academic employment to academic freedom.. Many maintain that
the university plays a vital enough role in society without the need for impact and that
academics ‘duties’ are no different to anyone else’s (Russell,1993, p.10). | attempt to draw

together the themes from the literature in the following summary.
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3.5 Summary

Impact is a growing and developing field of academic investigation both in terms of research
policy developments in contemporary HE and how these developments revisit longer
standing views and philosophical thought on the role of knowledge and academics in
society. Despite an emerging body of literature looking at the barriers to implementation of
an impact agenda and the over-arching themes explored in this thesis, there is only a small
volume of research on the philosophical and personal effects of the impact agenda.
However, there are key areas of research, providing both theoretical and empirical
perspectives on impact, to which this research contributes. The focus of existing work
appears to be on the implementation and understanding of research impact assessment
methods and also some of the broader issues affecting academic labour. There is also a
body of literature on the attitudes towards marketisation and academic entrepreneurialism
specifically, but a relatively small amount with respect to impact (certainly in Australia),
though this continues to emerge.

Much of the emphasis in the literature focuses on the mechanisms of carrying out knowledge
exchange and reporting on impact. There is also a wealth of research on marketisation and
pressures on the university of which impact can be seen as symptomatic. The literature also
relates to broader historical and philosophical concerns about knowledge and its utility.
Although academic responses to these changes are beginning to be documented, my study
provides a rich empirical base of evidence highlighting not only the practical concerns facing
the academic community but also reveals their feelings, attitudes and resulting behaviours,
which builds on this emerging field of scholarly enquiry. As Martin-Sardesai et al., (2017)
state in their literature based analysis of Government Research Evaluation Systems (GRES)
in the UK and Australia; “further empirical research on the implications of GRES on
academics is urgently needed” (p.372) and the “need to address this from academics’ points

of view” is of great importance (p.380).

Alongside a range of practical issues described in Section 3.3.5, long standing issues
relating to professional autonomy, instrumentalism, freedom and responsibility underpin
some of the key contributions in this field. Questions of value are explored particularly with
respect to the disciplines where impact is less explicit, where issues arise over evidencing
the impact of certain kinds of less instrumental knowledge. Disciplinary diversity is
acknowledged as a key issue in the literature, suggestive of impact as reliant upon
interpretations and philosophies of different fields. Additionally, the moral aspects of the
impact agenda emerge with respect to gaming and ‘over-selling’ in the context of hyper-

competition for scarce funds.
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Finally, impact can be seen in the literature to pose political challenges. There is an
emerging body of evidence investigating the role of universities and the need for the public
to see a return on investment in research. In an era of post-truth politics and anti-
intellectualism, arguably now more than ever there appears to be a greater need for
researchers to interrogate research policy and the effects of the broader changes taking
place in HE so that impact can be better understood and supported. The key challenges
highlighted in the literature suggest that academics are challenged by having to think about
impact a priori, that they view impact as counter to the research process, unduly influencing
research directions, fundamentally damaging to the process of innovation and preservation

of pure research, needed for global competitiveness.

In addition to these issues raised, whilst contributions to the field are emerging and varied, in
depth accounts about the underlying philosophies of academics facing these changes, are
still relatively thin, with many reports and articles contributing to a broader discourse about
impact as a symptom of a marketised HE. The literature clearly shows how disciplines are
making an impact yet there is still a great need more which needs to be understood in terms
of both enablers and blockers of impact. This research serves to illuminate some of the
deeper issues already present in the literature, particularly those affecting the epistemic

sensibilities of academics. | now introduce my methodology and analysis.
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4 Methodology

4.1 Introduction

This chapter will discuss the research methodology and philosophical approach. | first
provide an introduction to the methods used (Section 4.1), before discussing the research
design; the case study approach (Section 4.1.1), case study design (Section 4.1.2),
sampling and recruiting participants (Section 4.1.3), the UK interviews (Section 4.1.4), the
Australian interviews (Section 4.1.5) and a rationale of the research design (Section 4.1.6).
In Section 4.2, | outline the data collection process in which | describe the interview practice
(Section 4.2.1), preparation and transcription (Section 4.2.2 — 4.2.5), ethics and my role as
the researcher (Sections 4.2.6 — 4.2.7), gender (Section 4.2.8) and discipline representation
(4.2.9). In Section 4.3, | outline the nature of the inquiry before stating my analytic approach

in Section 4.4. The chapter is summarised in Section 4.5.

The purpose of the study was to investigate academic researchers’ perceptions of the
impact agenda in the UK and Australia. | conducted 51 semi-structured interviews with mid —
senior career academics between 2011-13 in the UK and Australia (n=30 UK), (n=21
Australia). The sample comprised academics from the field areas of arts and humanities,
social science, life and earth science and physical sciences including maths and
engineering. The interviewees came from two institutional cases, which were selected
because of their institutional and cultural contexts; both research intensive, top 100
universities which were traditional in a sense in focus (i.e. not technology focused). The

interviews took place in person and a small number (five) were carried out online via Skype.
This chapter sets out the methods used to answer the following research questions:

e How do academic researchers in the UK and Australia conceive of their roles and
responsibilities as researchers in the context of the impact agenda?

¢ What philosophical challenges do academic researchers perceive to be present
when considering the impact agenda with respect to freedom, epistemic value and
responsibility?

e Do academic researchers’ responses vary across different groups, such as across

disciplines and different national contexts?

A prerequisite for taking part in the interviews was that participants had experience of grant
writing and an awareness of the assessment of impact as a measure for the quality of

research. Table 2 provides this information.
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| explored researchers’ in-depth perceptions and feelings towards the impact agenda using
interviews which offered an effective way to draw out empirical evidence enabling me to
focus on the individual academic voice. Academics were able to express the issues they
experienced, however nuanced, which were arguably easier to explore in person. This
chapter will explain how | carried out my research. | begin by describing the case study

approach and research design.

4.1.1 A case study approach

This project focuses on the phenomenon of an emerging impact agenda in the UK and
Australia. Yin (2009) states that where the focus of the research is “on contemporary
phenomena within a real-life context” (p.2) a case study approach should be used in order to
reveal “in-depth description of some social phenomenon” (p.4). Bassey (1999) cites
(MacDonald & Walker, 1977) who describe case studies as “the examination of an instance
in action” (p.24). Yin (2009) explains that “case study research can include single and
multiple case studies” and that the latter might also be referred to as using “comparative
case methods” (p.19) (Agranoff & Radin, 1991; Dion, 1998; Lijphart, 1975). In this instance,
the social phenomenon is the impact agenda within two real-life settings: the Australian and

UK universities.

Elements of this project are characteristic of a multiple case study, however not all aspects
of this study relate to this approach. Case study methodology is rooted in the disciplines of
sociology, anthropology, history and social psychology (Bassey, 1999, p.22) and has only
recently emerged as a tool for educational research. Cohen, Manion and Morrison (2007)
discuss the case study model in detail, and state that “the case study researcher typically
observes the characteristics of an individual unit” (p.24). This is not unlike Gillham (2000). In
my case, whilst there was a short immersion in the Australian case environment, this was
not an ethnographic study. | was nevertheless able to “probe deeply and to analyse
intensively” (Cohen et al., 2007, p.124) the phenomenon of research impact through
interviews. | will describe what that entailed and how | rationalised my two cases for this

study, explaining the benefits and limitations of this approach.

Case study research is defined as “a strategy for doing research which involves empirical
investigation of a particular phenomenon within its real life context” (Robson, 2002, p.178).
Gillham (2000), states that a case study is a “unit of human activity embedded in the real
world” where the case can be “an individual, a group, an institution and a community” (p.24)
and a case study “seeks a range of different kinds of evidence, evidence which is there in a

case study setting” (p.1).
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| argue that since there is relatively small body of research into academics’ perceptions of
the impact phenomenon in two cases (UK and Australian universities) an in-depth approach
is required. Yin (2009) acknowledges the limitations of case studies; he states that they
might be perceived to be a “soft form of research” but that they are “remarkably hard” (p.21)
because they rely on the researcher’'s “ability” (p.16). In the case of this project |
acknowledge of my role as the researcher (Section 4.2.7) and found it incredibly important to
be reflexive and rigorous throughout the process, such as through keeping notes and
revisiting coding during analysis. A strength of the case study approach is however that it
allows the “research to intensively investigate the case in-depth, to probe, drill down and get
at its complexity” (p.102) and this was a real benefit in this project as it generated so much

rich data, and it was the richness which | was interested in.

We have seen how policy in both countries stipulates the requirement for research that is
publicly funded to have an impact or an influence or effect on the outside world that can be
demonstrated, or evidenced. A multiple case study approach therefore enabled me to
highlight the richness of the issues affecting researchers in both contexts with “a set of
research questions serving as a guiding framework for the data collection and analysis”
(Arthur et al., 2012, p.104). Here, the ‘case’ can be described as “an individual, such as a
teacher or student: an institution...” (Arthur et al., 2012, p.102). This multi-case study
approach allowed me to really unpick the issues pertaining to the academic response
towards the impact agenda, thus being able to thoroughly “explore a phenomenon about
which not much is known” (Yin, 2009, p.17).

4.1.2 Designing the case studies

The two cases were selected because of their institutional and cultural contexts. Partly,
these universities were selected because of access as Yin (2009) states it is important to be
“able to access the potential data to interview people” so as to “illuminate” my research
guestions but also they were selected because of their characteristics, which would provide
comparable data of the UK and Australia (Yin, 2009, p.26). According to Yin (2009) case
study research provides the research design or the “blueprint” for getting “from here to there”
(p.26). Yin claims there are five components to designing a case study research project; “a
study’s questions; its propositions (if any), its unit(s) of analysis; the logic linking the data to
the propositions and the criteria for interpreting findings” and puts particular emphasis on the
“study questions”. He says the approach is “most likely to be appropriate for “how” and “why

questions” (p.27).

This study is concerned with: how researchers feel about/perceive the impact agenda within

these institutions and why. Arthur et al. (2012) cite Yin (2009) stating that “multiple case
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studies involving a small number of cases are often related in some way” (p.102). In this
instance both cases have many typical features of research-intensive universities within the
world whose research is internationally significant and who form part of the Worldwide
Universities Network (WUN) — a global HE network. There was some discussion about the
merits of including the chosen Australian university as a case for this project. Initial thoughts
were to compare the UK institution with another non-research intensive, perhaps, UK ex-
polytechnic university in order to explore whether the range of responses relate to certain
traditions within ‘types’ of institutions. There was however, clear merit in examination of the
Australian case because of the way impact is emerging in Australia. | also had good access
to the case and the chosen institution shared characteristics with the UK case, which was

relevant to the analysis.

As there was little research on academic perceptions towards impact in the UK and even
less in Australia at the time of designing the project, it was appropriate to use more than one
case design for this project. Yin (2009) states that single case design should be used when
one is “testing a well — formulated theory” (p.50), or when it is a “rare or unique case” or
conversely when the case is a “representative or typical case” (p.48). Instead, it was useful
to carry out the research in the UK university almost as part of a pilot case but without the
expectation that it would stand alone. Gillham (2000), states that interviews are a common
form of data collection for the case study design model. Similarly, the case study model
lends itself well to a “narrative format” in which the researcher can “tell a story” about a
particular phenomenon or event within a particular context (p.22). With this in mind |
considered ways to design my questions so as to elicit information that would tell the story

about the reception of research impact in the two universities.

The multiple case study approach has advantages and disadvantages. Yin (2009) talks
about how “the evidence from multiple case studies is often more compelling” (p.53) as
collecting testimony from two geographical contexts arguably adds weight to the research,
which of course | did in this project. This was a key driver for including the Australian
university in the design, although this approach required resources to carry out the fieldwork
and additional time in order to collect the data — both disadvantages pointed out by Yin in his
critique of this method (p.54). It was anticipated that because both countries were going
through significant change with respect to an emerging impact agenda, one could either

predict similar results or predict contrasting results (p.54).

Gillham (2000) states that it is important to “keep an open mind” and to try to avoid making
assumptions when carrying out research (p.17). This is particularly relevant with case study

research where the researcher might think they know the area or might “carry conceptual
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baggage” (p.31). This was particularly important with the cases chosen for this study. At the
time of interviewing | worked in the area of research impact at a UK institution, it was
therefore important to keep an open mind as “this very familiarity can blind us and close our
minds” ( p.18). This was another reason for using a case study method approach and relates
to my role which I discuss in (Section 4.2.7).

4.1.3 The sample and recruiting participants

51 semi-structured interviews were conducted with academics with experience of writing for
research funding and assessment. The details of potential interviewees were provided by
staff at the research offices at both institutions. The UK interviews were carried out during
2011/12 and the Australian interviews in 2013. My participants were drawn from lists of
academic and research active staff at both sites. | will firstly explain the sampling and
recruiting process which took place in the UK before describing the process in Australia.

| approached the Research Office at the UK site and requested a list of grant applications
received by their office following 2009, when Pathways to Impact were first introduced into
grant applications. The list | requested included applications targeted at RCUK funds,
including AHRC, MRC, ESRC, BBSRC, EPSRC, STFC and NERC. The list included
successful and unsuccessful applications, the name of the applicant, their title/gender, the
date it was received, their department, the funder it was submitted to, the title of the project,
the amount requested and the outcome. | was given this list in hard copy, not electronically.

In total, there were over 500 names on the list, including some repetitions.

In order to decide who to contact, | examined the list and with the aspiration to achieve fair
gender representation, chose ten names from each funder broadly representing the subjects
within that broad subject area. For instance, for EPSRC, | contacted academics from
chemistry, physics, maths and engineering and electronics to achieve a range of
perspectives from within a cluster of disciplines. Inevitably, this meant that | contacted more
than one individual from some academic departments and the participant sets for each
group therefore contain more than one academic from the same discipline (chemistry, for

instance is one example in the UK sample).

| then cross-checked details of the participants using the university’s staff information to
check their career level and emailed them using blind copy so that each email was discrete
to the individual to maintain anonymity. | sent all the selected academics an Invitation to
Participate email including an information sheet and informed consent form. With respect to
the further interviews | carried out in March 2015 with female scientists funded by EPSRC, |
again received a list of names from the Research Office and (having checked the names on

the staff webpages for clarification of career level), directly contacted 10 names from the list
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and the first to respond were selected for interview. This was made clear on the email
invitation. From the initial email invites for the interviews in 2011/2012, all but a couple of
academics responded with either a positive response. | chose not to send a follow-up to
those who did not respond, as | did not wish to appear pushy or disrespect their right not to
respond. This was possible because | had large number of potential participants; had | been

working with a more limited pool | may have sent a polite follow-up.

Most of those selected accepted the invitation, with those who declined citing time restraints
and those who were delayed in responding often citing being overwhelmed by emails. Three
individuals from my original list were unable to participate, but this left a number that was still
within the original quota of my selection and consequently | did not need to go back to the
list to recruit further names. If the need had arisen to source further participants, | would
have used the original list and again selected further names on the basis of the career stage

and gender representation already achieved. | did not turn anyone down for interview.

In Australia in 2013, | also sourced participants for this study from a list of academics who
had submitted grants across the relevant disciplines. This time, this list was smaller and
came from the manager of the Research Office at the Australian case institution. He and his
team of Research Development Managers, following a briefing with me via Skype about the
study and the information provided in my WUN application which funded my visit to
Australia, developed a spread sheet of names from which | contacted the academics. This
may have helped me to build rapport with potential participants more effectively than would

have been possible if someone else had set the interviews up for me.

The Australian Research Office Manager sent me a spread sheet showing a list of potential
interviewees. He outlined on the list how a number had declined due to commitments, but
how they had added a few more interviewees to the list in light of this. | remained in contact
with the Australian site Research Office as they were waiting for a small number of people to
respond, and kept the list as a working document. | took responsibility for contacting
participants to arrange the interviews. The list included comments which included
information on both availability, where given, and on who to contact to make the appointment
(in cases where participants had Personal Assistants or other support staff managing their

diaries).

All the Australian interviewees | approached agreed to participate, dairies permitting. This
may have been due to an initial background check of participant interest and availability
carried out by the host institution’s Research Office. | contacted all the participants on the list
(the original list included 25 names). Before arriving in Australia | had confirmed all my

interview times and locations, including setting up Skype calls with those who could not be
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involved during my visit there. | was advised on where to meet my participants by the
Research Office and/or the participants themselves. With respect to the disciplines
represented in each group for the Australian interviews, | was fortunate in that the Research
Office were aware of the interviews carried out in the UK and the model | was using (broad
funding bodies on which to map interviewees’ current project and interests). In Figure 8, the
low ratio of applicants in the Social Sciences reflected what was provided to me by the
Research Office. Due to limited time in Australia (nine interviewing days), | was not able to
seek further names, though had | been there for longer this is something I may have

attempted to do.

In order to participate | sought participants ideally with experience or involvement with the

following:

1. Experience of grant writing/holding within the last 5 years
Experience/awareness of pathways to impact/writing impact into funding applications

Experience/knowledge of (UK) REF 2014/ERA impact assessment trial (desirable)

These stipulations were important in order to produce meaningful and relevant data and to
help strengthen the evidence pertaining to different responses to impact. For example,
interviews with participants with these characteristics provided information on experiences of
both prospective impact and retrospective impact, two distinct but overlapping areas each
presenting different challenges pertinent to the research questions and the sector more

broadly.

Point 3 of the criteria included the caveat that it was desirable for participants to have
experience or knowledge of the UK REF/EIA trial. As | outlined in my initial chapters impact
as a measure of quality assessment was in its infancy and being trialled in both contexts.
This was an important consideration in so far as many of the UK participants would likely
have this awareness because of the timing of the interviews and their proximity to the UK’s
preparation for the REF. Similarly, at the time of the Australian interviews the EIA had also
taken place but only with a very small number of universities and academics at the site
institution. The chances of sourcing enough participants for this study who all had
experience of these processes would have been slim, particularly with respect to Australia,

hence the caveat. Table 2 provides detail of UK and Australia participant characteristics.

As discussed the lists from which | sourced my UK participants, and the requirements |
provided to the Australian case institution stipulated that grant applications from participants
must have been within five years where impact was either a formal requirement or an

emerging expectation reflected with respect to research policy. Interviewed academics with
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experience of writing pathways to impact/impact statements may or may not have been
successful with their applications. The implications of this selection may not then have been
entirely known. For instance, it is possible that those who had written grant applications and
impact statements might be more attuned to an impact agenda. This might reflect most
strongly in the case of the UK where impact policy was more formalised than in Australia.
However, it is equally plausible that a negative account may have been given as a result of
the timing of these interviews. The Australian interviewees may have been more open
minded to the concept, it is also possible that the UK participants may have taken more of an
official line with respect to impact as opposed to thinking about it in relatively more abstract
terms. Those who were not selected because they had not written grants may have had a
different view of impact, perhaps in a few cases a very negative one in which their decisions
not to apply for research funding was because of being disaffected by having to consider
impact in applications. Indeed, some potential interviewees declined taking part in the
interview, citing time constraints. It cannot be known whether they actually declined because
they were so disaffected they did not wish to talk about it. Though, considering the range of
responses presented in this thesis, this appears unlikely to be the case. It is perhaps equally
plausible is that they didn’t know much about it and didn’t want to be exposed. Many were

probably just too busy. | acknowledge these limitations and considerations in Chapter 10.

When devising the sample for this project, | took into account the likelihood of the richness of
responses because | was aware that participants may use the interview as an opportunity to
vent or off-load any frustrations they may have had about this relatively new and emerging
phenomenon. | was therefore looking for emerging themes and richness in responses as

opposed to alluding to representativeness of UK and Australian researchers.

It was important to be aware of when to stop collecting data. Also known as ‘saturation’ this
is when themes repeatedly emerge and no further perspectives come to light within the
scope of the project. According to the literature there is “no single answer” (Kane, 1985,
p.94) as to how large a sample should be or when one should stop collecting data. |
explored the research questions within the constraints of this project, towards saturation, that
is, when similar issues and themes emerged from my interviews in lieu of time and resource
constraints (particularly in the Australian case). Given (2008) suggests “researchers do need
to decide when collecting new data will result in diminishing returns, with new details adding
little to the emerging theory” (p.195). With this project, | was looking for richness of data and
do not claim absolute saturation of the population of English and Australian researchers.
Instead, | noted the emergence of themes whilst transcribing and listening back to the
interviews. Following and where possible during each interview | made notes paying

attention to the kinds of content emerging from the data. Within the scope of this study, it
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was felt reasonable to aspire to interview a range of approximately 50 participants in total, in
which participants were divided across four sub-groupings within the sample. For instance, |
aspired to recruit up to five participants for interviews with physical scientists in both the UK
and Australia, and the same number of participants for interviews with life and earth
scientists, the arts and humanities and the social scientists. Table 2 represents the different
characteristics of participants from both the UK and Australia with respect to their levels of
experience with funding, impact and assessment. Characteristics such as career level,

background and gender are discussed later in this chapter and are depicted in Figures 8-11.

Physical | Social A&H Life/Earth

Aus | UK | Aus | UK | Aus | UK | Aus | UK

Female 3 4 3 1 3 2 2 1

Male 2 6 |2 5 |3 5 |3 6

P21 /National Benefit experience | 3 8 |3 7 |4 7 |4 6

Experience of P2l reviewing 3 7 1 4 |5 4 |3 5
Case study REF/EIA 2 3 1 3 1 1 |5 1
Total interviewees 5 10 |5 6 |6 7 |5 7

Table 2: UK and Australia participant characteristics

| attempted to get as representative a picture as possible from interviewees for each sub-
sample. | also attempted to achieve equal numbers of male and female participants, but
trends in the number of female to male applicants for grants indicate that achievement of the
same number of male/female participants in all discipline areas may not be possible (gender
is discussed in Section 4.2.8 and is visually represented in Figure 8 and Figure 9). | now

explore the approach to data collection in the UK and Australia as two respective cases.

4.1.4 The UK interviews and participants

In the UK, I conducted 28 face-to-face interviews, and when this was not possible, | carried
out two interviews via Skype. | carried the majority of these interviews out between July and
September in 2011, with a further set of interviews with female academics from the sciences
in March 2015.

The UK interviews were originally supported with funding from the Engineering and Physical
Sciences Research Council (EPSRC) Pathways to Impact Award (PIA). The PIA was a

scheme launched by the EPSRC with the intention “maximise the impact and exploitation of
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their investments, where a key priority was to embed KT (i.e. knowledge transfer) and impact
activities as part of the 'normal business’ in research grants (University of Southampton,
2012).

The UK case awarded several PIAs in the financial year 2010-11, with a view to trying to
embed impact into funding and catalysing a step-change in academic behaviour towards
impact. The PIA is now part of RCUK Impact Accelerator Accounts/ Award (IAA) received by
universities as “block awards made to Research Organisations to accelerate the impact of
research” (ESRC, 2015). | invited five principal investigators in receipt of a PIA in 2011 from
the areas of engineering, computer science, electronics, physics and maths to participate in
the study as a condition of the funding support from the university; these participants also
happened all to be male.

The PIAs were awarded therefore to researchers who had already been successful with
respect to impact. In order to have been awarded the funds, they were selected by their
institution as having ideas which would translate to the outside world with further investment,
whether through commercialisation or other related activity. As a sub-set of what was to be a
larger sample, one might assume they would be more engaged with and potentially more
accepting of the impact agenda. | was therefore aware of the potential for bias towards
impact in their responses. In acknowledgement of this, | requested a list of applications for
RCUK funding which indicated all submissions, not just those successful, across all
disciplines from the UK'’'s case’s research grants office. | then subsequently invited
researchers via email to participate in the study, initially looking to identify five - six
researchers from the list from each discipline cluster area based on a target sample range of
between 25 and 30 UK interviews. Not all of those contacted were interested in participating,
some failed to respond at all and some stated they could not participate because of time
restraints. From those who responded positively, | purposively selected a sample that would
better achieve a similar number of male/female participants for the discipline area. To clarify
these subsets, they can be ordered into what would have fallen under the remits of the
following research councils in the UK at the time of designing the project.
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1. The Natural Environment Research Council (NERC), the Biotechnology and
Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC) & the Medical Research Council
(MRC)™¥ — Life and Earth Sciences
The Arts and Humanities Research Council (AHRC) — Arts and Humanities
The Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) — Social Sciences
The Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council (EPSRC) & the Science
and Technology Funding Council (STFC)!! — Physical Sciences, Engineering and
Maths

In Australia, all participants were funded by ARC or NHMRC. Where their discipline
corresponded with the UK disciplines, they were subsequently put in the appropriate
category. Notwithstanding, | am aware of the increased multi/cross thematic funding trends
which make it difficult to completely typify the funder category and assign a definitive
discipline group. These groupings are instead devised around the funding the participant
received at the time of interviewing. While this sampling approach inevitably emphasizes
some groups over others, they do provide a good foundation for interviewees to talk with
knowledge and conviction about the impact agenda in their field. Detail of disciplines
represented in the UK sample is given below in Appendix 1. The Australian data is provided

in Appendix 2.

4.1.5 Australian interviews and participant sample

| began to explore academic perceptions from the Australian community in July 2013. In
order to contribute towards the impact debate in Australia, it was felt that carrying out further
interviews with academics at a similar institution to the UK would provide useful insight into
the motivations, challenges and perceptions of Australian academics. The desired criterion
for the interviews was that participants would have recently written grants, and that they
would have an awareness of the ERA process. It was therefore important that the selected
university had taken part in the Australian EIA impact trial described in Chapter 2 (EIA,
2013). This institution further aligned to the UK case in its standing and mission in that it
formed part of the Australian Group of Eight, akin to the UK Russell Group. The two

institutions therefore formed a meaningful comparison.

10| did not interview anyone funded by the UK Medical Research Council (MRC). Australian interviewees funded
by the NHMRC were according classified under life and earth sciences. The UK and Australian health scientists
were from applied health disciplines as opposed to clinical medicine.

11 None of my participants were funded by STFC at the time of interviewing.
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The method for sampling the Australian participants was purposive. In July 2013, | spent just
under two weeks in Australia and carried out 18 face-to-face interviews, one interview via
Skype during the visit and two following the visit because of researcher availability. 1 was
able to carry out my research in Australia following a successful mobility grant proposal to
visit Australian to carry out the interviews under the WUN research theme ‘Global HE

Challenges’. Total time spent interviewing was nine days.

As a prerequisite for the funding, | had to establish supervisory support for the project with
the Australian HEI. | was able to gain access to university supervision using existing
networks following a previous visit in which | had delivered research training for the
university. | received clear signposting and recommendation from an existing contact in the
Australian university. The project was met with enthusiasm from the department with

oversight of the innovation, commercialisation and research impact activity at the university.

A supervisor agreed to support me in sourcing participants for the study and acted as a
helpful gatekeeper for obtaining potential interviewees. Simultaneously, they alerted the Pro-
Vice Chancellor for Research about my intentions and further support was given to proceed
with the interviews. It was agreed that my supervisor there would provide me with a list of
potential participants from the discipline areas of: arts and humanities, social sciences, life

and earth sciences and physical sciences, maths and engineering.

| emailed the participants in advance of the research visit, citing the supervisor’'s name as
previously having identified them as potential participants. | outlined the capacity in which |
was working, the purpose of the study, the conduct of the interviews and the ethical
requirements in order to proceed. An informed consent form was supplied, to be filled out

prior to the interview and an information sheet (Appendix 11).

Twenty-one one-hour interviews were carried out over nine days, representing an intense
short immersion in the Australian university environment. The interviews were carried out in
a place of convenience for the participant. This was sometimes their office or the University
Club, a members-only staff café with private space where researchers could feel relaxed and
removed from their working environment. This short immersion provided a deeper

understanding of the Australian case, difficult to develop at a distance.

4.1.6 Interview rationale and design

The advantage of interviewing is said to be “its adaptability” - in using interviews, one can
“follow up ideas, probe responses and investigate motives and feelings” (Bell, 2010, p.161),
which, in comparison to using questionnaires, allows more opportunity for interviewees to be

explorative in their response.
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Gillham (2000) stated that semi-structured interviews are “the most important form of
interviewing in case study research.” He claimed “it can be the richest single course of data”,
largely to do with their “flexibility” and ability to promote “naturalness” (p.65). The interviews
were semi-structured, as opposed to unstructured, in which “a framework is established by
selecting topics on which the interview is guided” (Bell, 2010, p.165). When deciding upon a
suitable method for collecting the data on the research questions, it was felt that semi-
structured interviews would be a more appropriate way of collecting data as they would

support a more meaningful, enriched, analysis of the data.

Bell (2010) states that a limitation of using questionnaires is that responses can be taken “at
face value”, whereas interviews allow the researcher to immerse themselves in the
responses and allow you to probe and to take note of the emotional behaviour/reaction of
the participant, their tone of voice and disposition (p.161). This is particularly useful when

trying to establish how a participant feels about an emotive issue.

The use of the semi-structured interview method in this study contributes to its originality.
Previous studies exploring attitudes to impact have been carried out largely using a range of
methods including interviews, but survey methods and document analysis have been fairly
prominently used. Whilst still illuminating, surveys can be said to lack the depth of
exploration as the questionnaire format can be problematic. A participant can respond in a
particular way but one cannot probe to get a sense of the further qualification of a statement.
The use of questionnaires can lead to a potential translation barrier where meaning can be
lost, whereas interviews allow one to ask further questions and interpret body language and

tone to provide clarity.

Though interviewing can be time consuming and arguably complex to prepare and analyse,
the use of semi-structured interviews helped to unravel the more nuanced issues relating to
the impact agenda. | was also able to experience the outward expression of academics
which helped with my analysis. | was not able to draw on other scholars’ work to generate a
theory to test by using more nomothetic or variable-based methods, but this may be

something which | could consider following the completion of this project.

4.2 Data collection

As described, the aim of the data collection process was to carry out 51, thirty-to-sixty
minute semi-structured interviews using qualitative research methods with academics with
experience of grant writing at a UK and Australian research-intensive university 2011-2013.

Figure 7 details the broad interview schedule.
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With respect to both cases, the same questions were posed. Yin (2009) states this was
important as “a major insight is to consider multiple cases as one would consider multiple
experiments — that is, to follow a replication design” (p.53). Attempts were therefore made to

ensure all issues were covered in both contexts.

With regards to the interview structure, some of the questions were deductively analysed
and some (the majority) were inductively analysed. The deductive questions are written in
italic bold and can be found in Figure 7 marked with an asterisk. These reflect the themes of
freedom and duty/responsibility central to my research questions. The other questions in
Figure 7 were broad open questions from which | was able to use and entirely inductive
approach in order to analyse responses.

Interview structure:
Check understanding about what the interview is about and summarise the project aims.

Background info:

1. Your background, why/how you got into research, your experience of grants and
impact

2. How do you understand and interpret impact in your discipline - what does it look
like?

Practicalities:

3. How do you feel about impact?
4. Are there any challenges associated with impact?

Academic freedom and epistemic responsibility:

5. What is the role of the academic in society?
6. What does academic freedom mean to you?

7. Critics argue that academic freedom is compromised by the impact agenda —
do you agree?*
8. The Royal Society ‘Bodmer Report’ (1985) talked about there being a duty of

academics to communicate their work, do you agree?*

Close: Are there any further issues you would like to raise in relation to the impact agenda?

*Questions 7 and 8 were deductively coded categories.

Figure 7: Interview schedule

These interview questions were carefully designed around the themes and issues | wished
to explore using my overall research questions. The schedule in Figure 7 was not highly

structured with closed questions, nor was it completely unstructured — rather, | wished to
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elicit responses on a range of themes. As such the questions were openly structured so as
to gather interviewees’ opinions on the themes in question. This was reliant upon me to
probe in order to get insights on the themes in question by asking interviewees to elaborate
or give examples of particular issues. | carefully thought about the broad themes | wished to
address and how | would ask about them (discussed in Section 4.2.1). | considered ways of
arranging the questions and felt that starting the interview by ascertaining a general
understanding of the conception of impact was appropriate from which other opinions would
naturally flow. In some cases interviewees would pre-empt my prompts or questions. As a
result | had to be flexible and move the order of the schedule around. | was also sure to ask

at the end if there was anything they wished to add.

This approach can have limitations in that it relies on the researcher’s’ ability to avoid leading
guestions (Section 4.2.7). The researcher may unconsciously give out signals leading a
participant in one direction or another for example. The data will be rich but by the same
token often difficult to analyse. This approach also relies upon a trust that the respondent is
telling the truth but conversely a benefit is that respondents would tend to speak more freely
through semi structured interviews — as such provide their own direction on the process
which may potentially be more true to themselves. Ultimately, my aim was to gather rich data
about a little understood phenomenon ‘the impact agenda’. | was careful to clarify terms and
checked understanding with interviewees when using this schedule as a guide. Importantly,
my schedule included two closed questions requiring a yes, no or maybe response and
these related to academic freedom and duty (as described these are bolded out as
deductive categories in Figure 7). Both open and closed questions were important in order to
answer my research questions. Finally, | did not assume that participants would know the
Bodmer Report reference, particularly as this may have perhaps been better known to the
sciences (Royal Society reference) and perhaps better known in the UK. | was clear to
explain and contextualise it within both contexts. It was used really as context for how
researchers might consider their duty/responsibility to communicate their research to society
(a vehicle for impact). In addition, it was contextualised further in order to explain that a duty
communicate was not the same thing as an impact agenda but part of that contextual
landscape such as through ‘engagement or knowledge exchange, described in previous

introductory chapters.
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4.2.1 Interview practice

| tested out the initial interview schedule in practising for the data collection. This was
important in refining the interview questions and establishing my style of interviewing. Bell
(2010) describes an analogy drawn by (Cohen et al., 2007, p.82) between interviewing and
fishing, in which she states that interviews require “considerable practice if the reward is to
be a worthwhile catch” (p.161). Although a full pilot study was not carried out, the initial
interview design was trialled with academics who | knew through my professional network.
The broad interview questions were refined over the course of the initial interviews, and the
questions were designed with ideas for ‘codes’ in mind, which would strengthen analysis at a

later stage. The themes include those described in Chapters 1 - 3.

The benefits of group interviewing and using focus groups to interview participants were
considered. However, given that responses were likely to vary across disciplines, the only
possible scenario where this might have been useful would have been in groups of the same
discipline. Such an approach would arguably have failed to elicit the same responses, and it
is the individual’'s perspective that was critical to this study. The benefit of carrying out
individual interviews as opposed to focus groups was that focus groups have the potential
for individuals to derail the conversation or to dominate, thus potentially leading to a loss of
data (Bryman, 2001). | also had to consider that a further issue with focus groups could have
been the association with me as an employee within a university environment: there was the
potential that participants would view the focus group as a ‘workshop’. On the basis of these

factors, it was felt individual interviews, though time consuming would be most appropriate.

4.2.2 Beforetheinterviews

I emailed all participants an invitation to participate in the study introducing my role and
outlining the purpose of the research, the research questions, the rationale and information
on the content and duration of the interviews. It was clearly outlined that | was conducting
the research as a PhD student so as to avoid any misinterpretation as to how the information
would be used. The email outlined how the data would be managed and stored, stating that
all interviews would be anonymised and confidentiality upheld. An informed consent form
was sent by email which potential participants were asked to read and sign prior to the
interview. Provision was made for these to be returned electronically, by mail or in person. A
further attachment was provided, outlining more detail on the study, information on the
potential impact of the work, dissemination and contact details. Appendix 11 and 12 include
example interview information sheets. None of my participants requested to see the
transcripts pertaining to their interviews, but many expressed an interest in arising

publications, one academic requested and received a copy of my publications. All
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participants received information which can be found in Appendices 10, 11, 12 and 15 prior
to the interviews. None of my interviewees asked me to take anything out but some
reiterated the need to ensure confidentiality and anonymity as outlined in the informed
consent form. It was explained to all participants that this project had received ethics
approval and that this was made clear in the informed consent form (Appendix 10 and 16).

4.2.3 During the interview

In the UK, I conducted 28 face-to-face interviews, and when this was not possible, | carried
out two interviews via Skype. In Australia | carried out 18 face to face interviews and three
were conducted via Skype. | allowed one hour for face-to-face interviews in both the UK and
Australia and 30 minutes either side for travel and preparation time. For the UK interviews
this posed very little issue and interviews were rarely organised more than once per day over
a period of three-six months between July-September 2011 and March 2015 for the
additional female science participants from the UK case institution. In contrast, the Australian
interviews were organised over a very short time frame (the entire visit was two weeks
including travel - actual interview time nine days). As such, | carried out approximately three-
four interviews per day over nine days during the visit, which also involved the delivery of
two workshops on research impact for PhD students at the Australian university and some

time for personal rest.

4.2.4 Recording the interviews

Participants were invited to give consent to the recording of the interviews as part of the
informed consent document before the interview took place. They were also asked again at
the beginning of the interview to double-check that they were comfortable with this. The
interviews were then recorded using both a small Dictaphone in the case of Australia, and/or
my iPhone with its inbuilt voice memo application. Voice recordings were directly uploaded
to a password-protected computer and securely stored within a password-protected storage
space and backed up on a similarly protected second computer and then deleted off mobile

devices.

Recording was vital to achieving the level of in-depth analysis which this study required. The
recordings allowed me to listen back on more than one occasion as well as transcribing the
interviews (Section 4.2.5). It was not necessary to take thorough notes during the interview
but in order to carefully prepare for the interviews | took along a notebook and pen in the
event that the participant decided to withdraw this element of consent following Bell’s advice:
“you need to be prepared for a refusal” (Bell, 2010, p.167). This did not present an issue as

all participants were happy to be recorded but it was an important consideration in the
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research design. Bassey (1999) explains that an “advantage of recording for the researcher
is that she can attend to the direction rather than the detail of the interview and then listen
intently afterwards” (p.181). It was particularly useful both during the interviews themselves
for peace of mind and in the case of the Australian interviews where | had a short immersion

in the environment and could not transcribe them all at once.

4.2.5 Transcription

It is accepted as good practice that interviews should be transcribed as soon as possible
after being recorded (Gillham, 2000). Each interview, which lasted between 40 minutes and
one hour, was transcribed either by the researcher or an assistant, each taking at least four
hours to fully transcribe and edit. Where possible the recordings were transcribed
immediately after the interview; however this was not possible in every case. Gillham (2000)
explains that “you cannot analyse an interview just by listening to it” (p.71) because although
time consuming “you can’t really study an interview’s content except in written form” (p.75).
Transcriptions were, therefore completed in the UK. Recordings will be kept until after the
thesis is examined and awarded, in order to cross-reference any material in the transcripts.
Interviewees were informed that they could request a copy of the transcript and could
comment/alter it if they wished. In many cases participants expressed an interest in keeping
in touch about the research findings. Bell points out that this is general “courtesy” as long as

it is not too time consuming and is considered at the time of planning (2010, p.169).

4.2.6 Ethics and voluntary informed consent

When conducting interviews, the importance of rigour, care, transparency and respect in
interviews was vital as central to the integrity of the project. These four tenets underpin the
UUK Concordat on Research Integrity (UUK, 2012). Research integrity is a subset of
research ethics, in which in carrying out research one seeks the ‘avoidance of harm’. It was
important to follow and be familiar with such codes of practice within the university as “such
a highly formalised requirement seems sensible when a risk of harm to the participants may
be anticipated” (Iphofen, 2011, p.66).

| devised a voluntary informed consent form (Appendix 10) which was sent to all participants
before the interviews. | also included a separate information sheet in order to provide the
“bulk” of the research information for participants (Farrimond, 2013, p.110). This was
necessary in order to reduce the risk of harm to the participants by ensuring they were
making an informed decision about proceeding with participation in a research project. | was
aware that this was not a one-off, but rather it was a “process”, which would need monitoring

and revisiting throughout the research process (Iphofen, 2011). Bell claims that this is better
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practice than telling the participants verbally or in the interview itself as “the participants have
an opportunity to query the meaning and implications of any statements and even to
withdraw at that stage” (Bell, 2010, p.160).

| was conscious of the importance of upholding the highest standards of rigour in ensuring
that participants were aware of all aspects of the project. Some scholars claim that it might
be more in keeping with “the ethos of qualitative enquiry” to gain consent through verbal
agreement, which is then recorded (Iphofen, 2011, p.30). However, in this study it was far
more rigorous to ensure written consent in order to establish the “correct contractual
relationship between the researcher and the researched” (Iphofen, 2011, p.71). | felt this was
particularly important in light of my employment status at the time, and whilst such a contract
might appear formal it nevertheless ensured that the study was adhering to a high standard
of conduct and thus provided reassurance to the university, the department and the

participants.

Bell (2010) states “you still have the responsibility to explain to participants as fully as
possible what the research is about, why you wish to interview them, what will be involved
and what you will do with the information you obtain” (p.160). Participants were given an
outline of the purpose of the research study and asked to confirm that they understood that
they were being invited to participate in a research study conducted by me. Participants
were advised within the consent form that should they wish to ask questions about the

project prior to taking part in the interview, this option was available to them.

The fact that this was outlined in advance of the interview may have affected self-selection
as some declined to participate. Participants were advised that they could decline to answer
any questions and that they could withdraw their agreement to participate at any time during
the interview or for up to fourteen days after completion of the interview. At that time, they
then knew that they may indicate whether or not the data collected up to that point could be
used in the study, and that any information that they did not want to be used would be

destroyed immediately.

In order to ensure participants were comfortable with speaking freely, they were advised that
they were being offered confidentiality in any written report or oral presentation that drew
upon data from my research, and that none of their comments, opinions, or responses would
be attributed to the participant, nor would any other person discussed in the interview. In
order to conform to university ethics practices, participants were advised that the research
study had been reviewed and received ethics approval (Appendix 16). Participants were
asked to sign and date the form if they consented to taking part in the study. Informed

consent forms were securely stored in a locked filing cabinet.
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4.2.7 Role of theresearcher

The UK interviews were carried out at a UK research-intensive institution, where | worked as
a full-time employee in a training and support role in the area of research and innovation
training from October 2010 — March 2016. | was therefore known across the institution for
providing expertise in this area and may have been known to some of the participants in this
professional capacity prior to the interview. It is therefore important to acknowledge the
effects this may or may not have had both on the participants and on me personally.
Similarly, though not a member of staff at the Australian university, | was granted access
through their central management and administration which may have affected responses.

Gillham (2000) likened case study research to “doing detective work” (p.32). He claimed it is
important to pay attention to what one as a researcher perceives tacitly, through one’s own
intuition, and explicitly, i.e. by what one is told. Through my personal professional
experience, | have developed academic skills and competencies around the area of
research impact. This naturally heightened my awareness to some of the themes |
anticipated might be raised by academics in the research interviews. The approach taken
can be said to be somewhat deductive in nature as | was alert to some of the issues that
academics might raise and that | wanted to explore in my research questions. However, | did
not have a pre—determined theory in mind to test. By not subscribing wholly to a hypothesis,
| was keen to ensure inductive, subjective reasoning was used in order to structure the
interviews and analysis allowing flexibility and room for interpretation of results. This is
described in (Section 4.3).

| tried to “keep an open mind” during data collection and analysis (Gillham, 2000, p.18), for
whilst | was aware that | had well-formed ideas about impact, having worked at universities
at the time of interviewing for over eight years, | tried not to project my existing views onto
the project. Indeed, leaving my role at the university to concentrate on my PhD and
maintaining the same views and approach reassured me to some extent that my role was
not affecting my objectivity as a researcher. Gillham (2000) talks of how a researcher should
try to approach the research as though they were “going into a foreign country” (p.18) so as
to diminish the chance of bias creeping in. This was aspired to, but none the less was a
difficult task. For instance, it was possible that | was known to some UK interviewees from
past training interventions. In some cases, some had an axe to grind with respect to a
particular process they were being made to go through, REF for example, and it's possible
they saw me as ‘the university’. Generally, most interviewees were senior members of
academic staff - it is unknown as to whether they held any pre-existing opinions about ‘non-

academic staff doing research despite my dual role as a researcher. There was a sense
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from some participants that this was a chance to vent, and in some cases, their emotions
were made quite clear on certain issues, often creating tension in the room (for example,

one participant banged the desk in frustration about the subject matter).

I noted the emotional reactions of the interviewees in their behaviour and tone. Some
participants explicitly told me they were angry with a certain department or process, others
made short asides; “I probably shouldn’t have said that” (anonymous). Indeed, on one

occasion, the following comment was made following a candid interview:

R: Have you any more to add?

I: Only to say that | said some frank things about working here historically, which |

regret!
On those occasions | was quick to ensure anonymity and confidentiality. None of the
participants requested | make any changes or omissions when writing up their interviews
other than to ensure personal anonymity and anonymity of anyone mentioned during the
interview. Establishing trust and rapport was extremely important and was not something |
could take for granted. | was also aware of any future professional involvement | might have
with my participants.

There is a potential question of whether familiarity in any way has shaped responses, or in
fact, conversely, whether participants felt more comfortable with me as a result of their prior
association. In some cases participants may have hoped that any expression of an issue
they had with respect to this area might be fed back ‘to the centre’ and be dealt with as a
result of the interview. Similarly this may have affected how they responded if they were
worried about their job security. | cannot be certain how far this influenced the responses
from participants, though the participants at the UK institution were made fully aware of the
capacity in which | was working - as a research student, not as an employee. There is
however “always the risk of bias creeping into interviews” (Bell, 2010, p.169). | used an
information sheet which “allows the subject to check up independently” if “they were inclined
to” (Iphofen, 2011, p.69). This level of disclosure very much relates to what Iphofen (2011)
and Macfarlane (2010) describe as the “virtue” of the researcher (Iphofen, 2011, p.27). | was
keen to be transparent about my role as an employee of the UK institution, and similarly with
the Australian university. Iphofen describes qualitative research as a “coal-face” activity, in
which “the researcher is involved in a direct relationship” with the participant (p.28). It was for
these reasons that building a rapport and trust was important to the integrity of the project. |
was aware of these issues and tried to remain a dispassionate conduit for the research. With
the exception of a few instances, participants generally seemed genuinely open to

discussion and | did not sense any cagey reactions to questions. Perhaps this was because |
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was not a senior member of staff and my scope for influence was perceived to be relatively
small. This was less of a concern in the Australian interviews, but | was aware of having
gained access to my participants through the ‘centre’. It is hoped that the rapport that | built
in the planning and conducting of the interviews was effective thereby observing the integrity
of the project.

I acknowledge that my prior experience may have affected participants’ responses in a
number of ways which | will briefly explore. Firstly, it is as | have alluded to possible that my
prior experience may have caused participants to respond more positively to the idea of the
impact agenda because it is possible they may have thought that it was more polite to do so
given my professional background or because they may have felt that | represented the
university and that their words may be in some way used to create problems for them should
they express a negative view. Similarly, it is possible that it may have caused participants to
react more negatively if they thought their resistance might lead to change or if they saw me
as a safe person in which to confide. It is possible that my almost ‘hybrid’ role as a
researcher and as practitioner might have caused participants to feel more comfortable with
me, aware of my level of knowledge of the issues they were discussing and hence a
reasonable sounding board for their ideas. The extent to which any of the above statements
are correct is rather unknown, but for the fact that not one of my participants asked to view
the transcript or asked to withdraw from the project and all appeared to enjoy a level of
rapport with me. My role as practitioner was not known to the Australian participants.
However, it is possible that the way in which they were selected may have affected
responses because they were selected by management at the university itself (albeit
following the projects’ guidelines). It cannot therefore be known quite what involvement
management staff from the Australian case had behind the scenes unless this information

had been shared with me. These limitations are again set out in Chapter 10.

42.8 Gender

Where possible | aimed to interview similar numbers of male and female participants. During
the UK interviews, | was met with difficulty in achieving the same kinds of numbers of male
and female participants, not by design but by virtue of the ratio of male applicants listed as
grant active from the research office. There appeared to be a larger base population of male
applicants and male participants in relation to this project. In light of this, four extra
interviews were conducted in 2015 with female academics from the physical sciences in the
UK to obtain a more equal gender representation. Themes emerged with respect to gender

which may be a subject for further research. | discuss this in Chapters 5 and 10.
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Figure 8 outlines the gender distribution of the UK sample. Figure 9 outlines the same for
Australia. It is also important to note that whilst it was not a stipulation that the participants
be at a particular career stage, many participants, owing to their experience of grants (a
criteria for selection) tended to be in senior academic roles.

H Male

= Female

Number of Participants

Arts and Life and Earth Physical Social Sciences
Humanities Sciences Sciences

Figure 8: Gender representation across the disciplines: UK. Total 30 semi-structured
interviews. Overall gender split: 21 male & 9 female.

H Male

= Female

Number of Participants
N

Arts and Life and Earth Physical Social Sciences
Humanities Sciences Sciences

Figure 9: Gender representation across the disciplines: Australia. Total 21 semi-
structured interviews. Overall gender split: 10 male & 11 female.
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Figure 10: Participant career stage and background information UK (n=30)
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Figure 11: Participant career stage and background information Australia (n=21)

Career stage and background demographic of the participants can be found in Figure 10
and Figure 11. 37 of the total number of interviews held professorial roles (73%), 11 held
Senior Lecturer/Reader roles (22%) and 3 Research Staff roles (6%) (e.g. Research
Associate). Where quotes are provided in the analysis, | list the discipline, country, career
stage and gender in brackets.
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4.2.9 Discipline representation

As outlined previously, this research investigates the perceptions of academics from across
four discipline sets: 1) Arts and Humanities, 2) Social Sciences, 3) Life and Earth Science
and 4) Physical Science, Engineering and Maths.

These broadly represented the following funders under RCUK:

¢ Engineering & Physical Science Research Council/Science and Technology
Funding Council — Physical Sciences, Maths and Engineering

e Arts and Humanities Research Council — Arts and Humanities

e Economic and Social Research Council — Social Sciences

¢ Natural Environment Research Council/Biotechnology & Biological Sciences

Research Council/Medical Research Council — Life and Earth Sciences

The use of these groupings to categorise disciplines is helpful as it indicates from where the
participants would most likely apply for funding. Since the Research Councils are
consistently asking for impact across the board, it is a valid way to cluster academic
disciplines. Participants were categorised according to the funding they received at the time
of interviewing or had recently received. Where this was more than one, they were grouped
according to the discipline they belonged to and it's most likely associated funding body. For
example a physicist in receipt of STFC funding and EPSRC funding was grouped in the
Physical Sciences subset. | acknowledge that it is possible for the disciplines to increasingly
work on crass-council/cross-thematic research areas and feasibly sit across several of these
categories. However this is the broad method that seemed to work well for categorising the
disciplines for the purposes of answering the research questions. | also acknowledge that
this is based on UK funders. In order to classify the Australian interviewees (almost all were
funded by ARC with one exception who was funded by NHMRC), | mapped the disciplinary

homes of the Australian participants over to their likely equivalent funder in the UK.

| have included two appendices which outline the participants’ discipline, their gender and
seniority. Appendix 1 outlines the overall discipline group of the participants interviewed and
the corresponding funder. Accordingly, the Australian participants were sourced in order to
reflect what would be the equivalent funding streams for these participants if they were
working in the UK. This comprised the cognate groupings outlined in Appendix 2. This gives
detail of participants from Australia and which UK funder would naturally fund their type of
research. This rationale is simply a useful way of grouping the participants funded by the
ARC and NHMRC. This way of categorising the disciplines is useful for mapping the

Australian disciplines over to the UK model. | tried as far as possible to achieve a broad
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match in disciplinary profile between the UK and Australian institution. A mapping of the
disciplines represented in this study onto Biglan’s classification can be found in Table 1.

Note this model was not used to group the disciplines in this project.

4.3 The philosophical approach

All research projects are underpinned by philosophical approaches and can be said to
belong to certain paradigms (Kuhn, 1962). They provide a “philosophical or conceptual
framework for the organised study of that world” (Arthur et al., 2012, p.17) or (they refer to
Sparkes, 1992), they offer a “lens for seeing and making sense of the world” which is seen
as vital to the research process (Creswell, 2013). In order to understand the philosophical
underpinnings of this project, the following sections reflect on the nature of the world
(ontology) (Cohen et al., 2007, p.7) and the way in which knowledge is created and acquired
within it (epistemology). Ontology can range from realism where reality exists independently,
to idealism, which situates humans, human experience and social constructs at the centre of
inquiry (Blaikie, 2007, p.16). This research assumes an interpretative epistemological
approach and most closely aligns to the philosophical ontological position of idealism and

constructivism.

4.3.1 Qualitative ideographic research

This study can be defined as a ‘qualitative’ research project. An ‘umbrella term’, ‘qualitative’
is just a description of methods as opposed to a philosophical position; “superior to the
research paradigm or philosophical approach” (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p.105). Denzin and
Lincoln (2003) cite Snape and Spencer who claim there is “no single accepted way of doing
qualitative research” (p.12) just that which “locates the observer in the world” (p.2).
Qualitative research relies therefore upon ontological and epistemological assumptions that

tend to be associated with the interpretative approach.

Like many interpretative approaches, my research relied on interviews and naturalistic
methods from which rich and substantial qualitative data was generated. It required me to
interpret participants’ responses to the phenomenon | was attempting to understand (impact)
and locate its meaning in the world. The accounts of academic participants provide a ‘reality’
and insight into the impact phenomenon. The data generated by this approach may to some
extent be affected by the participants’ frame of reference of the phenomenon being
researched. One might therefore also refer to it as a subjectivist approach. In the context of
this study, when a researcher held a certain view of the world and understood the meaning
of ‘impact’ to mean ‘economic impact’, this could affect the responses they provided during

the interviews. This is therefore dictated to some extent by their frame of reference.
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Strauss and Corbin (1998) explained that this is one of the reasons why qualitative research
doesn’t necessarily generate (or lend itself to analysis through) statistics and quantitative
data — rather, it provides an in-depth understanding of the social world based on the
perspectives of a purposely selected group of participants based on a flexible but desired
criteria (i.e. academics, grant history, discipline, experience of impact) (Ritchie, 2003). This
allowed me to explore the issues faced by academics towards the impact agenda. An
ideographic approach was used allowing me to focus on the attitudes and opinions of
academics. In addition, themes emerged using thematic analysis and an inductive approach
was used in which | looked for patterns in the data in order to generate my analysis and
results. However, given that my interviews were semi-structured and there were themes
explored within the interview, they cannot be said to be entirely inductively analysed. Some

deduction was therefore used (discussed in Section 4.4).

4.3.2 An interpretivist subjectivist epistemology

Guba and Lincoln (1994) describe epistemological standpoints and suggest that research
should address three main questions (p.107); the ontological question — “what is the form
and nature of reality and therefore, what is there that can be known about it?” (p.108), the
epistemological question; “what is the nature of the relationship between the knower or
would-be knower and what can be known?” (p.108) and the methodological question — “how

can the inquirer acquire knowledge?” (p.108).

| adopted an interpretative epistemological approach. Positivism, (first described by
Descartes, in his Discourse on Methodology in 1637, which focused on evidence, objectivity
and a search for the truth) was also known as empiricism. Here, knowledge is derived from
our senses and is often associated with the ‘scientific model’. Interpretivism conversely is
based on our understanding of the world, rather than our experience of it. Kant in his 1781
Critique of Pure Reason? advocated more of a strict interpretivist approach and valued the
interpretations of the investigators as well as those of the object being investigated (Kant,
1998).

Interpretivist research, unlike positivist approaches, seeks not to be value-free. The middle

ground to these approaches from which interpretivism was born was advocated by Weber

12 The original Critique of Pure Reason was published (1781). Referenced version in this thesis: Kant, I. (1998).
Critique of Pure Reason (translated and edited by Paul Guyer & Allen W. Wood).
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who acknowledged the need for both observation and interpretation. This is because such
an interpretation moves certain research paradigms or philosophical approaches away from
being ‘scientific’ or ‘unscientific’ (associated with positivist and interpretivist approaches)
(Bryman, 2001; 2003; Morgan, 2007) and towards an acceptance of qualitative research as
being rigorous in analysis and collection of data, adopted by a wide range of fields not just
those in the ‘soft’ social sciences (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). | used an interpretivist approach
for this study as it focuses on the individual and relied on how the participants interpret the

phenomenon being studied.

4.3.3 The ontological position

This project most closely aligns with idealism as humans are at the centre of the inquiry; it
therefore assumes values as subjective and suggests that those values are shaped by
subjective experience. Within this idealist ontology, one can also identify constructivism as
shaping the knowledge within this project. Guba and Lincoln (1994) noted that constructivist
relativism “assumes multiple, apprehendable and sometimes conflicting realities that are the
products of human intellects, but that may change as their constructors become more
informed and sophisticated” (p.111). It could be argued that this theory of knowledge aligns
to the philosophical underpinning of this project in which the reality of impact could alter and
change as discourse evolves and becomes better understood. It could also be that these
responses are reflective of the broad academic community and the social construct which

surrounds it through an ‘impact agenda’.

Hammersley (2008) suggests that the “predominant trend” in interpretativist research is to
“move further and further into the constructivist cul-de-sac” (p.34). Positions within idealism
have been debated in less extreme terms (Ritchie, 2003, p.13). As the purpose of this
project was to explore the attitudes of academics towards the impact agenda, constructivist
positions of perhaps idiosyncratic views posed by interviewees are deemed as subjective,
yet still valid. Within this context, conceptualisations of research impact can be seen to be
socially constructed. As a result the methods which follow reflect these assumptions and
provide space for the participants to share their views through semi-structured interviews
allowing the potential for in-depth insights into subjective perspectives of different individuals

and groups (disciplines).

Within the paradigm of idealist ontology, reflexivity is vital as it is located in subjective
experience. Reflexivity is when the researcher considers the knowledge and values they
have developed through their previous experiences. Practising reflection allows for the
subjective, on-going appraisal of knowledge which helps to eliminate the potential for bias

(Burrell and Morgan, 1979, p.244). Within this context, | worked hard to maintain an open
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and transparent approach to the interviews, aware of my role as the researcher and also of
my prior experiences as an employee of a university, whose practice was no doubt formed
by values and knowledge received through delivering training and development to staff in
similar roles over a period of years (Section 4.2.7). | did this through building a rapport with
my participants, giving eye contact, reinforcing that they could provide whatever view they

wished and being clear about my role as a researcher.

4.4 Data analysis: thematic coding

In order to analyse the rich amount of information generated by the semi-structured
interviews, | used thematic analysis employing a (largely) inductive approach but with some
deduction based upon the themes which were raised within the interviews. Table 3 provides
a list of concept codes used during thematic analysis of the data. Those which were drawn

deductively are marked with an asterisk.
Thematic analysis has been defined as:

A data reduction and analysis strategy by which qualitative data are segmented,
categorized, summarized, and reconstructed in a way that captures the important
concepts within the data set.

Ayers, 2008, p.867

Thematic analysis is discussed in the literature by several commentators (Aronson, 1995;
Bryman, 1988; Boyatzis, 1998; Braun & Clarke, 2006; Fereday & Muir—Cochrane, 2006).
The process of coding in thematic analysis reflects the strategy one adopts in organising the
themes according to commonalities and relationships between aspects of the data. This
approach allowed me to explore common perceptions across different variables including
discipline, gender, national context and even career stage. Analysis was undertaken using

NVivo 10 software, the process behind which is discussed later in this section.

Before using NVivo, | invested significant effort in familiarising myself with the characteristics
of the data set, initially by listening back to all interviews, printing out and reviewing
transcripts by hand. | subsequently marked the transcripts with highlighters and annotated
themes that began to emerge. This enabled me to develop broad categories from which |
would build further codes (or ‘nodes’ in the case of NVivo and themes). It is worth noting that
the broad themes that emerged were related at first to the research questions, which is why |
argue that there is some level of deduction to the analysis. | began thematic coding with a
list of themes including; ‘types of research’, ‘discipline observations’, ‘academic freedom’,
‘epistemic responsibility’, ‘value’, ‘duty’, ‘challenges’, ‘attitudes’ (positive, negative, mixed

and neutral). These then developed over time through thorough analysis of the data and re-
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reading in which inductive codes emerged. For example; ‘the ivory tower’, ‘integrity’ and
‘language’. Ayres (2012) claims this is not uncommon when carrying out semi-structured
interviews “when data for thematic analysis are collected through semi-structured interviews,
some themes will be anticipated in the data set because those concepts were explicitly
included in data collection” (Ayres, 2012, p.2). In my case the initial set of codes were driven

by my research questions and the literature.

| uploaded my transcripts into NVivo and grouped them under ‘Sources’ in a folder structure
within which each internal source contained one folder marked ‘Interviews Australia’ and one
marked ‘Interviews UK’. Within each source | then had four sub-folders; these were labelled
according to the cognate disciplinary grouping to which the interviewee was allocated.
Accepting that some disciplines span these broad fields, the interviewees were allocated
based on the funding they currently held and the broad discipline group which that funder
represented. For example, a languages researcher funded by the UK ESRC was grouped

under ‘Social Science’ and the same for Australia (Appendices 1 and 2).

| began to code each individual transcript, initially working on the coding list | had generated
from my research questions, but additionally creating new codes (‘nodes’), which |
inductively generated from the data. Miles and Huberman (1994) described codes as “tags
or labels for assigning units of meaning to the descriptive or inferential information compiled
during a study” (p.56). Often, codes will also contain ‘child nodes’ turning that code into the
‘parent node’. This reflects interaction between the thematic areas. | paid particular attention
to ensuring that the context of the coded section related to the node at which it was coded
and additionally added ‘memos’ for my thoughts as | went along. This allowed me to be

reflexive in my analysis, critical for interpretative research.

Miles and Huberman (1994) point out that codes are not just words themselves indicative of
themes, rather “they are attached to ‘chunks’ of varying sizes of words, sentences, etc.
which relate to themes” (p.56). For instance, text coded at ‘Academic Freedom’ was not just
text that included the words ‘academic freedom’; rather, | was interested in the meaning that
one can derive from a chunk of text relating to that theme, for instance the following quote
was coded not only under ‘academic freedom’, but also ‘epistemic responsibility’ and ‘ivory

tower’ because of the term ‘precious’:

| think that’s a bit too precious to suggest that’s it's an assault on academic freedom.
We are not free.

Languages, Australia, Professor, Male
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Here, one is able to infer meaning from the testimony and the process moves from being
one of thematic coding to thematic analysis. Table 3 shows the list of parent nodes coded at
‘Concepts’ (Codes) on NVivo 10 from which | was able to continue my analysis. The
indented nodes or ‘child nodes’ are categorised under a more general node. Table 3
provides a list of concept codes used during thematic analysis of the data. Those which were

drawn deductively are marked with an asterisk.

The approach described in (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) suggests that coding takes place from
the initial gathering of data, followed by a close reviewing line-by-line with a list of categories
emerging from those lines (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p.58). Iteratively, the categories or
labels are reviewed and notes are created about the sources and the categories, similar to
those in NVivo. This involved an iterative back and forth, checking and re-reading field notes

and potentially re-coding for commonalities or regularly occurring themes.

The following section describes how | thematically analysed the data.
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Types of research * Pure
Applied
Ability, skill and personal Skill Training
Personality Gender
Role of the... University
Academic

Philosophical and political
challenges *

Value of knowledge *

Public and private good

Ivory tower

Instrumentalism and utility *

Reductionism

Duty *

Epistemic responsibility *

Predicting impact

Academic freedom *

Language

Observations

Integrity

Gaming

Ethics

Embellishment

Careerism

Funding policy

Reviewing

Research assessment

REF

ERA and EIA

Pathways to impact

Emotions

Positive

Neutral

Negative

Mixed

Discipline observations *

Arts/Social/Physical/Life and Earth

Interdisciplinarity

Conceptualisations of impact *

Arts/Social/Physical/Life and Earth

Characterisations and impact

domains *

Public engagement

Academic

Policy

Commercial and economic

Practical challenges *

Time and timing

Stifling creativity/blue skies thinking

Burden/hurdle

Link to teaching and academic impact

Lack of reward

Having to predict impact

Fear

Evidencing impact

Building trust and respect

Attribution

Background/career *

Academic

Authoring case studies

Industry/non-academic background

Motivation & values

Attitudes *

Positive *

Peer perception

Neutral *

Negative *

Mixed *

Consequences for research

Policy recommendations

Table 3: Table of concepts (codes) used in the study

4.4.1 Thematic analysis

| carried out thematic analysis of the data based on the categories that had been generated
inductively during coding and those directly related to the research questions (academic
freedom, responsibility, attitudes, challenges, for example). | was particularly interested in

ensuring that even if there was only one individual who made a claim, that this point was
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coded. Fereday and Muir-Cochrane (2006) claimed that sometimes a single remark “can be
considered to be as important as those that were repeated or agreed on” (p.86). This was
particularly important given that a) | was not carrying out content analysis, and b) | was
looking for responses across a range of variables, of which discipline for instance, was one

such variable.

Since academics are not a homogenous group, | was keen to unveil the idiosyncrasies that
might be underneath the surface of some of the sweeping statements that accompanied the
media coverage of the impact agenda (for instance, the concept that the impact agenda is
wholly threatening to freedom to academics of all disciplines, which self-evidently cannot be
the case). | was able to create framework matrices of each thematic code in NVivo in order
to view summaries of the themes and to also cross reference these in order to make links
across themes. | did so by running ‘queries’ in NVivo — for instance | was able to find out
who had described the issue of integrity with respect to impact, | could then isolate this
information to discipline or national context, even gender. | could also see how related
themes were associated with that theme, exploring any differences and commonalities of the

things which were described in the text.

NVivo enabled me to draw commonalities and differences by examining the relationships of
different themes. Here, the researcher interprets the connections between themes. Fereday
and Muir-Cochrane (2006) pointed out that this is an iterative process. In addition to this
process, which relied on NVivo as a tool for analysis, upon creating summaries | ran
thematically-based reports and manually printed them out. From this, | would visually mind-
map the data. | created themes from which to develop ideas for my chapters as shown in
Figure 12 (illustrating the process by which | was able to develop my ideas, refer to verbatim
guotation and develop sub fields). Ideas in Figure 12 are grouped with respect to comments
made that related to whether academic freedom was seen to be at risk because of the
impact agenda. In addition, Figure 13 illustrates the mind-mapping process for Chapter 8

and our publication on integrity (Chubb & Watermeyer, 2016).

It was vital that NVivo was not the only tool | used and that it did not replace my role within
the analysis process. Bazeley (2007) explained that it is not meant to “supplant time
honoured ways of learning from data, rather it supports the connecting of data, but allows for
the interpretative nature of the research to be achieved by the researcher themselves,
assisted by the programme” (p.7). These figures highlight how Nvivo supported my analysis,

but also show how | personally analysed and organised the data.
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Figure 12: Notional mind-map of ideas during coding and analysis for Chapter 6
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Figure 13: Notional mind-map of ideas during coding and analysis for Chapter 8

Finally, in order to ensure integrity of the findings and rigour in my analysis, | kept detailed
notes and with respect to reliability and inter-coder reliability, my data has been shared with
co-authors of my two research articles outlined in the declaration following the writing of this
thesis. It has therefore been viewed by other academics which adds to the rigour of the
analysis.

45 Summary

This project used semi-structured interviews in order to yield rich and in-depth qualitative
data about the perceptions of academics towards an impact agenda in the UK and Australia.
The philosophical approach was one based on idealist ontology where constructivism
formed the basis for the approach. The analysis of the data included both deductive and
inductive approaches. Throughout the research from the design to the analysis, integrity was
maintained through an awareness of researcher bias and reflexivity. This chapter has
highlighted my research design and case study approach, detailing my use of thematic
analysis. | have shown the levels of seniority explored in this study and gender of the
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participants and intend to draw out any pertinent themes as they arise through analysis,
accepting that considerations of these variables as research questions may be the subject of
future research. | have also detailed my role as the researcher and the potential to be
viewed as an insider or management of either university environment. | also acknowledge

where this may have affected responses.

In the chapters that follow, | begin my analysis drawing out the key themes relating to my
research questions. Chapters 5 — 10 describe the emerging themes most pertinent to this
study. | begin with the ways in which interviewees defined and characterised research
impact, before introducing the issues which emerged with respect to academic freedom and
epistemic responsibility (Chapter 6), instrumentalism (Chapter 7), integrity and affect
(Chapter 8) and the disciplinary observations concluded from this research project (Chapter

9). | conclude the thesis in Chapter 10.
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5 Definitions and characterisations of research impact

“We should have a great fewer disputes in the world if words were taken for what they are,
the signs of our ideas only, and not for things themselves.”

John Locke

5.1 Introduction

This chapter focuses on the way interviewees characterised and defined research impact,
the activities and ‘impact domains’ they associated with it and the language they adopted in
doing so. In this chapter, | argue that establishing a sense of how impact is characterised
and conceptualised by academics who attempt to achieve it is vital to our understanding of
the challenges facing academics with respect to an impact agenda. In addition, | suggest
that the language of impact (inclusive of the word itself) provokes hyperbolic and heightened
emotional responses from interviewees; this creates tension indicative of potential
misinterpretation or even dramatization of the official policy guidance. My analysis
acknowledges the ways in which some characterisations of impact can be seen to conflict

with the fundamental philosophical dispositions of the academics themselves.

| open this chapter by providing a high-level overview of the key findings with respect to the
theme of this chapter (Section 5.1.1) followed by some brief context setting in (Section
5.1.2). In Section 5.2 | consider the ways in which academics articulated their understanding
of the official definitions of impact, providing what | will refer to as ‘participant’ definitions of
impact. In Section 5.2.1 | consider characterisations and conceptualisations of impact,
before exploring any associated connotations in Section 5.3. This includes perceptions that
impact activities might be gendered (Section 5.3.1). | will then consider how academics
attempt to re-define impact in Section 5.3.2. The differences across national contexts are
then outlined in Section 5.3.3, and in Section 5.3.4, | examine what is characterised by
interviewees as that which ‘counts’-as and contributes-to impact. | will then discuss these
activities and disciplinary trends in Section 5.3.5, before summarising the chapter in Section

5.4. Appendices 3-5 provide further context to this chapter.

5.1.1 High-level findings

Analysis showed no clear agreement across interviewees about the meaning of the word
impact and a range of interpretations across the disciplines. It seems that whilst it might be
helpful for definitions to vary across disciplines, prescriptivism creates academic resistance
(as appears to be the case from the point of view of the REF/EIA assessments). However,

too little or too vague guidance (as RCUK for example, are accused of by Braben et al.,
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2009) may give rise to frustration and disengagement, resulting in adverse behaviours such
as embellishment of impact arising from confused interpretations which may lead to the
potential corruption of academic virtues or ideals (Chapter 8). It is reasonable to expect that
any degree of disagreement with respect to the official guidance on impact may result in
confusion, adversely affecting an academic’s ability to adapt to and normalise the impact
agenda. Such issues can be seen as reinforcing longer standing concerns about value,
instrumentality and the broader contribution of knowledge in society, all of which are set out
in the forthcoming chapters of this thesis and are representative of both semantic and
deeper epistemic and philosophical concerns. Words that dominated the testimonies
provided by participants included the repeated occurrence of ‘use’, references to ‘utility’,
‘direct relevance’, ‘benefit’, the word ‘problem’ and taking research ‘outside’. In general,
descriptive words indicative of measurement, such as ‘demonstrable’ or ‘measure’ were met
with resistance. Instead, concepts more indicative of intrinsic value including betterment,
change and difference were favoured without qualification. The very impact of the word
‘impact’ appears to be associated with weight, power and force for many interviewees. This
in turn has connotations (some negative) that it is reflective of a marketised, academic
capitalist system, where knowledge is valuable only if it creates economic wealth — concepts
which unearth notions of soft and hard disciplines, and even soft and hard impacts which
may even be gendered - further explored in Section 5.3.1 and Chapter 9.
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Figure 14 indicates the 200 most common words of more than four letters associated with

impact from all transcripts, generated by NVivo 10 software.

With respect to how impact was characterised by interviewees, | found that there was
disparity across the sample and that a range of interpretations and semantic associations
were made by the academic community. For instance, Australian interviewees maintained a
commitment to the concept of teaching and education as a valid form of impact in and of
itself, whilst conceiving of social and economic impact as akin to applied research. So too,
they initially referred far more frequently to impact factors and citations than to social impact.

In comparison, whilst UK researchers shared concerns over the potential loss of the concept
of impact as an educational good in and of itself, they were seen to ruminate far less on this.
Instead, many confused the process of achieving impact (the knowledge exchange activity,
such as carrying out a public engagement activity) with the impact itself and had a tendency
to associate impact with certain disciplines and certain impact domains or activities. UK
interviewees instead made more frequent reference to the ‘official’ terms provided about
impact than those in Australia but still appeared confused by it. This may be seen as
unsurprising given the repeated messages from UK research funders, but is suggestive of a
deeper resistance to the concept of measurement of something which researchers have
always had to do, but have not perhaps until recent times been assessed or measured by.
This chapter highlights that at the foundation, the interviewees demonstrated a strong
commitment or even duty towards the idea of knowledge as a public good leading to social

betterment and change despite a lack of coherent agreement about what impact means.

5.1.2 Understanding impact: arationale

In order to recognise, locate and explore attitudes towards research impact across different
disciplines and the national context, | asked each of my participants from the outset of the
interviews what they understood by the term ‘impact’. This was important baseline
information as it would tell me how my participants characterised and conceptualised this
relatively new phenomenon. Previous research has shown that researchers interpret impact
in a variety of ways and that this is reflected in the range of practices in which they engage
(Oancea, 2011). It was therefore important to recognise that individual perceptions of impact
might not necessarily align with definitions set by national bodies responsible for funding and

assessing publicly-funded research (I will refer to these as ‘official’ definitions).

As we saw in Chapter 3, previous studies have shown that conceptualisations of research
impact can relate to an academic’s field of study as well as other factors including their

background experience (for example, coming to academia from industry) or the type of
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research in which they engage (Levitt et al., 2010; Salter et al., 2010). This is foreshadowed
by the existing literature on disciplinary norms and practices characterised by ‘types of
research’, for example concepts pertaining to applied/basic research (Becher, 1989; Bush,
1945; Snow, 2012; Stokes, 1997) or ‘modes of research’ (Gibbons et al., 1994), which in-
turn result in the common assumption that research that is closer to application will be more
likely to generate impact (Oancea & Furlong, 2007; Roll-Hansen, 2009). These kinds of
associations potentially reinforce the perception that impact is concerned with economic
value or that its conception is based upon a ‘scientific model’; problematic for certain
disciplines, particularly those within the arts and humanities (Belfiore, 2015; 2016; Briggle,
Frodeman and Holbrook, 2015; Oancea, Florez-Petour & Atkinson, 2015).

There are several official positions as to what constitutes research impact which are outlined
in Chapter 2. RCUK define impact as “the demonstrable contribution that excellent research
makes to society and the economy” (RCUK, 2012, p.1) and the ARC use a similar definition.
Despite this (perhaps deliberately) broad definition, the literature suggests that impact has
been described as ‘ill-defined’ (Denicolo, 2013) and research is starting to emerge about
how an individual’'s interpretation of impact might affect the related practices and behaviours
of academics themselves such as embellishment or gaming (Chubb & Watermeyer, 2016;
Wilsdon et al., 2015). For example, recent research has shown that academics commonly
perceive the requirement to build impact into funding proposals as a request to ‘predict’ the
impact of their research. This interpretation has been shown to cause academics to
‘embellish’ their work in cases where the impact is not immediately obvious, raising
guestions about scholarly integrity, described in Chapter 8. It was therefore crucial to seek
an understanding of how academics interpreted existing policy so as to explore whether
challenges associated with impact were linked to the language and terms used to define it.
Was the issue a linguistic/semantic one or was it more systemic and deep-rooted? Analysis
of my participants’ use of language when talking about the contribution of their work to
society served to illustrate academics’ preferred discourse, it also uncovered and highlighted
misconceptions or misinterpretations of actual policy and revealed the extent to which the

etymology of a word like impact proved to be problematic.

| begin by discussing the ways in which my participants referred to impact, including the
issues they perceived with respect to the official definitions such as those provided by

HEFCE, ARC and RCUK, focusing in particular on the language they used in doing so.
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5.2 Official and participant definitions of impact

In Chapter 2, | introduced the UK and Australian impact policies and included definitions of
impact as stipulated by key funders of research in both contexts. However, in light of
previous research it would have been presumptuous and perhaps even naive to assume that
all my participants were fully aware of these definitions, or that their interpretation would

necessarily reflect the official perspective.

When asked to describe and define research impact it was common for participants to
respond with what they perceived to be the official definitions of impact before embellishing
its meaning further with their own preferred lexicon. Official definitions of impact vary and
analysis revealed that participants often drew from a range of different official perspectives

when they talked about the concept.

In order to show the scope of definitions researchers might be aware of with respect to
research impact, Appendix 6 provides a range of stakeholder definitions of impact in the UK
and Australia. Although not exhaustive or representative of all funders, the list serves to
illustrate the variety of definitions that might have formed my participants’ official points of
reference. It is important to note that whilst it details definitions from UK major research
funding bodies (RCUK and HEFCE) and Australian research funders (ARC and NHMRC), it
also includes the definition of ‘impact’ factors (journal citation) because in several cases,
Australian participants in particular appeared to conflate non-academic impact with impact
factors. This perhaps illustrates the propensity for Australian participants to characterise
research impact as something that was associated with academic citations. This observation
could potentially be attributed to the fact that the ARC was yet to fully implement impact
statements in grant applications and the assessment of research impact was in its infancy at

the time of interviewing in 2013 (see Figure 1).

The lack of consistent agreement regarding the official definition of impact expressed by
interviewees was perhaps surprising, since | outlined the focus of the study to the
participants as being predominantly on future, non-academic impact in funding applications
in the pre-interview crib sheet (Appendix 11). Participants would frequently drift between
describing future and past impact, and their related official terms with relative ease, often
confusing the two; this was particularly the case in the UK where the REF’s impact

component is so keenly debated.

For the purposes of fully understanding the range of official definitions of impact, | provide
the definition for academic impact as stipulated by RCUK in Appendix 6. | do so to highlight

the differences between academic and non-academic impact stressed by funders, but also
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because the distinction between academic and non-academic impact was not so easily or

readily made by my participants, particularly those in Australia.

5.2.1 Characterisations and conceptualisations

| was interested in the language participants used to describe impact. | analysed the data
inductively in order to explore the ways in which it was characterised, looking for synonyms

and associations.

Analysing the linguistic roots of the word impact, one can see why patrticipants might prefer
to adopt an alternative lexicon. ‘Impact’ is thought to have romantic linguistic / Latin roots,
arising in the early 17" century (as a verb in the sense of to ‘press closely and fix firmly’). It
was since defined as a noun by Hawkins and Le Roux (1987) as “a collision; the force of a
collision” and a “strong effect or influence, especially of something new” (p.411). This is
similar to the official definition of research impact outlined in Appendix 6. It may be
straightforward to see how synonyms for impact attach to certain negative connotations.
Consideration of the linguistic connotations may help to explain why participants spoke
about impact in a negative or sceptical manner and where confusion or certain associations

were made.

Analysis revealed no clear agreement amongst participants over the meaning of an impact

agenda - both in terms of the official definitions and the word itself.

When you say the impact agenda, is there an actual document?
Environment, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male, E1

What was clear from the interviews was that while several participants readily engaged with
the rhetoric surrounding impact and its relevance to the discourse pertaining to the public

good of knowledge, many expressed concern over the language used to describe it:

The etymology of a word like impact is interesting. I've always seen what | do as
being a more subtle incremental engagement, relevance, a contribution.

Theatre, Film and TV, UK, Professor, Male

Words such as ‘social’ and ‘public good’ appeared to resonate with participants, where often
the word impact, did not: “I am trying not to use the word impact” (Computer Science, UK
Professor, Female). This was particularly the case with academics from the humanities but
generally the word ‘impact’ was deemed to be problematic. In academic and non-specialist
articles, authors pay attention to the vocabulary used to describe research impact (Grant &
Harris, 2012; Holbrook & Frodeman, 2011). Grant and Harris (2012) describe how a word

like impact implies singularity; he claims it is as though researchers should be looking for a
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one-off benefit as opposed to acknowledging the ‘rippled effect’ of engagement leading to
impact; “Bang. Done” he states (Grant & Harris, 2012). Grant and Harris (2012) argue that
instead of ‘impact’ we should be focusing on “things such as engagement”, use, relevance
and appropriateness. Similarly, Briggle et al. (2015) described impact as a “dubious
metaphor”. Instead they argued that effect or influence was more meaningful at least for the
humanities where “there is no F = ma equation to be had” (2015, p.1). This resonates with
the findings of this study where the repeated use of words like relevance and engagement

dominate the discourse.

Interviewees often sought to re-define and/or clarify the meaning of the word impact, it was a
discourse mostly engaged in voluntarily, and thus arose inductively from the data. Here, an
academic described how they would prefer to refer to impact:

Firstly, let it be couched in terms of the social good, let it not be called impact, let it
be termed betterment.

Music, UK, Professor, Male

Findings indicate that interviewees perceived the word impact as synonymous with a range
of words and meanings such as ‘betterment’, ‘social good’, ‘contribution’, ‘change’ or even
simply, ‘good’. These interpretations were heavily associated with broader philosophic
debates about knowledge and its value, notions of the public good and further still, types of
research, including ‘pure’ and ‘applied’ which are explored later in this chapter. For instance,
one arts scholar immediately connected the word impact with underlying philosophic
guestions such as those pertaining to epistemic value and instrumentalism, explored in
Chapter 7:

| think anything that had some concept of value in in it, that's the problem with that
language, is it seeks to be value free, whereas the arts and humanities are
fundamentally about value for a certain thing for its own sake — knowledge for its
intrinsic value, not for its impact — | know that sounds acerbic.

Literature, Australia, Professor, Male

Acerbic or not, analysis of the interviews indicates that the connotations of the word impact
often directly correlate with broader discourses pertaining to the value of knowledge and
instrumental, utilitarianism in research. It is therefore seen by participants as a potentially
loaded word, the connotations of which are varied and diverse according to field of study and

possibly even personal opinion.
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From close analysis of participants’ responses, the repeated use of the words ‘public’,
‘social’ and ‘use’ indicate that academics perceive impact as something which involves
taking good research / knowledge outside to a wider sphere than the academy alone and
that such knowledge should be relevant and contribute to society:

It means relevance and contribution, relevant to a world, a sphere, people, beyond
scholars. The contribution might be about helping people understand.

Theatre, Film and TV, UK, Professor, Male
It's societal relevance, social development.
Environment, UK, Professor, Male

As | will discuss in Chapter 7, impact is commonly characterised as something orientated
towards use, usefulness and application. The repeated use of the words effect, influence,
engagement and change, imply there is some coherence with the official definitions as
prescribed by funding bodies of research and there is a sense that impact ought to positively
improve or enhance things; this might refer to quality of life, efficiency of products and
services, health, policy, the economy or culture. What was also common among these
characterisations was the use of the word ‘community’ or ‘communities’ in academic and
non-academic terms. There was a sense from interviewees that impact should be positive,
underpinned by good research, that you could not have impact without good research and,
in many cases, the converse was perceived to also be true. Crucially, it was seen to be

about doing relevant and significant research academically and socially (if appropriate).

In order to depict and visualise the data, | developed four tables which represent the
characterisations made by each individual participant — these can be found in Appendices 3
and 4. Each table outlines the words or phrases that the interviewees associated with the
term impact, the interviewees’ attributes including country; Australia, (A) or the UK (UK), and
an acronym to indicate their field of study a key for which is provided. The characterisations
and conceptualisations are presented according to the discipline of the interviewees and
grouped in cognate headings as outlined in Chapter 4. The headings comprise responses
from the arts and humanities, social sciences, physical science, maths and engineering, and
the life and earth sciences. The characterisations in Appendix 3 (Table 7 - Table 10) indicate
that participants associated impact with certain types of activity, broadly - academic, public
and social, policy and economic. The images in Figure 15 to Figure 18 provide a

representation of (Appendix 3) in word clouds, visualising the common words and terms
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used by participants by discipline group as coded in NVivo under conceptualisations and
characterisations.
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What we see here is repetition of the word ‘use’ from the arts, humanities and the physical
sciences, and words like ‘outside’, ‘beyond’, ‘practical’, ‘communicate’, ‘community’ and
‘benefit’ across all domains. There was a strong sense from participants that any definition
needed to be very broad, relating to concepts of knowledge as a social or public good
particularly with respect to disciplines from the arts and humanities. Participants from the
physical sciences heavily associated the term with use and application — the word ‘cultural’
does not appear, instead their characterisations are linked mainly to economic and public

impacts. These figures do not include descriptive words such as ‘demonstrable’ which is

129



prominent in the official definitions and perhaps indicative of how academics associate their
contribution as intrinsically valuable as opposed to that which is tangibly and explicitly
valuable. One UK scientist remarked “the demonstrable bit is very difficult unless they’re
going to give examples” (Biology, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male, B1). This implies that
participants did not necessarily feel at ease with trying to measure their impacts, even if
impact was re-named something like ‘public good.” Arguably, such a term could be said to be
even harder to define or to pin down than the word ‘impact’ with respect to evaluating a
change or effect. The ways in which funders have suggested to measure these contributions
or impacts was perceived by one participant for example as reductionist “bean counting”

(Soil Science, Australia, Research Staff, Female) in order to settle governments’ “balance
sheets” (Theatre, Film and TV, UK, Professor, Male).

Participants appeared to have less issue with engagement and the term ‘knowledge
exchange’ than impact; “it's the impact bit that's warped it” (Literature, UK, Professor,
Female). There was also confusion about how universities could talk about social impact
without including the education of their students as something ‘that counts’ as impact.
‘Education’ was cited by several participants as an important part of the definition of any
social impact - the education of society. This is not currently included in the official definition

of social impact but it does emerge as a recurring theme, particularly seen in Chapter 8.

5.3 Connotations of impact

| previously described how funders of research suggest that impact is synonymous with an
‘influence or effect’ outside the academic environment. However, analysis indicates that the
word impact is perceived by many as problematic, bound with linguistic connotations and
those imposed by the official definitions, which in many cases are perceived as negative or

maybe even gendered.

Participants associated the word ‘impact’ with hard-ness, weight and force; “anything that
sorts of hits you” (Languages, UK, Senior Lecturer, Female). One participant suggested that
impact “sounds kind of aggressive, the poor consumer!” (History, Australia, Professor,
Female). The language used here is not unlike the tongue-in-cheek ‘Poppletonian’ column in
Times Higher Education (THE) and stories of Head of Research Impact ‘Mr Gerald Thudd,’
whose name is no doubt derived from this troublesome term. This may have led participants
to draw comparisons with the type of research they undertake. Talking about her own

research in the performing arts, one Australian participant commented:
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It's such a pain in the arse because the Arts don’t fit the model. But in a way they do
if you look at the impact as being something quite soft.

Music, Australia, Professor, Female

My impact case study wasn’t submitted mainly because I'm dealing with that slightly
on the woolly side of things.

Mechanical Engineering, Australia, Professor, Female

Some participants referred to their research or others’ research as either ‘hard’ research or
as ‘soft and woolly’. Those who self-professed that their research was ‘soft’ or woolly’ felt
that their research may be less likely to qualify as having ‘hard’ impact (one might interpret
this as meaning ‘economic impact’); instead, they claimed their research would impact
socially, as opposed to economically; “stuff that's on a flaky edge - it's very much about
social engagement” (Languages, Australia, Professor, Male). One participant described

impact as “a nasty Treasury idea,” comparing it to:

... a tsunami, crashing over everything which will knock out stuff that is precious.
Theatre, Film and TV, UK, Professor, Male

This imagery associates the concept of impact with force and weight (or hardness as
mentioned earlier), which in some sense explains why impact is off-putting to researchers,
particularly in disciplines where the effect of their research may be far more nuanced and
subtle. Using force to depict the impact of teaching was also noted by one participant from
Australia who claimed impact was like a footprint, and teaching was “a pretty heavy imprint”
(Environment, UK, Professor, Male). Force and weight was also characterised by some
participants as masculine. There is therefore a hint at a suggestion that some connotations

of impact and the associated activities may be gendered.

5.3.1 The impact a-gender

With respect to connotations and conceptualisations, gender emerged as a potential issue
concerning impact-generating activities. Indeed, the language of impact and research as
‘soft’ or ‘hard’ appeared to generate comments about gender explored in this section.
Difference in engagement with and approaches to impact pathways were evident between
the genders, emphasising issues about gender-specific pressures on academic labour as a
whole in which impact is one part of the picture. The findings described in this section
therefore do not suggest a causal link between these associations and impact, rather, impact

is part of the broader HE landscape within the discourse of which, gender issues arose.
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Associations were also made concerning power and esteem, echoing concerns elsewhere in
the equality and diversity discourse (Bank, 2011; Leathwood and Read, 2008). As outlined in
Chapter 4, | sought to achieve a fair gender representation. Figure 8 and Figure 9 give this
detail in Chapter 4. This section explores the connotations of impact from the perspective of
gender both in broad terms and specifically with respect to the way it is characterised and
conceptualised. It will likely be an area for further research as these accounts provide only a

shapshot.

Analysis showed some female interviewees describing their working lives as characterised
by pressure. Those who did related this to a broader discussion about gender in which high
achieving career women might perceive the negative effects this has on their personal lives.
Although this may not be in direct response to impact, it can be seen to be symptomatic of
the many issues affecting academic labour if we consider that these issues emerged within a

broader discourse (Chapter 8).

Some patrticipants felt that the role of family might be seen to be supportive of responding to
an impact agenda. One female participant draws on her role as a mother as supportive of
her ability to respond to an impact agenda “I have kids that age so...” (Biology, UK, Senior
Lecturer, Female). But evidently, the two things do not necessarily follow. Nevertheless,
parenthood emerged in comments from both genders with respect to the impact agenda and
the academic career. Two male participants spoke positively about the need to transfer

knowledge of all kinds to society referencing their role as parents:

I’'m all for that. | want my kids to have a rich culture when they go to school.
Engineering, Australia, Professor, Male, E2

My children are the extension of my biological life and my students are an extension
of my thoughts.

Engineering, Australia, Professor, Male, E1

A few participants associated impact as related to gender in subtle, and in some cases overt
ways. The data suggests that some male participants felt that female academics might be
better at impact. Some male participants suggested that female academics might find it
liberating, linked it to a sense of duty or public service, implying it was second nature. In
addition, some male participants associated types of impact domains as female-orientated
activity and the reverse was the case with female and male-orientated ‘types’ of impact. For
example, at one extreme, a few male participants seemed to perceive public engagement as

something which females would be particularly good at, generalising that they are not
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competitive “women are better at this! They are less competitive!” (Environment, UK,
Professor, Male). Indeed, one male participant suggested that competitiveness actually
helps academics have an impact and does not impede it:

I get a huge buzz from trying to communicate those to a wider audience and winning
arguments and seeing them used. It's not the use that motivates me it's the process
of winning, I'm competitive!

Economics, UK, Professor, Male

These connections are speculative and extensive analysis has not been carried out by
research funders about the extent to which gender affects funding decisions. Indeed, further
research would have to be conducted about these associations more generally.
Notwithstanding, some participants were suggestive that gender is a factor in the securing of
grant money - certainly this comment reveals a local speculation that ‘the big boys’ get the

grants, in Australia, at least:

ARC grants? I've had a few but nothing like the big boys that get one after the other.
Chemical Engineering, Australia, Professor, Female

One UK female biologist comments that she indeed enjoys delivering public engagement

and outreach and implies a reference to having a family as enabling her ability to do so:

It's partly being involved with the really well established outreach work.
Biology, UK, Senior Lecturer, Female

Analysis reveals some evidence that certain impact activities had gender connotations for
my participants. Some participants implied that public engagement was not something
entirely associated with the kinds of impact needed to advance one’s career and by a few
male participants, this was accordingly associated with female academics. Certain female
respondents in the sciences and the arts suggested similarly that there was a strong
commitment among women to carry out public engagement, but that this was not necessarily

shared by their male counterparts who, they perceived, undervalued this kind of work:

| think the few of us women in the faculty will grapple with that a lot about the
relevance of what we’re doing and the usefulness, but for the vast majority of people
it's not there... [She implies that] ...l think there is a huge gender thing there that
every woman that you talk to on campus would consider that the role of the university
is along the latter statement. The vast majority of men would not consider that's a
role of the university. There’s a strong gender thing.

Chemical Engineering, Australia, Professor, Female
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There was a sense from one arts female participant that women might be more interested in
getting out there and communicating their work but that crucially, it is not the be-all and end-
all of doing research, as this comment shows:

Women feel that there’s something more liberating, | can empathise with that, but
that couldn’t be the whole job.

Music, Australia, Professor, Female

When this participant, who was very much orientated towards impact, asked me if | had
enough interviewees, she added “mind you, you've probably spoken to enough men in lab
coats”. This could imply that inward-facing roles are associated with male orientated activity
and outward facing roles as perceived as more female orientated. Such sentiments perhaps
relate to a binary delineation of women as more caring, subjective, applied and of men as
harder, scientific and theoretical/rational. This links to a broader characterisation of HE as
marketised and potentially, more ‘male’ or at least masculinised - where increasing
competitiveness, marketisation and performativity can be seen as linked to an increasingly
macho way of doing business (Blackmore, 2002; Deem, 1998; Grummell, Devine & Lynch,
2008; Reay, 2004) . The data is also suggestive of the attitude that communication is a 'soft'

skill and the interpersonal, is seen as a less masculine trait.

This is a huge generalisation but | still say that the profession is so dominated by
men, undergraduates are so dominated by men and most of those boys will come
into engineering because they’re much more comfortable dealing with a computer
than with people.

Chemical Engineering, Australia, Professor, Female

Again, discipline plays a role here. For instance, research concerning STEM subjects
suggests women are more likely to pursue those scientific subjects which will make a
difference or contribute to society (such as nursing or environmental research, certainly
those subjects that would be perceived as less ‘hard’ science domains). Despite women’s
prevalence in these science subjects, the fact that engineering for example as an obvious

choice is dominated by men, contributes to this perception.

Linked to my previous discussion earlier in this chapter is the sense that impact activity,
namely in this case public engagement and community work was associated with women
more than men by some participants. However, public engagement and certain social impact
domains appeared to have a lower status and intellectual worth in the eyes of some

participants. Some inferred that social and ‘soft’ impacts are generally seen as associated
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with females. They in turn may be held in low esteem. Some of the accounts suggest that

soft impacts are perceived by women as not ‘counting’ as impact:

At least two out of the four of us who are female are doing community service and
that doesn’t count, we get zero credit, actually | would say it gets negative credit
because it takes time away from everything else.

Education Engineering, Australia, Professor, Female

This was intimated again by another female UK computer scientist who claimed that since
her work was on the “woolly side” of things, and her impacts were predominantly in the
social and public domain, she would not be taken seriously enough to qualify as a REF

impact case study, despite having won an award for her work:

| don’t think it helps that if | were a male professor doing the same work | might be
taken more seriously. It's interesting, why recently? Because I've never felt that I've
not been taken seriously because I'm a woman, but something happened recently
and | thought, oh, you’re not taking me seriously because I'm a woman. So | think it's
a part.

Computer Science, UK, Professor, Female

It seems therefore that the ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ associations with impact | described earlier in this
chapter are also perceived by my participants as at least loosely connected to male and
female attributes. There is therefore certainly cause to consider how impact and its

associated activities are perceived.

Largely, gender related comments hailed from the science and the arts and humanities
participants. Social scientists for example, did not bring it up as much, and indeed, one

levelled that perhaps it was less a matter of gender, and more a matter of ability:

It's about being articulate! Both guys and women who are very articulate and
communicate well are outward looking on all of these things.

Engineering Education, Australia, Professor, Female

The relationship between impact and gender is therefore little understood and it is not clear
how much these issues are directly relatable to impact or more symptomatic of the broader
picture in HE. It remains an interesting and emerging consideration — one which is potentially
the subject of a larger research project. | will now discuss the difficulties my participants had

in defining impact and their attempts to re-shape and make sense of its definitions.
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5.3.2 Re-defining impact

Participants generally shared a desire to deliver positive change and described impact as
something which is concerned with change, effect and making a difference: “impact for me

normally would mean changing behaviour” (Soil Science, Australia, Research Staff, Female).

We do want to be able to say why we're doing something, but for me the first
guestion | ask about impact is am | having an impact, the second question is who
says what an impact is and impact outside, what you’re doing now, what is that
impact?

Languages, Australia Professor, Male

| noticed that when they were talking about impact, participants would often invoke the
notion of duty, claiming that “real” impact (inferring that the official definitions do not reflect
‘real’ impact) should, or ought to be something which “brings communities together”, “builds
bridges”, and is “relevant and contributes to a world, a sphere beyond scholars” (Philosophy,
UK, Professor, Male). Participants tended to agree that impact was something that involved
the public and society and that it was about taking research out, beyond the reach of
scholars. Participants also associated the official meaning of impact with short termism and
many therefore perceived that impact needed to be immediate in order to satisfy funders,

which was problematic.

Participant interpretations of the official definitions highlighted some widespread confusion
and in several cases, suspicion as to how to define impact; “I'm not sure it's the word; | think

it's the definition” (Biology, UK, Senior Lecturer, Female).

| think there’s also confusion about what impact means — how you demonstrate it, the
different groups that you can engage with outside the academic and justifiably and
legitimately say yes this is having an impact.

Politics, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male
We've got away with saying fairly fuzzy things around impact.
Soil Science, Australia, Research Staff, Female

There appear to be several potential reasons for this confusion. Firstly, many participants
said that the definition of impact was too subjective. Secondly, participants felt that the
definitions were either ‘too vague and nebulous’ or ‘too prescriptive and contorted’. My
analysis indicates that many academics feel that this is the result of a lack of clarity from the

funders themselves:
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It is hardly defined at all, there are lots of words involved, long sentences, and if you
encounter long sentences in English it means the people that have written that didn’t
really know what they wanted to say... we have these over complex definitions of
what impact is supposed to be and as a result no one really knows what is meant
anymore.

Physics, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male

| think people just think it's a bit open ended, nebulous and we’re all scientists and so
we all know that they don’t know what they want.

Biology, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male, B2

Many participants repeatedly asked the question “what does it mean?” whilst UK participants
often acknowledged that they were influenced by the official definitions: “the word impact is
loaded with REF interpretation so | can’t help but be steered by the definitions | see”
(Chemistry, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male). This was not the only instance; when another
participant was asked to discuss impact they claimed “well, that depends what you think

making an impact is” (Philosophy, UK, Professor, Male).

It is important to note therefore that the most common reference point for many UK
participants was the REF definition of impact. Comments about the definition of REF impact
included that it was “prescriptive”, “narrow”, “constricting”, “odd and contorted”. This
contrasts with many UK participants’ views of the RCUK definition which many perceived as
‘too vague’. Analysis highlighted that UK academics in particular conflated the two definitions

which may to some extent account for the confusion:

Look, the whole thing is misconceived, if people can’t define what it is, how can they
take it seriously?

Psychology, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male

Impact was therefore perceived by several participants as “massively open to subjective
opinion” which made it “free to misinterpretation” (Chemistry, UK, Professor, Male). Many
participants stated that funders have given “mixed messages” about impact and as a result

academics were confused and frustrated with it.

I think what seems to be lacking in a lot of people that are giving out the money is
that reassurance about what impact is as far as they are concerned.

Biology, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male, B1

Several interviewees commented that the definition of impact was entirely down to the

interpretation of the researcher. For example, one participant commented that RCUK
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pathways to impact were so subjective that “everybody can define impact the way he or she
would like and as a result no one can show you a good example of a pathways to impact —

it’s all just opinion” (Physics, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male).

This of course might be deliberate. The research councils in the UK claim to have
intentionally defined impact in its broadest sense so as to reflect the “myriad of ways
research can contribute to society and the economy” (RCUK, 2016) in order to ensure that
academics interpret it as project specific. However, analysis indicates that this tactic may
have back-fired as instead many academics perceived the broad definition as “vague” and
“nebulous”. This could be said to have implications for their practice, resulting in equally
vague “hand-waving” (Psychology, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male) in the articulation of future
impact or embellishments as they feel compelled to make unrealistic predictions about
impact because they think that is what is being asked for. Evidence of this is provided in
Chapter 7 and in recent publications arising from this research (Chubb & Watermeyer,
2016). One scientist criticised the impact agenda because they felt it was open to subjective

opinion that was not associated with scientific practice:

| think the problem for us scientists is that we’re usually being very careful to tread on
firm thick ice, firm ground, and | think when you start to talk about what you might do,
you kind of know you might be extending things beyond what you're really likely to
do.

Biology, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male, B1

This sentiment is echoed by a life and earth scientist in Australia, who commented:

Well yeah, you’re used to going on pretty hard data before you say stuff. You have to
go out and put your neck on the line, people won’t measure it, it's a bit like planting
truffle spore, you won’t know for 20 years the results. I'll be dead and gone!

Agriculture, Australia, Professor, Male, Al

For many scientists, in particular those from the life and earth sciences, physical sciences,
maths and engineering, the concept of impact appeared to lack objectivity, which may
explain why much of the resistance found in social media and elsewhere originates from the
sciences. One scientist commented that impact required social science skills, not the skills of

a ‘real’ scientist, revealing of attitudes towards other disciplines explored in Chapter 9.

5.3.3 Conceptualisations and national context

It is important to highlight that Australian participants did not reference official research

funding definitions as much as UK participants. Instead their responses were perhaps less
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prescribed by official documents and their descriptions became more about what they would
expect funders to count as impact; “as long as it includes enrichment of cultural knowledge
etc., | suppose we can live with research impact” commented one Australian literature
scholar. However, another suggested that any such definitions would have to pay specific
attention to the language in order for it to work for them - “if the language is ‘quantify’ then
forget it” (Mechanical Engineering, Australia, Professor, Female). There was a clear sense

that awareness of impact was lower in Australia than in the UK:

When you say to somebody ‘an impact pathway’ they may or may not know what
you’re talking about and they may think they've got to measure the numbers of
mouths that are fed or they don’t realize they could also be charting the number of
people that came to that meeting that they’re actually going to change what they do
in research when they go home or you can do this in so many different ways, if you're
flexible about it. Yeah | think awareness is important.

Agriculture, Australia, Professor, Male, A2

Another theme was the tendency of some Australian participants to conflate the concepts of
social and academic impact, using terms interchangeably, talking generally about how
academic impact (their students, graduates and their teaching) was their primary impact
more frequently than participants in the UK.

So who defines what the impact agenda is going to be and what counts as impact,
because one thing that we sometimes forget to say is that primary impact, the work
we do, is how it affects the teaching we do of those thousands of students who
graduate every year.

Languages, Australia, Professor, Male

This is not to say that UK participants did not consider teaching as a key impact, evidently
they did. Rather, it suggests that UK participants were more cognisant that simply, in official
terms, teaching does not necessarily ‘count’ as social impact. The delineation between
academic and social impact was largely viewed as problematic and many participants
argued that academic impact was being side-lined by social impact. | discuss this in Chapter
9. In the next section, | will explore the types of activities interviewees associated with their

research.

5.3.4 What counts? Typologies and associated activities

Interviews were coded according to the number of references interviewees made to the
types of impact-generating activities they associated with research impact. RCUK published
a typology of impacts in 2011. This document separated academic impact ‘types’ and

economic and social impacts - an adaption of which can be found in Appendix 5. Analysis of
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the data reveals that, similar to the typology of impacts above, researchers identify different
‘types’ of impact-generating activity and that these correlate with five specific types of
engagement. These activities can then be further categorised under four broad headings,
which | will refer to as ‘impact domains’, outlined below. Against each domain are some
examples of the kinds of activities which would be coded at nodes labelled public, economic,
academic, policy and social. This list of activities is not exhaustive but reflects some

examples as provided in Appendix 4.
Impact domains and their associated activities:

1. Academic domain: knowledge capabilities. Activities include graduate
employment, training of highly skilled researchers, and teaching.

2. Public domain: public engagement. Activities include public engagement, media
engagement, social media, public lectures, and exhibitions.

3. Policy and social domain: policy and social. Activities include responding to
government consultations, policy briefings, meetings with policy makers. This might
also include strategic consultation/involvement. For example, Patient Public
Involvement (PPI), involving research users in research design and co-production.

4. Economic domain: commercial and industrial engagement. Activities include,

through patents, spinouts, new technologies, products and services and CPD.

Participants strongly associated the concept of impact as something which is concerned with
what | refer to above as ‘academic impact’. For example, Australian researchers in particular
referred to graduate employment when talking about impact, and described how their work
was going to have an impact through their graduates. Importantly, unless patrticipants self-
identified as ‘applied researchers’, there was a common tendency for researchers to refer to

academic impact as their ‘primary impact’ and something which was held in high regard.

Capacity building and the training of highly skilled researchers was something participants
from Australia were generally very passionate about and many UK participants cited
teaching as highly important. One participant exclaimed “how teaching students isn’t socio
economic | can’t understand” (Electronics, UK, Research Staff, Female). The fact that
teaching was mentioned more by Australian participants arguably reflects the policy
landscape in the UK, where participants were aware that academic impact is not the
intended focus of pathways to impact or a HEFCE case study. The UK/Australian differences
suggest that British impact policy has framed respondents’ discussion considerably. UK
participants therefore tended not to define impact with respect to teaching and education as
much as their Australian counterparts. Academic impact (such as capacity building and the

employment of graduates) more broadly however, though vital, was not viewed by all
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participants as of primary importance. Indeed, some researchers felt that social impact and
academic impact were equally as important, and crucially, there was a general consensus

that you could not have one without the other:

Otherwise the university doesn’t have a footprint - they produce wonderful graduates
but at the end of the day the university should have a very strong influence on policy
matters socio economic side of things, applied side of things and the medical is a
good example — translating good science into applied outcome.

Agriculture, Australia, Professor, Male, A3

It is important to note that in some cases participants viewed academic impact as less
important than socio-economic impact. This was particularly the case for participants who
self-identified as applied researchers. For example, one UK participant stated how “the
academic side is secondary for me” (Politics, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male). This indicates that
certain disciplines are more naturally attuned towards impact. Impact appears to be more
implicit and more embedded into the conduct of research from its design through to its
translation for certain disciplines. For others this may be almost impossible, such as those
conducting pure research. | suggest that typologies of impact therefore could be connected
with the type of research being carried out. | will explore the themes which emerge across
types of research in Chapter 9.

5.3.5 Activities and impact domains

In this section, | present an analysis of interviewees’ responses in which the frequency of
references to particular activities is examined as a means of identifying and exploring
systematic trends in the alignment between disciplines and impact domains. Appendix 4
details the ways in which participants characterised impact and the activities they described.
From these descriptions, | was able to analyse the kinds of activities and impact domains
common across the discipline groups. The narrative that follows presents a broad analysis of
the data. From this, | am able to draw-out clear themes that provide useful insights into the

relationships between impact domains and disciplines.

The charts that follow capture the number of times particular impact domains were
mentioned during interviews. | provide the raw numbers of mentions and in brackets |
present the percentage of the total number of mentions of all impact domains within each
grouping. Each segment of each pie chart is annotated with two figures — the raw (total)
number of mentions, and the proportion (shown as a percentage for the total for that

discipline) of overall mentions of each impact domain.
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Analysis reveals that interviewees representing the arts and humanities mentioned types of
activities they might engage with as being those predominantly in the public domain. This is
illustrated in Figure 19 and Figure 20, in which references to public-facing research impact
by the Australian and the UK cohorts comprise 79% and 48% of total references to impact
domains respectively. Interviewees in this group focused on activities such as education and
outreach programmes in schools, workshops for children, media, TV, radio, film,
documentaries, magazines, talking to the public, events and workshops as well as public

lectures, exhibitions, community festivals.

Arts and humanities interviewees also generally described activities that fall within the
commercial and economic domain more so than they described policy and social impact
generating activities. The policy and social activities they described included advising policy
makers, MPs and local authorities, working on European policy, legalisation, providing
evidence etc. However, they also presented a large number of examples of their
engagement with industry via ad-hoc meetings, presentations and membership of advisory
boards, more associated with commercial and economic impacts. Several arts and
humanities interviewees described an increased focus on the use of social media and digital
humanities outputs, including technologies. Entrenched in much of the discourse created by
arts and humanities interviewees was the continued reference to the notion of value as
something which was tangible and economic as opposed to something that is deemed to be
intrinsically valuable. Such matters are discussed in depth in Chapter 7 in which | examine

attitudes towards impact with respect to the value of knowledge and its utility.
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Figure 19: Types of impact as mentioned by interviewees: arts and humanities —
Australia

m Public

m Social and policy

m Commercial and
economic

Figure 20: Types of impact as mentioned by interviewees: arts and humanities - UK

There are clear and somewhat unsurprising references to the economic and commercial
domain across interviewees representing the physical sciences, maths and engineering.

Many described working with private sector organisations and business as one of their main

13 Each segment of each pie chart is annotated with two figures — the raw (total) number of mentions, and the
proportion (shown as a percentage for the total for that discipline) of overall mentions of each impact domain.
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routes to impact. This group commonly described how their routes to impact would
predominantly include forming strategic partnerships and long-term work with industrial end
users (e.g. the oil and gas industry).

m Public

B Social and policy

m Commercial and
economic

14

Figure 21: Types of impact as mentioned by interviewees: physical science,
engineering and maths — Australia

m Public

B Social and policy

m Commercial and
economic

15

Figure 22: Types of impact as mentioned by interviewees: physical science,
engineering and maths - UK.

This trend is illustrated in Figure 21 and Figure 22 in which references to commercial and
economic impact comprise 52% and 65% of the overall total in Australia and the UK

respectively.

14 Each segment of each pie chart is annotated with two figures — the raw (total) number of mentions, and the proportion
(shown as a percentage for the total for that discipline) of overall mentions of each impact domain.
15 Each segment of each pie chart is annotated with two figures — the raw (total) number of mentions, and the proportion
(shown as a percentage for the total for that discipline) of overall mentions of each impact domain.
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Interviewees often identified a cross-disciplinary approach with the objective of developing
new products and services, creating new technologies and intellectual property, forming
commercial enterprises and contributing to the development of industry standards. Whilst
several referenced working with policy makers or developing links within the policy sphere,
the second main domain they referred to with reference to impact was the public domain.

Unlike the majority of the arts and humanities participants, interviewees from the physical
sciences, maths and engineering referred to working with schools (and activities that those
representing other disciplines might call public engagement), as outreach. This was
associated with a broader duty to communicate science, in its broadest sense, (crucially, not
directly related to their research) to a public audience. There was also a sense that public
engagement did not ‘count’ towards impact and that many would use it in their pathways to
impact as an aside rather than a core activity. This theme was raised by several arts and
humanities scholars who were working on theoretical research such as those from
philosophy and literature. It therefore does indicate that the public domain is dependent
upon the type of research being conducted (Chapter 9). However, physical science, maths
and engineering interviewees and arts and humanities interviewees share a common

concern about evidencing the underpinning research with respect to public engagement:

What | think philosophers want and are keen to do, is to talk about their subject to a
larger audience, they will do this at drop of a hat, and effectively it's more public
engagement. It's a form of teaching, a form of education. Maybe it makes a
difference, maybe not, but education is for public good.

Philosophy, UK, Professor, Male

Notwithstanding, public engagement of a broader subject area to a wide audience (though
not necessarily directly relatable to an interviewees’ research), was perceived as generally
part of an academic’s role or duty. | will discuss attitudes towards public accountability and

epistemic responsibility in Chapter 6.

Figure 23 and Figure 24 illustrate that the range of activities associated with impact for the
social sciences appears to be in the policy, social and public domain, where there is less
mention of commercial or economic domain based activities in comparison to physical
science. However, where this was mentioned it was mostly with reference to the
development or interest in developing new learning technologies, or working and developing
links with businesses. In particular, social scientists along with the life and earth scientists

were the only group to reference working with the third sector and social enterprises.

145



m Public

B Social and policy

= Commercial and
economic

Figure 23: Types of impact as mentioned by interviewees: social science — Australia

m Public

B Social and policy

= Commercial and
economic

Figure 24: Types of impact as mentioned by interviewees: social science - UK

The social science participant responses exhibit significant national differences in emphasis,
with references to public domain impact dominating the response of Australian academics
(51% of references) and the strongest response in the social and policy domain in the UK
(41% of responses). In both national groups, the social scientist participants referenced the
policy domain more than any other cognate grouping alongside references to the public
domain including media engagement. Activities in the public domain included media
coverage, articles, interviews, TV, radio, The Conversation, working with communities in
vulnerable populations, meetings etc., public speaking, symposiums, lectures, books, public
engagement/schools dissemination i.e. science shop, artists creating works of art about
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research, exhibitions, theatre production about a particular issue (for example;
homelessness), programme development for schools, teaching products and the

development of educational materials.

With respect to policy development, social science participants referenced work with
government departments, providing evidence to policy makers and practitioners, giving
consultative opinions on legislation and law reform, working with government departments
and writing reports for public bodies. Social science participants spoke proactively about
forming engagement with end users of research, they described how they would extend their
networks and consult with end users regularly, almost as a matter of course, and there was
an element of cold-calling to this, using email and personal contacts to generate new links
and collaborations. This was less common in other disciplines, for example one arts and

humanities participant spoke of how the public ought to seek out university research.

Finally, the life and earth science participants demonstrate the most balance across the
impact domains mentioned in interviews, presented in Figure 25 and Figure 26. Here, there
is little variation between the frequency of mentions across all domains and both national
contexts. Pathways to impact in this cognate group involved the public domain, with many
references to community work, school and education programmes, outreach or ‘extension’
activity, vehicles such as citizen science, ‘I'm a scientist get me out of here!” and media
press releases. However, several described very clear pathways to impact in both the policy
and social and economic domain as well reflecting a range of activities detailed in Appendix
4.

In particular, life and earth scientists described policy activities such as workshops with
stakeholders, forums, meetings with consumers and governing authorities, social
enterprises, local charities, think tanks, NGO’s and drafting policy evidence. This kind of
activity was seen by most life and earth scientists as “part and parcel — bread and butter stuff
- it's a natural alliance” (Environment, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male, E1). This is similar to the
view of the social science interviewees who also referred in this way to impact as being
something which is embedded in the research. Finally, life and earth scientists made
reference to the commercial domain when describing their work with industry, the

development of new technologies and their links with tourism.

For a large majority of respondents, their work was match-funded by industry or at least
industry and application was at the heart of the funding they had received. This was very
different to the arts and humanities participants and academics from other theoretical areas

where impact in whatever domain, seemed rather more ‘tacked—on’.
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Figure 25: Types of impact as mentioned by interviewees: life and earth sciences -
Australia

m Public
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Figure 26: Types of impact as mentioned by interviewees: life and earth sciences — UK

The social and life and earth scientists appear to share commonalities in the amount they
discussed all domains, with a preference for policy and public domains, whereas the arts
and physical sciences and maths appear to have more in common than perhaps Snow’s ‘two
cultures’ might have first implied. Impact may actually unite them, | propose instead a ‘Two
by Two Cultures of Research Impact’ matrix which is fully explored and described in Chapter
9.
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5.4 Summary

Analysis suggests that the way impact is characterised by participants may be linked to how
impact is conceptualised, which may then influence how participants can respond to the
impact agenda in practice. For instance, if impact was conceptualised by participants as a
prediction of real world change, then academics working in a more theoretical field claimed

they would struggle to articulate impact more so than those closest to application.

The findings described in this chapter indicate that language plays a key role when
unpacking the issues associated with the impact agenda. Indeed, the word itself can be seen
as problematic to many interviewees — with participants interpreting impact as a short term,
one-off ‘hard—hitting’ event, in the manner of a technology that is developed and then sold to
a company. This might be appropriate for some kinds of research, but for others where, for
example, the end goal of research is to enrich lives and culture, this way of defining impact
was seen to be off-putting and unhelpful by interviewees. Whilst those responsible for setting
research policy may have kept the policy purposefully vague in order to ensure a broad
range of interpretations and therefore impacts, analysis reveals that there is still some
confusion as to what actually counts as impact and a range of interpretations as to what the

word means.

The lack of clear agreement about the interpretation of impact as a term in and of itself could
have implications for policy and indeed practice. Funders ought to consider clarifying that a
pathway to impact is an articulation of the activities an academic will engage in, not the end
product itself. Interviewees acknowledged that impact is concerned with translating research
along with some connotations of utility and direct relevance to society. Indeed, analysis in
this chapter shows that the way in which impact is conceptualised may be to some extent
linked to an academics’ primary discipline (this may be fluid for some researchers). The data
also identifies the kinds of impact domains in which certain cognate groups of disciplines
might more readily associate their research (that is not to say these cannot change or cross
into other domains as this is only representative of this sample). For example, my analysis
indicates that arguments concerning the public good and value, cultural enrichment and
engagement come mainly from the arts and humanities communities, whereas for the
physical sciences, impact appears more readily associated with application, social and
economic utility. For the social sciences, impact is again associated with society, use and
policy, and the life and earth sciences again associate impact as being applied, practical and

policy focused.

These trends perhaps indicate that whilst a one-size-fits-all definition of impact would not be

appropriate, there may still be a need for institutions and funders to firm-up definitions or
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improve impact literacy of academics so that confusion lessens. In addition, improving
literacy about the differences between impact for assessment and impact for funding
(prospective and retrospective) is required in order to lessen the concern that when
academics are applying for grants, their impact has to be firmly pinned down and measured

a-priori.

The language of impact can also be seen to be closely resonant of a marketised HE sector.
Participants feared that ideas about the ‘public good’ had dropped out of the discourse and
instead, adopted words associated with new managerialism such as market, consumer,
investment, economic return, and so on. This is suggestive of a creeping shift from public to
private where the university is yet another market and the academics are knowledge

workers.

Despite this, the idea of communicating research and bettering society was strongly upheld
by interviewees as an important role in academic life. What was difficult (and very often
absent) within their conceptualisations and indeed characterisations of impact was a
confident understanding of the concept of having demonstrable impact. Particularly difficult
for less instrumental forms of knowledge, this created further frustration and confusion and
gave rise to tensions concerning themes, which are discussed in later chapters including

academic freedom, epistemic responsibility, instrumentalism (Chapters 6 and 7).

The connotations associated with the word impact could also be said to be distracting to
participants, with the emergence of different definitions, which create confusion and possibly
fuel resistance. For example, the concepts of soft and hard research could be seen to relate
to rehearsed debates about the value of certain disciplines. So too, the connotations of hard
impact are identified by some participants as indicative of a marketised, even masculinised
HE as we saw in 5.3.2. Issues linking gender and impact are highlighted as considerations
for further research in Chapter 10. Analysis has also shown that national context shows
variance in the ways in which academics conceptualise impact, such as the fact that
Australian academics tended not to refer to official definitions but instead referred to more
traditional academic interpretations of impact. This reflects the relative infancy of impact at
the time of interviewing but also reveals anxiety regarding the future measurement of impact
in Australia. It also perhaps reflects that participants from the UK sample were at the time of

interviewing a little more tuned-in to, or more cynically, indoctrinated by the impact agenda.

Overall, we can see that there appears to be four impact domains articulated by interviewees
broadly comprising: public, social and policy, economic and of course, academic. The
prominence of the latter in the thinking of interviewees was stark, with many interviewees

making reference to impact as something that was inherently academic. In fact, several
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linked this to the argument for the public good and education as an impact in and of itself. |

discuss this in Chapter 9.

This analysis reveals that academics’ conceptualisations and characterisations of research
impact are varied and to some extent linked to discipline and national context. This chapter
drew out clear themes about the kinds of impact-related activities interviewees associated
with their work. Somewhat unsurprisingly, interviewees representing the arts and humanities
expressed more of a tendency towards the public domain with their impact activities, with a
second focus being on commercial and economic domain. Participants representing the
physical sciences predictably showed a focus on the commercial and economic impact
domain, the social science scholars emphasised activity in the policy and social domain,
whilst those representing the life and earth sciences displayed the most balance across
activities and domains. This could have potential policy and practice implications for funders
as well as research offices and institutions when considering their internal support

infrastructures.

The findings presented in this chapter also indicate that the arts and humanities appear to
have more in common with respect to impact with the physical sciences than perhaps
Snow’s two-cultures theory might suggest. Similarly the life, earth and social sciences can
be seen to share more commonalities (explored in Chapter 9). The role of national context
does not appear to be a large factor with respect to impact domains, as we see number of

mentions of activities corresponding with certain impact domains in both countries.

By exploring the way in which impact is understood and characterised by this set of
participants, and by analysis of how many times certain activities are mentioned, we can see
broadly that there are thematic differences in the ways impact is perceived across the
disciplines. We can also see that certain connotations may be more or less helpful
depending upon the proximity of an academic’s research to use or utility. Indeed, the
language employed by interviewees reflects their entrenched underpinning philosophies. For
instance, where the language of impact implies a one-off end product, this might prompt and
provoke concerns that knowledge is being instrumentalised because of impact. With respect
to policy for grant applications, analysis indicates that emphasis on engagement as opposed
to the end product may be helpful to academics. Clarifying this might avoid the pitfalls and
challenges concerning the way academics respond to impact in terms of how they write

pathways to impact and indeed, how they feel about impact, explored in Chapter 8.

This chapter has introduced some of the conceptual challenges in understanding and
achieving impact and the characterisations that exist across the disciplines. We have seen

how language and rhetoric can be seen to influence academic reactions to the impact
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agenda. It is pertinent therefore to consider the challenges present in the literature
concerning how these conceptualisations of impact map on to views of the academic role in
society, including notions of academic freedom and epistemic responsibility. As we have
seen in Chapter 3, one of the most prominent criticisms of the impact agenda has been the
perceived threat it brings to freedom — this makes freedom an important research question.
The next chapter consequently considers interviewees’ perceptions of the relationship

between impact, epistemic responsibility and academic freedom.
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6 Academic freedom and epistemic responsibility

6.1 Introduction

In this chapter, | discuss the ways in which interviewees responded to questions about the
philosophical aspects of the impact agenda including academic freedom and epistemic
responsibility. In particular, | present findings on how interviewees described whether or not
academic freedom can be seen to be compromised by the impact agenda and deconstruct
the rationales provided (coded using NVivo at nodes ‘academic freedom’, ‘duty’ and
‘responsibility’ and their associated child nodes). | do so in light of having asked interviewees

the following questions, the latter two were deductively coded:

¢ What does academic freedom mean to you?

e Critics argue that academic freedom is compromised by the impact agenda — do you
agree?

e The Royal Society ‘Bodmer Report’ (1985) stated that academics have a duty to

communicate their work, do you agree?

| begin by contextualising the impact agenda and the debate that surrounds its relationship
with academic freedom (Section 6.2). | then describe the definitions of academic freedom as
provided by my interviewees (Section 6.2.1) and draw out some broad trends (Section
6.2.2). In Section 6.2.3 | consider the potential influence of career level and background on
perspectives about academic freedom, before exploring the role that national context played

with respect to views on academic freedom and impact (Section 6.2.4).

In Section 6.3, | discuss the ways in which interviewees described a tension between their
sense of academic freedom and an impact agenda. These tensions relate to two key
themes. The first concerns what many described as governmental interference with research
(Section 6.3.1). Here, | describe the views of interviewees who felt that governmental
interference with research (influencing direction or themes) risked their freedom. In Section
6.3.2 | present my analysis of accounts concerning epistemic responsibility which links both
themes before exploring the second theme; impact as a threat to pure research (Section
6.3.3).

Having discussed the ways in which participants perceived impact to be a threat to freedom;
in Section 6.4 | then examine the converse disposition, expressed by around half of the
participants. Two key themes favour this position. Firstly, academic freedom is described as
outmoded and obsolete by several interviewees. This section explores the views of those

who felt academic freedom needed to be reconceptualised in order to account for an impact
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agenda (Section 6.4.1). Secondly, | explore how the concepts of privilege and accountability
are emphasised by a number of participants (Section 6.4.2) before summarising the chapter
in Section 6.5. | will now outline the factors that prompted me to ask questions about the
relationship between impact and academic freedom before discussing the range of
responses to the questions outlined in this introduction.

6.2 Academic freedom and the Iimpact agenda: contextualising the

discussion

Among the most prominent arguments made in opposition to a research impact agenda as
outlined in Chapter 3 is that it impedes and impairs the possibility of academic freedom
(Braben et al., 2009; Docherty, 2014; Ladyman, 2009a; 2009b; 2009c; Holmwood, 2014;
Moriaity, 2016; Gibbs, 2016). Some argue that this is vital for the true process of discovery to
take place, though it is perhaps taken for granted by others (Gibbs, 2016, p.175):

No scientist really begins the true process of scientific discovery with the belief it is
going to follow this very smooth path to impact because he or she knows full well that
that just doesn’t occur so there’s a real problem with the impact agenda - and that is
it's not true, it's wrong — it flies in the face of scientific practice.

Chemistry, UK, Professor, Male

Academic freedom as a concept (or at least the traditional interpretation thereof), provoked a
range of responses from my interviewees - suggesting far from uniform agreement on its
specific relationship with the impact agenda. There was a strong sense among interviewees
that whilst the impact agenda presented challenges, a prevailing sense of epistemic
responsibility was apparent which often over-rode these concerns. Indeed, whilst analysis
indicates that participants value the concept of freedom as autonomous agents
unconstrained by governmental control, many admitted that this was an idealist position and
tempered the discourse with a sense of moral responsibility that those undertaking research

funded by the public purse ought to be held accountable.

For many interviewees, the concept of academic freedom was laden with outmoded
meaning, the definition of which (like impact itself) appears to be perceived by interviewees
as subjective and open to interpretation. Through analysis of the data, the issues appear
more complex than to simply suggest that academic freedom is hindered by an impact
agenda. | begin therefore by taking a closer look at how interviewees defined and

characterised academic freedom in order to better understand their views.
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6.2.1 Conceptualisations of academic freedom and its relationship with impact

As discussed in Chapter 3, Hammersley (2016) stated that whilst it is generally felt that
academic freedom is ‘under threat’ because of a range of pressures on universities, “there is
also considerable dispute about the meaning of the term” itself (p.108). Like Fish (2014),
who offers a variety of views on the term, Hammersley states that academic freedom is
“open to conflicting interpretations” (p.108). Broadly, academic freedom is said to refer to
some kind of professional autonomy of academics (Hammersley, 2016; Fish, 2014), a
sentiment echoed by my participants, several of whom indicated that a degree of

independence (from government especially) was central to any meaningful definition.

A review of the literature focused on the debate surrounding the notion of academic freedom
and its modern day conceptualisations (Fish, 2014; Gibbs, 2016; Hammersley, 2016; Post,
2012) is outlined in Chapter 3. Pertinent to this discussion, Post (2012) claimed academic
freedom was vital for what he called “democratic competence” and “decision-making”. Post
therefore assumed a link between academic freedom and some kind of contribution to
society. This connection, Hammersley (2016) and Fish (2014) warned, could disadvantage
researchers whose work is less application-orientated, for example, those working in
theoretical branches of the humanities or science. Nevertheless, a common theme across
these debates is that academic freedom in some sense ought to be preserved in order to
overcome the negative effects of managerialism (discussed in Chapters 1 - 3). | explore how
my interviewees responded in the next section. First, it is pertinent to consider how

participants conceptualised academic freedom.

Interviewees’ perceptions of the relationship between freedom and impact were influenced
by their conceptions of these terms. We have seen in Chapter 5 that there participants did
not find unanimous agreement about the meaning of the term impact, and likewise, analysis
indicates that academics also interpret academic freedom in a range of ways. This reflects
Gibbs’ (2016) view that academic freedom is “notoriously difficult to pin down” (p.175).
Analysis revealed that participants tended to associate academic freedom with five
dimensions (labelled a-e). The first three (a-c) concern the concept of autonomy, the latter
two (d-e); responsibility: Freedom to speak and disseminate ideas (a), freedom to think (b),
freedom from the constraints of funders (c), bound by ethics (d), and for an academic reason
(e). It appears that academic freedom is conceptualised as inclusive of, not distinct from
responsibility, which accounts for some of the tensions associated with impact. | will explore

each aspect individually.
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a) Freedom to speak/disseminate ideas

Over half of the references concerning academic freedom related to the word ‘speech’ and
variations of this and other stemmed words. Participants noted the importance of speech
and communication in their role as academics. In particular, participants described the
importance of being able to “speak out” even if what they had to say went against convention
or prevailing beliefs or values of stakeholders. In most cases, participants linked this to a

perceived level of duty or responsibility - part of an academic’s role:

| think it's a good thing to lobby politicians with the sorts of evidence we find. It's our
responsibility to lobby that.

Archaeology, Australia, Professor, Female

Where academics have the freedom to speak out. To say anything. My
understanding is you cannot be stopped from saying something that you have found
to be true, a whistle-blower thing; your government cannot squash your speech.

Engineering, Australia, Professor, Male, E1
The ability to question things: without losing your job.
Literature, UK, Professor, Female
b) Freedom to think

Coupled with the concept of speech and communication, almost all interviewees described
academic freedom as something which enabled freedom of thought and readily associated
academic freedom with discovery. Participants felt it was vital that researchers were free to

pursue ideas “whatever path it takes” (Australia, Education, Male, Professor).

Being allowed to come up with ideas for myself and not being told what to do.
Social Policy, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male
It is the freedom to initiate and develop projects.
Music, UK, Professor, Male

It means that | can investigate what | am curious about and publish my results to
anyone.

Maths, Australia, Professor, Female
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c) Freedom from constraints from government and funders

Participants specifically suggested that freedom was about being free from government
control. For example, many challenged the RCUK initiative concerning ‘Grand Challenges’,
designed to fund research in particular thematic areas.'®* One interviewee described how

being “beholden to grant holding bodies” implies a threat to freedom:

| want to do what | want to do, not research that I’'m told to do by government.
Archaeology, UK, Professor, Male

A level of independence appears to be associated with academic freedom by participants
(Hammersley, 2016). However, it is important to note that many of those who defined
academic freedom this way also intimated that to do research was a privilege.

d) Bound by ethics

Academic freedom was also understood as reliant upon and subject to a moral code of
conduct; several interviewees expressed concern over the potential abuse of academic
freedom. Academic freedom was perceived as something that ought to be carefully
navigated so as not to become a justification for bad behaviour. A conceptualisation of
academic freedom should therefore, be maintained by integrity and ethics according to my
participants.

Academic freedom is always bound by something. It should be bound by ethics

above all. Because | have academic freedom does not give me the right to practice
vivisection on living humans or animals.

Music, UK, Professor, Male

Freedom, participants claimed, ought to reflect a moral code:

| believe the concept of academic freedom is abused all the time. So to allow
academics to do what they want both in terms of behaviour, in terms of research and
in terms of teaching, all manner of things... [She goes on] ...What does it mean? It
means | can do and say what | want when | want? That can include poor behaviour
as well!

Chemical Engineering, Australia, Professor, Female

16 http://www.rcuk.ac.uk/research/xrcprogrammes/
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e) For an academic reason

Interviewees compared academic freedom to a distinct duty, luxury or privilege afforded by
academics for an academic justification alone. Decisions, several interviewees claimed,
about what to research and disseminate should be made on academic grounds alone, a
principle closely linked to integrity.

As scientists, it's important to put what you do within a bigger picture and the bigger
picture is in lots of different fields, scientific, artistic, it's to do with business and how
people fund it etc. | need to be guiding that, and to have autonomy over what | do,
rather than be guided by what the media might like.

Psychology, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male

Freedom to pursue research interests on their own intellectual merit for the purpose
that they contribute to the cumulative wealth of knowledge of human kind.

Politics, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male

Where people feel that their expertise is actually accepted, where they can develop
their own ideas and go out and try to convince people to collaborate or write papers -
a kind of freedom that means also a degree of independence.

Physics, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male

Another participant suggested that academic freedom was linked to excellence, rigour and
the ability to succeed, which in this case was defined by winning funding:

I think the bottom line is you have academic freedom if you are able to be successful
in terms of producing excellent outcomes and getting funding for it. It's the bottom
line. Nobody is going to stop you doing anything if you’re successful.

Physics, UK, Professor, Female

Academic freedom was conceptualised by participants as the ability to have freedom of
thought to explore new ideas and disseminate and speak out about those ideas,
unconstrained by governments and external parties, in a rigorous, ethical way for an

academic reason.

Fuller (2003) defined freedom as being underpinned by academic credibility and reason;
“academic freedom isn't simply the right to speak within your expertise: it is the right to
speak about anything - but in a way that involves an appeal to reason, argument and
evidence” (Fuller cited in Corybn, 2010). This conceptualisation is similar to Kenny (1985),

and one participant who emphasised the importance of academic credibility:
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The freedom to decide what we write - what we teach and what we publish on
academic grounds.

Philosophy, UK, Professor, Male

Despite these examples, it is important to note that not all participants offered up definitive
conceptualisations of academic freedom. Some participants claimed that they did not know
what academic freedom was or how they would define it, whilst others rhetorically
guestioned its meaning, preferring instead to redefine it. Indeed, some responses were
neither in agreement with the idea that impact impaired the possibility of academic freedom

or opposed to it, instead searching for a better rationale:

| think it's too easy to go on the academic freedom vs. the applied industry economic
benefits - those two ends of the spectrum which a lot of academics might talk about
are very simplistic and don’t get into the meat of the matter.

Engineering Education, Australia, Professor, Female

Relevant to the discussion concerning the disciplines, academic freedom was seen by
participants to relate to discipline and the dependence upon grant income. In particular, the

sciences were deemed less ‘free’ by some interviewees because of this reliance.

Sciences don’t have it because of their dependence on grant income. They have to
do the research that the funding bodies want. That seems an example of giving up
academic freedom.

Philosophy, UK, Professor, Male

I've never really been funded in a way that has given me academic freedom, so you
are always beholden to the grant holding bodies to producing the results.

Health Science, Australia, Professor, Female

In addition to the reliance on grant funding, which | will explore later in this chapter, almost
half of the participants expressed an opinion that the term required a new conceptualisation
and because of this, tended toward taking the position that academic freedom as it is broadly
conceived was not entirely threatened by the impact agenda. The minority claimed not to

have a full understanding of the term:

| don’t really know what academic freedom is, but nobody’s ever tried to stop me
doing anything.

Social Policy, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male
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Freedom emerges as an important discourse concerning academic roles and
responsibilities. Much of this is shown to relate to the norms of disciplines and national
context explored in Section (6.2.2). Following this, | explore the two main perspectives on
academic freedom, where impact is seen to impair freedom, and conversely where it is

viewed as an important aspect of the academic role.

6.2.2 Relation of discipline and national context with academic freedom

As | outlined at the beginning of this chapter, during the interviews | asked my participants
specific questions about academic freedom. In this section | present my findings regarding
this particular question: ‘Critics argue that academic freedom is compromised by the impact
agenda — what do you think?’ (Appendices 7 and 8 provide granular detail on these
responses across the disciplines and national context. Nb. It is important to acknowledge
that the ‘n’ is very small (51) so the proportions shown are not intended to be indicative of a
wider population).

The analysis in this section was developed through close interrogation of all transcripts by
hand and by the use of code in NVivo at node ‘academic freedom’, to show how academic
freedom was viewed with respect to an impact agenda. Analysis, shown in Figure 27 and
Figure 28 and summarised in Figure 40 at Appendix 7, indicates that out of 51 interviewees,
19 felt their academic freedom was compromised by the impact agenda. Around half of the
interviewees (25) stated that they did not feel that this was the case, and seven stated that
they did not feel sure about their position on this point. In the few cases where participants

claimed ambivalence or uncertainty, their reasons were largely attributed to two issues.

Firstly, participants felt that the biggest threat to freedom was funder priorities set by
government such as thematic funding and other initiatives threatening to silence researchers
challenging government (such as the recent, somewhat contradictory, UK anti-lobbying

clause which threatened freedom of speech, now rejected?’).

The potentially poorer science that is emerging is not coming from pathways to
impact, it's coming from other ways in which priorities are targeted — certainly in
NERC the thematic funding it is just appalling.

Biology, UK, Senior Lecturer, Female

17 UK government announced an ‘anti-lobbying clause’ to be included in grant agreements in Feb 2016 — this was
rejected in April 2016. https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-announces-new-clause-to-be-inserted-
into-grant-agreements.
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Secondly, several participants expressed concerns that the impact agenda fundamentally
compromised the principles of science, such as the 1918 Haldane Principle (Chapter 2),
stifing blue-skies thinking. Although almost half the participants claimed to feel
uncompromised by the impact agenda, those in this set provided the disclaimer that the
same could not be said for research funded by industry or government, which was likely to

come at the cost of academic independence and freedom.

Across cognate groups of disciplines, a number of trends became apparent. The life and
earth science participants appeared relatively balanced in their views regarding this subject
across both national contexts, with the majority view being that their academic freedom was
not in conflict with an impact agenda. This can be seen to be reflective of the natural alliance
highlighted in Chapter 3 that the life and earth sciences appear to share with application and
utility. For many in this set, impact was central to their work. Discipline trends are explored in
Chapter 9.

Those who were less convinced or ‘not sure’ about the conflict between impact and freedom
tended to represent the arts and humanities and social sciences, with the exception of one
participant (Soil Science, Australia, Research Fellow, Female) who stated that they simply
had not thought about it because they did contract research and didn’t see it as relevant.
Another science interviewee, when asked whether she possessed academic freedom replied
“personally no, | get to do what | get funded to do: | don’t have time to do anything else”

(Electronics, UK, Research Staff, Female).

The next section explores the potential influence of career level with respect to the comment

above. | note this as a future avenue for further research (Chapter 10).

6.2.3 The potential influence of career level

Although not one of the research questions specifically explored in this project, one of the
inductive findings was that career stage and other aspects of an academic’s professional life

could potentially influence their response to an impact agenda and/or academic freedom.

Figures 10 and 11 show that all but one of the participants from Australia were professors. In
the UK there was more variation with 17 (57%) participants holding professorial roles, 11
(37%) in senior lectureship/reader roles and two participants (7%) held research staff roles.
The majority of the total number of interviewees held professorial roles (n=37) or 73%.
Analysis suggests that career stage may be a factor with respect to both a researcher’s
sense of freedom and their attitudes towards impact. Professors in both contexts
commented that they felt less affected or concerned about their academic freedom and the

evolving academic environment because they were well-established within academia:
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It's easy for me to say that - I'm at a point in my career where | don’t face these
challenges. | don’t worry about my next grant application. | don’t have to be thinking,
for me it’s in the abstract.

Languages, Australia, Professor, Male

There were comments from professors that ‘younger or newer researchers would not be

able to take this stance so readily as a result of the need to secure professional advantage:

| think for younger academics coming in, the audit culture does control a lot more for
them because you know they’re thinking I've got to do this i.e. evaluative teaching
portfolio, I've got to teach all these courses | didn’t write I've got to get a good mark in
the research audit, I've got to get a grant, if | don’t get a grant | won'’t get tenure?®. ..

Literature, Australia, Professor, Male

Many felt that there was a role for the universities in supporting younger researchers to
respond to the impact agenda both in terms of funding and assessing impact:

There were some questions (in the EIA assessment) about junior researchers just
starting out and how they could possibly demonstrate impact, they haven’'t done
anything yet, so they can only talk about it in potential terms rather than real terms,
and you don’t want somebody to say the rich get richer and the new researchers
never get anything...

Health Science, Australia, Professor, Female

However, there were also comments from professors that younger researchers would likely

be ‘better at impact’ because the expectation is not so new:

You can probably learn how to do it better when you're starting than when you’re an
old codger like me. So as you start out if this is what the expectation is then you
should get into the swing of it a whole lot more.

Languages, Australia, Professor, Male

Indeed, one professor claimed “in my long career there wasn’t any of this going on”

(Agriculture, Australia, Professor, Male, A2) as justification for his concerns about impact.

18 ‘“Tenure' is a term used at the Australian case institution, but this does not equate to the US model, it is instead
very similar to the system of probation in place at the UK case study institution. Generally, an academic is
appointed to a tenurable position in the first instance. This means that the appointment is intended to be tenured
(or on-going), however employees are required to successfully complete a probationary period first. Once a
probationary period is successfully completed, an employee's appointment status is changed to ‘tenured’. It is not
expected to have affected responses. Source: Australian case study institution HR department personnel.
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Many professors suggested that newer researchers might acclimatise better to an audit
culture. Interestingly, the three research staff interviewees were all scientists. Their accounts
indicate that there was less of an expectation of freedom, owing to their contractual
arrangements. They mentioned the need for reporting and interpreted impact from a
policy/practical perspective, rather than attempting to contextualise the agenda:

We have to write down how many hours of work we’ve done each week on which
area. That’s it, we get paid for that.

Electronics, UK, Research Staff, Female

| think there are degrees of freedom, but | don’t think you have absolute freedom, |
suppose it depends how you write the proposal in the first place.

Computer Science, UK, Research Staff, Female

Notwithstanding, analysis shows that commonalities persist between the professors and
newer researchers in this sample with respect to their attitudes towards impact. These
include a shared sense of the need for freedom to carry out blue skies research, with newer
researchers exhibiting a slightly raised sense of accountability and compliance. There was
not however a significant difference between the attitudes of professors and those in senior
research roles (lecturer/readers) that can be substantiated through this research, indicating

the need for further investigation.

Finally, another consideration is researcher background. Participants who had previously
held roles in industry remarked on the ease at which they might approach the impact agenda
because of having worked in a marketised environment. They also suggested they might

adapt better to change:

| did my PhD after an 11-year gap. This has advantages so | have other life skills.
There are PhD students now that won't get hired unless they can talk this talk, they
will get snapped up if they can do impact stuff. Yet their supervisors are trying to
work out what impact is. The younger generation could help us figure it out! There is
a huge education thing to happen. Impact was never mentioned in my PhD in 2006.

Languages, UK, Senior Lecturer, Female

| actually came to academia quite late after ten years in industry. So | am
idiosyncratic in my views | suspect but | find that my views resonate very well with
senior people at the university.

Mechanical Engineering, Australia, Professor, Female

Many professors and senior lecturers remarked that PhD students were likely to be more

adaptable when it came to the impact agenda because they were not “not set in their ways
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like most academics” (Environment, UK, Professor, Male). Another professor confirmed this
and confessed that having only worked in academia; he might present what he referred to as

a “narrow view”:

Look, I'm a thoroughbred academic, worked a little bit outside academia but a very
tiny amount; | followed a totally academic route...

Chemistry, UK, Professor, Male

This suggests that an academics’ ability or willingness to respond to change might account
for some resistance felt towards the agenda. Professors for example, deemed impact to be a
new requirement in contrast to the ‘business as usual’ attitude that might be accommodated
by those entering academia. Despite the variations in career stage representation in my
dataset there are indications that further research taking a broader cross-section of
academic career stages may reveal trends concerning the impact agenda. Research into the

differing attitudes of varying career academics would illuminate this further.

6.2.4 National context

Findings indicate that the views of academics towards freedom and impact may depend
upon their national context. Figure 27 and Figure 28 explore this effect, revealing that, whilst
in both countries, around half of participants felt that their academic freedom was not
compromised by impact; the principal difference between respondents in the two countries
was in the proportion who felt unsure about this question (five participants in Australia, two in
the UK). This could be seen to be reflective of a range of factors. For example, Australian
impact policy was in its relative infancy at the time of interviewing, both in terms of funding
and assessment - as a result, and as we saw in Chapter 5, many Australian interviewees
struggled not only with the definition of impact, but also its characterisation. One could also
suggest that Australian interviewees who had been EIA case study authors might have been
more inclined to favour an impact agenda than those who had not been involved in that
process (details of this can be found in Chapter 4). Similarly, the UK participants could be
said to be dealing with the impact agenda far more routinely than their Australian
counterparts. As a result, they may have adjusted their views of what it means to be an
academic within today’s context. The definition of academic freedom, and the way in which
academics view their sense of public accountability and epistemic responsibility can be seen
to potentially influence their views on whether or not freedom is and should be compromised.

This is explored in the sections that follow.

164



Total UK

H Is compromised
= Not compromised

= Not sure

Figure 27: Relation of impact to academic freedom: responses from all interviewees in
the UK (n=30).

Total Australia

® |s compromised
®m Not compromised

= Not sure

Figure 28: Relation of impact to academic freedom: responses from all interviewees in
Australia (n=21).

6.3 Why impact was seen as a threat to academic freedom

When asked to consider whether an impact agenda conflicted with the notion of academic
freedom, two key reasons emerged. Firstly, participants perceived the increase in
governmental control over research and neoliberalism to be negatively influencing research
agendas (6.3.1). Secondly, they felt that impact had the potential to stifle and restrict pure
research (6.3.2) and arguably to adversely affect how academics value their own activities
and perceive their own identities (Chapter 8).
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Impact is unduly restricting my ability to do things.
Music, UK, Professor, Male

Importantly, links were evident between an interviewee’s perception of what funders were
looking for with respect to impact and their views on issues such as academic freedom. For
example, where the impact requirement was interpreted as driving a directive, prescriptive
and instrumentalist agenda, interviewees had a tendency to express concern about their
academic freedom. In this context, several interviewees described how they viewed the
impact agenda as reducing academic control, compromising autonomy as a result of a
‘neoliberal’ regime. This was particularly the case for interviewees who perceived a need to
predict impact a-priori in research grant applications. The following excerpts exemplify that
many Australian participants were less clear how to define impact — possibly affecting their

views about academic freedom:

It depends what's acceptable. If I'm allowed to say, and it's true that the sorts of
symmetrical networks | study, help one to understand the nature of symmetrical
networks then and the use of symmetry is really important in searching the internet,
but it's not my work that's going to be directly applicable to search engines and
Google. But if I'm allowed to say the first things, which is true, that’s fine, but | can’t
say the second one that what I'm working on right now is a bigger better search
engine.

Maths, Australia, Professor, Female

If that's the case in the UK then that’s really good, you can ask the question honestly,
what constitutes impact in an area like arts, if you can ask that question honestly and
openly, that’'s great because that means it’s not set, that there’s no secret agenda.

Literature, Australia, Professor, Male

Analysis suggests that participants’ conceptualisations of impact may shape their response
to questions about freedom and autonomy. | now explore the extent to which perceived
governmental control of research agendas was seen by my interviewees as a threat to
freedom before considering how impact was viewed by some interviewees as a corrupting

force, impeding the core values and principles of science.

6.3.1 Governmental control over research

Over two thirds of interviewees described how an impact agenda was “strangulating”
research and used words such as “confine”, “constrict”, “force” and “inhibit” when describing
the effects of the agenda on their freedom. This was largely attributed to a perception that

government was in control of the research agenda.
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You’ve got to give freedom to researchers.
Chemistry, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male

| understand power; I've never been under any illusion. | do fight for it though. |
defend academic freedom. We work for the X, they would tell us to take things out of
reports, always have and always will.

Health Science, UK, Professor, Male

A UK biologist remarked that “academic freedom has been eroded” because of government
having to assert control over research to justify the use of public funds. He concedes that
this is inevitable and claims “I don’t think this is happening in a malign way”, but others felt
differently. A music professor clearly articulated the negative effects on his ability to do
research by repeated use of the word ‘constrict’, and others claimed that such pressure from
government was “abhorrent” (Law, Australia, Professor, Female) and “morally

incomprehensible” (Chemistry, UK, Professor, Male).

Interviewees who felt their academic freedom was compromised attributed this to a growing
“audit culture” and one respondent described the research environment as a “system of
micro-management” (Literature, Australia, Professor, Male). Participants with this view
perceived this to be happening ‘to’ them, as opposed to being shaped ‘by’ and ‘with them’,
(as one might understand the term ‘neoliberalism’). Indeed, references to ‘neoliberalism’,

‘capitalism’ and ‘audit’ appeared in several testimonies.

There has been a palpable and total failure of capitalism and the private sector to
take on these discoveries and translate them to something new — what has
happened is that now the universities are being asked to do this, but wait for it, with
less money.

Chemistry, UK, Professor, Male

Several participants referred to the ‘Haldane Principle’ (1918) first described in Chapter 2,
which suggests that researchers ought to dictate how research is funded, not politicians.
There was therefore a strong connection made between politics and the impact agenda, for

what might be obvious reasons.

The agendas are set, the politics are in motion - the information is just washing
over... so what'’s the role of the academic in society?

Literature, Australia, Professor, Male
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A few interviewees referenced the fact that the impact agenda was being developed and
shaped by politicians who did not have the expertise to understand the process of research
or the needs of a university “the reason we have arrived at this point is the people making
the decisions are not scientists” (Chemistry, UK, Professor, Male). Others claimed that
having to think about impact reduces the quality of the research, claiming it “encroaches” on

what you are trying to do, ultimately driving out good science and driving down quality:

So if we do what is happening in politics, has happened in politics, is you’re looking
for short term impact and reward so you’re playing a game to get yourself cited as
soon as possible and that might not be as deep research as you would be pursuing if
you didn’t care about this impact.

Education, Australia, Professor, Male

It directly ruins the highbrow thinking that ought to be going on
Law, Australia, Professor Female

Comments about having to keep records to prove impact were made when interviewees
described how their freedom was affected by impact. Here, impact was seen to impair
autonomy “if anything is impinged upon it's us having to keep records” (Biology, UK, Senior
Lecturer, Male, B1). Several interviewees stressed the importance of autonomy and being
able to choose their own research direction and how the impact agenda was another policy

directive interrupting the process of science:

It could easily be just allowing politics rather than excellence to drive the agenda.
Maths, Australia, Professor, Female

I’m doing shit research because | thought that’s what they wanted.
Psychology, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male

Unsurprisingly, most participants talked about how much they valued their freedom. The
same participant went on to cite freedom as a motivating factor in choosing a career in
academia and that the impact agenda directly challenged that decision “I chose science
because of freedom — now | am being asked to re-write my brain” (Psychology, UK, Senior
Lecturer, Male). This might indicate that those who value freedom the most could perhaps
risk construing the agenda in such a way as to believe they have to alter their research
design as indicated above. Another participant warned how increased governmental
interference with research challenges the very identity of what it means to be an academic
claiming that impact could alter the face of academia altogether: “John Paul Sartre never

taught at a university — | think you're going to have more of an intellectual life outside the
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university” (Philosophy, Australia, Professor, Male). When asked whether impact would
influence research design, one humanities scholar confirmed he would have to rethink his

research in order to ensure it had an outcome:

Absolutely - because I'll need to think about what they want - the end product.
Literature, Australia, Professor, Male

Despite this kind of testimony, there remains a lack of evidence in the literature to confirm or
deny whether impact is unduly influencing research agendas (Holbrook & Frodeman, 2011)
and further investigation of this question could be the subject of future research arising from
this study. Analysis certainly reveals that there is a clear perception among academics that
funders favour applied research as a result of the agenda. It is particularly this perception

that pervades the discourse with respect to fundamental or theoretical research.

It is important to note that many academics conducting applied research in the life and earth
sciences category, the physical sciences and engineering and certain social scientists fully
expected interference from their funders - comments like the one which follows exemplifies
this:

Maybe academic freedom in the sciences is a bit different to academic freedom in

philosophy or politics and | think academic freedom is just as much there as it ever
was; there just aren’t the people who choose to exploit it quite so much.

Biology, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male, B1

As highlighted by Figure 35 at Appendix 7, academics from within the life and earth sciences
in Australia for example, almost unanimously rejected the claim that their freedom was
compromised by having to think about the end result of their research. Largely, this could be
because of the nature of their work, but it might also reflect research policy in Australia

where there is a less formalised impact agenda:

In terms of impact, it's always been important for me because | work in applied
research so the people that are funding my work are wanting my findings to have
some immediate effect on their industry, because either their industry is directly
funding it or indirectly funding it. So impact is important in terms of meeting
contractual agreements and in terms of how you’re perceived and how you might be
funded in the future.

Soil Science, Australia, Research Staff, Female
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Participants from the life and earth sciences in the UK held broadly similar views and the
idea of academics being responsible to their funders is present amongst other disciplines as

well;

A lot of academics do research that is almost like a contract and we're almost like
consultants except maybe we have facilities and consultants do not.

Mechanical Engineering, Australia, Professor, Female

6.3.2 Epistemic responsibility and duty

Freedom was not overly valued or expected in all cases by participants. Participants
conducting applied work seemed to have a lesser expectation for absolute autonomy and
freedom. This sentiment can be seen as one part of the argument for the public
accountability of researchers. Many researchers recognise the need to justify spend of public
money on research by demonstrating public benefit through non-academic, societal

economic or cultural impact:

Academic freedom is compromised and so it should be!
Education, UK, Professor, Female

This kind of moral positioning was posited by a number of interviewees when they described
the tension between freedom and an impact agenda. Interviewees were asked to consider
whether or not ‘academics’ had a ‘duty to communicate their work’, which the Royal Society
Bodmer Report (1985) endorsed. Figures depicting these findings in charts can be found in

Appendix 8 and the analysis is explored in this section.

What emerged was a clear sense that alongside concerns about academic freedom were
convictions that over half the total number of respondents (30 of 51) felt that they did have a

duty to communicate their work.

I think you have a duty as an academic to notice that something may be of use and
to set in motion a pathway that enables it to be useful.

Physics, UK, Professor, Female

Analysis of the responses to this question suggests that the broad pattern across the two
national contexts was similar, with slightly more respondents in the UK (63% or 19 of 30)
responding positively than in Australia (52% or 11 of 21). It is important to note that a
number of respondents - 8 UK participants (27%) and 9 Australian participants (43%),

agreed that they did have a duty to communicate, but provided some degree of caveat to
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their response. Some of the reasons given were that the word duty was a bit strong but that

there should nevertheless be a level of visibility to research, many preferred ‘responsibility’:

Duty is a strong word, but we are publicly-funded and so the public should know what
we were doing. Most academics will talk to any one that will listen. | do. You want to
enthuse people in your area.

Electronics, UK, Professor, Male

Others felt that communication was important as long as the time and effort spent was
proportionate and it was meaningful to do so “well as far as it is helpful, yes” commented one
Australian professor of maths who seemed a little concerned about explaining pure maths to
the public. Other caveats included the idea that it should not be the responsibility of every
academic, rather it was a broader role of the university, or those more adept at

communication;

| think it's a bit hard to put the duty wholly on the researcher. | think I'd say it was a
responsibility rather than a duty. Yes, | think we do have to assume/hope that we can
present what we do to the public.

History, Australia, Professor, Female

Yes, well as a community we have a duty and so we need people who are able to do
it. That doesn’t mean we all need to do it.

Biology, UK, Lecturer, Male, B2

Respondents also remarked that academics ‘duties’ were no different to any other group of
society and that as a community, researchers ought to communicate. From this viewpoint,
academics were not seen as a special elite group who had particular moral duty to work in
this way:
| feel that everyone in the world should be devoted to making the world a better
place. That's a religious assertion if you wish, or an ethical one, academics are no

different, but they have no special duties beyond that. Their duties are the same as
everyone else. We should all be citizens.

Music, UK, Professor, Male

This is not unlike Barnett (2000) who argued that there is nothing specific about academics
and an academic career that means they should possess and argue for their own academic
freedom. A final caveat was around incentive and training/skill as the following accounts

exemplify:
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Yes, we do because we’re taking government money. We do have a duty to
communicate but we are not rewarded.

Archaeology, Australia, Professor, Female

Duty? Says who? | think as a basic understanding, of course the work we do in the
university is of value, socially and culturally, and the communication may not be good
between university and people who benefit from it, so it probably is a good basis, and
yet it's something that no academic is trained in.

Gender Studies, Australia, Professor, Female

Across discipline groups, the only evidence of significant disagreement with this statement
came from the physical sciences and engineering group, where in both cases a significant
minority (two respondents in the UK and one respondent in Australia) stated that they did not

feel they had a duty to communicate their work.

Does anyone have a duty to anything? At present no, because my funding is all from
Europe | have a time sheet to say exactly what I've done. | get paid for a number of
hours, also the university charges them for the number of hours I've done. There is
no overhead for me to do anything else.

Electronics, UK, Research Staff, Female

In both national contexts, half of the academics representing the social sciences stated that
they did feel a sense of duty towards communication of their research, with the remainder in
each case providing a positive response, but with some degree of caveat. Finally, across
both the arts and humanities and life and earth science groups, all respondents agreed that
they did have a duty to communicate, articulating varying degrees of caveat to this
statement. The strongest positive responses came from the UK-based arts and humanities
and the Australian life and earth science groups, where in both cases only one respondent

provided some level of caveat to their response.

One could argue that as duty and freedom were discussed in tandem; responsibility could be
seen to over-ride or off-set notions or threats to academic freedom for a large section of the
interviewees. Charts depicting finding relating to academic freedom can be found in
Appendix 7. It appears that when freedom is discussed in the context of an impact agenda,
issues concerning accountability in an environment where funds are scarce and competitive
affect academics’ responses: “I'm still confident in my ability to assert academic freedom, but
| am employed and funded by public money. So | am accountable” (Sociology, UK,

Professor, Male).
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Self-evidently, one might argue that one can possess academic freedom as well as being
accountable — a view which corresponds with that expressed by the UK education
interviewee above. The relationship between impact and epistemic responsibility as
perceived by participants will be examined further in Section 6.4 after exploring how
interviewees perceived pure research to be at risk because of an impact agenda.

6.3.3 Impact as a threat to pure research

The second reason why almost half the number of participants felt that the impact agenda
had the potential to threaten freedom was the perception that impact reduced the activity of
research down to a linear model from idea to outcome, robbing researchers of the freedom
to pursue ideas for their own sake. Pure research, ‘blue-skies’, curiosity-driven or non-
instrumental, as opposed to challenge/problem-led or instrumental research was deemed to
be at risk. Participants also used the terms fundamental or theoretical research in this
context, which were introduced in Chapter 3.

Almost all participants were keen to defend pure research and several described it as
“precious”. Pure research was deemed by some participants as being of a higher intellectual

value than applied research:

One’s best work is not the applied work.
Sociology, UK, Professor, Male

The fact that it's close to being application slightly detracts from its academic and
intellectual worth.

Biology, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male, B2

Analysis revealed an accompanying sense from some participants that to apply or use

research in a way that was not entirely focused on academic ends was distasteful:

I've just started working with some statisticians and they would be frankly appalled
that their stuff might be useful!

Mechanical Engineering, Australia, Professor, Female
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These comments reflect a certain kind of ‘academic snobbery’ perceived by some
participants, but nevertheless, pure/basic research!® was held in high esteem and was seen
as quite distinct from impact. Regardless of discipline, the majority of participants felt that
pure or blue skies research ought to be preserved, for its own sake, instrumentally, for the
sake of society and for the careers of the researchers involved:

I think that the business of academic freedom, there ought to be some sort of
protection so that people can question things without losing their jobs.

Mechanical Engineering, Australia, Professor, Female

The ability (or the ‘right’, as some expressed it) to question and push scientific boundaries
was valued by all participants; several argued that it did not make sense to apply the same
criteria for impact across all disciplines - to do so was perceived as “anti-science”. Many
referenced the history of science when justifying this position. Several pointed out that on-
going investment in pure research has led serendipitously to long-term impacts, reflecting
the “chaotic path that science takes” (Chemistry, UK, Professor, Male). The following
accounts from a sociologist and a historian reflect a level of empathy expressed by the social
sciences and the arts - both of whom share a respect for pure research and appear to be

trying to contextualise impact:

If you look at the work of Fleming or the discovery of electricity etc. those scientists,
then didn’t know the impact yet but they have been fundamental. | don’t think that’s
how science works; usually science finds something puzzling, unresolved. Yesterday
they reported results from the Hadron Collider that were predicted mathematically 30
years ago. That’'s how science works.

Sociology, UK, Professor, Male

Lasers are a bhig example. When lasers were first discovered as far as | can see
researchers had no idea that they could be put to any use at all they were just an
interesting property of light that could be constructed and now billion dollar impacts
all over the place in electronics, medicine, all sorts of fields well if you'd asked what
their research impact would be when they were invented, you wouldn’t have got a
thing.

History, Australia, Professor, Female

19 This includes disciplines in the sciences such as pockets of maths, physics and pockets of the arts and
humanities such as philosophy and literature.
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A clear theme was that impact should not drive research - instead impact should be a

consequence:

You don’t want it driving the research. It should be a consequence of the research;
you don’t want it to guide it.

Computer Science, UK, Research Staff, Female

The argument that serendipity is vital for research impact dominates public debate (Braben,
2010; Collini, 2011). Impact was described by one participant as a directive attempting to do
away with blue skies thinking, tantamount to “scientific blasphemy” (Chemistry, UK,
Professor, Male). It was felt that impact would create a reductionist “instrumental culture” of
research, favouring empiricism over objectivism. Also, impact was described as
‘encroaching” (Law, Australia, Professor, Female) on freedom and many warned it would
have “grave” consequences for research (Chapter 10). One participant vitally points out how
“some of the impact is unsung” and that it was happening anyway without an impact agenda

(Health Science, UK, Professor, Male).

In advance of the interviews, the policy on impact with respect to RCUK funding was outlined
to interviewees in an information sheet including the fact that the policy states that where no
route to impact is perceived, an applicant can simply articulate their reasoning as to why no
impact can be foreseen. Some interviewees from theoretical backgrounds claimed they
would be too afraid to rule themselves out of having impact in a grant application because
funding was so scarce. Instead, where the impact was not obvious several academics
intimated that they might feel forced to embellish the claims of potential funding in order to
secure professional advantage describing it as “smoke and mirrors” (Music, Australia,
Professor, Female) (Chubb & Watermeyer, 2016) (Chapter 8):

I'd feel that | was reducing my chances of it being funded if | didn’t put something in.
Computer Science, UK, Research Staff, Female

Participants described how having to consider impact ‘forced’ their ideas into more
pragmatic or practical moulds, and others - a ‘straitjacket’ which did not allow for serendipity.
Creative, tangential and free-thinking emerged from the data as an important component of
research, valued by participants and closely linked to their conceptualisation of academic

freedom:
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Academic freedom provides a very important role in creating a background for
creativity. It (impact) is choking every type of creativity.

Physics, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male

Impact was seen by some participants to narrow and constrict intellectual thinking to that
which yielded only instrumental output:

You don’t want to stifle their field of thinking — tangential thinking is important, so it is
interesting.

Health Science, Australia, Professor, Female
Impact is dampening down creativity.
Literature, UK, Professor, Female

Those who valued creative and free thought tended to describe their motivations for
conducting research as a result of being ‘curious’. It is perhaps little surprise therefore that
curious researchers felt threatened by a directive that directly appeared to challenge this
inherent trait. Some also perceived that it might adversely affect research proposal
application rates — suggesting that this could demotivate academics when applying for

research funds (there is scope for more research into whether this is actually the case):
This is my fear that people will stop trying.
Languages, Australia, Professor, Male
It would be a tragedy if those people who don't fit into this just get cut loose.
Theatre, Film and TV, UK, Professor, Male

Another consequence identified by some participants was that it could have a detrimental
effect on the quality of research in the UK or Australia and ultimately its competitiveness on

the global stage:

There’s a danger that when scientists are made to do things they don’t want to do,
because of chasing funding, and this is a danger with the REF, that what you get is
people doing it for a source of income. The quality of the work goes down.

Archaeology, UK, Professor, Male
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| think you will stifle creativity which is going to result in a much smaller scientific
base with a very limited training skills subset and | think it doesn't do the country any
good...[He goes on] ...This is the gravest threat I've ever seen to science in this
country. The gravest.

Chemistry, UK, Professor, Male

In the event that research was ‘narrowed down’ or ‘compromised’, some interviewees felt
that whole disciplines were potentially at risk; “in a way it is undermining the progression of
the discipline itself” (Philosophy, Australia, Professor, Male). Several participants referenced
the arts and humanities or pure disciplines within the physical sciences when describing

such threats — fearing for the survival of these disciplines:

| certainly wouldn’t like to see those arts and humanities disciplines shut down, no
guestion about that.

Chemical Engineering, Australia, Professor, Female

Many participants felt that the impact agenda favoured short termism, where research
impact implied a linear process of innovation (Chapter 3) resulting in a low level of
investment in pure research. Several participants warned of how this would potentially affect

researchers, whole disciplines and nations:

Now you have these moments where things are done for expediency sake, but then
you regret it. It'll be potentially devastating if this just simply becomes the only show
in town.

Music, UK, Professor, Male

| think this is going to result in a much smaller scientific base with a very limited
training skills subset and I think it doesn't do the country any good.

Chemistry, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male

Others commented that impact was a passing phase and that for other countries there would
likely be similar concerns. Participants with this opinion intimated that this might even affect

academic careers and reduce the overall attractiveness of the academic career:

There is a sense that this might drive people out of academia.

Physics, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male
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We're already losing many of the best and brightest that would have at one time
thought of a career in the humanities, thought of a career in philosophy.

Philosophy, Australia, Professor, Male

In the following section, | explore the responses provided by interviewees who claim that
impact is not a threat to academic freedom. | reflect on the testimonies of the majority view
of my participants — this suggests the biggest challenge posed by the impact agenda is not
necessarily how impact threatens academic freedom in its tradition sense, contrary to what

its critics (outlined in Chapter 3) have suggested.

6.4 Why impact was not perceived as a threat to academic freedom

As illustrated in Figure 27 and Figure 28 and summarised in Figure 40 at Appendix 7, a
majority view expressed by interviewees was that impact was not viewed as a threat to
academic freedom (25 respondents vs. 19 respondents who felt that freedom was
compromised). In addition, there were also a small number of academics (7) who said they
did not know whether it was or not.

When asked to consider whether the impact agenda compromised their freedom,
interviewees drew a conceptual distinction between traditional notions of academic freedom
and the impact of their research. Interviewees who did not perceive an inherent threat to
their freedom had a tendency to frame their responses by characterising academic freedom
as a nostalgic and perhaps outdated concept, or at least one they tried to redefine. In turn,
they also characterised their own positions as academics as ones of privilege. Those who
held this view perceived impact as a (perhaps) regrettable but necessary ‘tax’ and articulated
a strong sense of responsibility. To be entirely free was by many viewed as a luxury and an
unrealistic position, considering the ways in which their research was directly supported by

taxpayers’ money.

I described how those who most fiercely defended their freedom did so with the view that the
impact agenda signalled political overregulation of research, where the principles of science
were disrespected. In this section | discuss how this set of academics had a tendency to
conceptualise academic freedom as a somewhat nostalgic notion. | then discuss notions of

privilege as articulated by the interviewees later in the chapter.
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Importantly, a small number of interviewees, particularly from the applied sciences, did not

feel they had academic freedom at all:

Because of the nature of my funding — gone are the days when applied funding
bodies give you money and let you go squirrel away in your office.

Soil Science, Australia, Research Staff, Female

Around half of my interviewees felt that academic freedom is therefore not lost through the
experience of an impact agenda. In fact, some interviewees felt that to claim the opposite
was a narrow, shallow response to the deeper ethical responsibilities of the academic role:
“It's too easy to say academic freedom is compromised” (Mechanical Engineering, Australia,

Female, Professor). She goes on:
Academic freedom is rolled out to excuse all sorts of stuff.
Mechanical Engineering, Australia, Professor, Female
Freedom? That’s wide open to abuse.
Maths, Australia, Professor, Female

Conversely, those who felt they possessed academic freedom celebrated and enjoyed it,

interestingly both accounts come from the non-sciences:

I’'ve never been restricted in what | wanted to research — | see it as an opportunity to
work in cross-disciplinary teams.

History, Australia, Professor, Female
Impact doesn’t compromise my intellectual freedom.
Sociology, UK, Professor, Male

To assume a total attack on freedom as depicted by the critics of impact, perhaps tells a
one-sided if not blinkered view. | will now discuss issues concerning the currency of the term
‘academic freedom’ (6.4.1), and the notions of privilege and accountability (6.4.2). Both
these themes provide evidence of the justification given by interviewees for the viewpoint

that impact is not at odds with freedom.

6.4.1 Towards a new conceptualisation: nostalgia and academic freedom

The idea that academics are entirely free to do whatever they want, despite being in receipt

of public funding, was viewed by many participants as ideological and in some cases even
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seen as morally irresponsible. Several interviewees who felt their freedom was not at risk
actually dismissed the notion of academic freedom altogether as nostalgic. Absolute
academic freedom in its traditional sense, though upheld as a key component of academic

life was characterised by a significant number of interviewees as “out-dated”, “obsolete”,

” o«

“‘used and abused”, “unrealistic” and “a bit precious”:

There’s a Victorian notion of what it means to be an academic and | think we are
having our bluff called actually. You can have what freedom you want; you just don’t
have the freedom to take other people’s money to do it. Give us the money and don’t
impede on my academic freedom - those days have gone.

Computer Science, UK, Professor, Male

Described by several interviewees as an old fashioned concept, when asked whether impact
impeded freedom the response came; “to me that's a 19" Century response” (Law,
Australia, Professor, Female). Others expressed similar attitudes where the words ‘old’ and

‘historic’ were repeatedly used:

| think it's a red herring. Someone invented that concept a long time ago ... You're
dreaming if you think you can do as you want once you’ve attended your lectures in
this day and age. The tax payer pays your salary. I’'m not sure it’s realistic to have old
style academia like Greek thinkers.

Chemical Engineering, Australia, Professor, Female

Some participants cited today’s hyper-competitive research environment when explaining

why they felt that to possess total academic freedom might be unrealistic:

Because we’re not one magic repository of competing universities, we’re funded to
do research in different things and if those things flourish there’s more funding for us
to support them.

Engineering, Australia, Professor, Male, E1

The world is different to how it was in the 60s and 70s when | suppose academic
freedom was at its highest when people liked to knock things off pedestals, | don't
think people have such a need now.

Biology, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male, B2

Interviewees also offered dispassionate views on academic freedom and impact. Some
suggested that accepting some level of accountability and restriction on freedom was simply

an economic reality, affecting research culture more generally rather than personally:
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Depends if getting money belongs to freedom — so I've got academic freedom to do
what | want to do but it’s difficult to get the money to get other people to do it too, so |
can ride my hobby horse as much as | like | just can’t necessarily get post docs and
students to share it with.

Maths, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male

Broader concerns about the effects of hyper competitiveness in research funding were
reflected in many accounts in which several academics claimed that bigger threats included
RCUK thematic-led funding and other pressures such as research quality assessment (UK

REF), teaching standards and expectations:

You can’'t teach what you want, there are syllabuses/standards. That stopped total
freedom of teaching, and it's the same with research. Researchers have to fit in. So
this is all a bigger effect on academic freedom than writing an impact statement.

Electronics, UK, Professor, Male

Perhaps those who did not perceive impact as a threat to their freedom had more of a
flexian’ (Smith, 2012) attitude towards impact. That is to say, many of this set of
interviewees appeared to acknowledge the economic reality facing the sector. For those
interviewees, this was accompanied by a sense of responsibility to ensure that whatever

freedoms they had were not abused or taken lightly. This relates to the theme of privilege.

6.4.2 Privilege vs. accountability

The reasons why academics did not feel their personal academic freedom was compromised
by the impact agenda largely related to the fact that the majority perceived a sense of duty

and responsibility in justifying the use of public funding.

” o«

Indeed, there were several occurrences of the word “protected”, “privileged” and “lucky”
when describing the academic role. This indicates that the concept of total academic
freedom, though highly valued and desired in order to preserve certain types of research,
was also recognised as somewhat of a “luxury”. To speak therefore of academic freedom as
a right above all other moral imperatives was seen by some participants to assume total

unaccountability and autonomy outside of moral constructs.

The issue of privilege emerged as prevalent in higher education - compared to many sectors
where there was perceived to be far less autonomy; “I think we are in an incredibly privileged

position” (Mechanical Engineering, Australia, Professor, Female).
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After all it's a privilege to come to university - we are privileged, we are using tax
payer’'s money.

Engineering, Australia, Professor, Male, E1

Several participants linked a sense of moral responsibility with their freedom suggesting they

were not mutually exclusive:

You're paid very well to have this indulgence so why shouldn’t you have to justify
that?

Agriculture, Australia, Professor, Male, Al

If you think you can just do research on the thing that interests you without having to
explain it someone then go for it, but do it in your garage in your spare time!

Engineering, Australia, Professor, Male, E2

Academic freedom was in many cases upheld alongside notions of accountability by
participants, in this instance by a social scientist and summarised to follow:

I've got amazing freedom. To me pitching impact is a worthwhile thing to do and that
isn’'t going to cramp your style or academic freedom - to me it's a reasonable
relationship - if someone gives you money, you actually tell them how you spent it.

Social Policy, UK, Lecturer, Male

Overall, interviewees who perceived that impact was not a threat to freedom also described
a deep moral sense of accountability which counteracted any grave concerns for the loss of
freedom. This is not to say that only those who held this viewpoint felt accountable; clearly
the two are not mutually exclusive. However, an undercurrent of apathy and in some cases
defensiveness indicates that whilst many acknowledge the need to sacrifice elements of
their academic freedom, some do so with a heavy heart, in particular those whose research
is more theoretical. Perhaps the concerns about freedom articulated by academics
occupying those disciplines represent a frustration that the type of research they do means
that their route to impact is less clear, rather than being reflective of a lack of moral
imperative on their part to sacrifice their freedom. Underpinning this are different academic
identities - many accounts resonate with the notion of academic capitalism, whilst others
perceive tension and feel they have to make a compromise. | explore the perceived effects

on academic identity in Chapter 8.
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6.5 Summary

Contrary to the debate generated by impact critics outlined in the introductory chapters,
analysis indicates that participants claim resistance is, but cannot be wholly attributed to, a
threat to freedom. Several participants considered impact to be less of an overall threat to
freedom than some other pressures, such as initiatives for assessing research quality

(REF/ERA) and thematic funding initiatives, to name a few examples.

Impact can be seen to challenge participants within certain disciplines slightly more than
those in other discipline groups, noted by their proximity to application. For example,
participants that represent the arts and humanities, theoretical physical sciences and maths
appeared to make more reference to governmental interference as something which was
unwelcome and challenging to autonomy. In line with the arguments rehearsed in public
debate, impact is seen to impair and impede the possibility of academic freedom,

threatening theoretical or blue-skies thinking.

Analysis indicates that 19 of 51 interviewees perceived their academic freedom to be in
some way compromised by the impact agenda, whilst almost half (25) reported that it was
not at threat from the impact agenda. A very small minority (7) remained ambivalent or

unsure towards any connection between freedom and impact.

Participants tended towards arguments of public accountability in their responses to
guestions about their freedom and the issue as to whether total freedom could be justified in
today’s hyper competitive research funding environment revealed a tension from a

community largely morally invested and in touch with their sense of epistemic responsibility.

Over half the number of total interviewees felt that they had a duty to communicate their
work but provided some level of caveat. Importantly, | distinguish that a duty to communicate
to the public is not the same as the conceptualisation of an impact agenda introduced in this
thesis; rather it is the vehicle by which one might achieve impact. Notwithstanding, it does
help to provide some indication about the level of accountability felt by participants and
responses show that impact is heavily associated with a moral code or responsibility - if not
of individuals, then of ‘the university’ as a whole. This reinforces the idea that interviewees
are concerned with the preservation of the notion that the university is a public good, and
suggests that compliance with so-called neo-liberal regimes is not a favoured position. That
all of my interviewees were experienced in grant writing and many had authored ‘pathways
to impact’ or impact statements, may provide a justification for a pre-disposition to comply
with funding bodies. A larger sample without these conditions might indicate variation in

further research.
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The notion of privilege combined with responsibility appears to counterbalance the opposing
view that freedom is at risk for my participants. These findings can be said to be linked to
how impact and freedom are conceptualised (Chapter 5). For instance, interviewees’
reactions towards impact as a threat to freedom appear to be in some ways linked to how
they conceptualised academic freedom, impact and the discipline they belonged to. When
an academic’s conceptualisation of impact was that funders were asking for a-priori
predictions of impact, they would likely go on to describe that this had the potential to
interrupt their autonomy and freedom. If, however an academic perceived the agenda as
preserving a space for pure research, they tended towards saying that their freedom was not
threatened. For those reliant on grant funding, academic freedom in the traditional sense did

not appear to be an expectation.

Many participants claimed they had a moral imperative to justify the use of public funding.
This perhaps signals that although impact might interfere with freedom, moral accountability
may take preference to a defence of freedom. Indeed, academic freedom might encompass

moral accountability, rather than be usurped by it.

These findings demonstrate that the picture is more complex than to suggest that all
academics feel compromised by the impact agenda. Indeed, over half of the overall number
of participants reflected positive attitudes towards impact as something that one ought to try
to achieve. Here, the two concepts; academic freedom and impact remain intertwined, but
for those whose freedom was not perceived to be at risk, a strong theme concerning
responsibility runs through the majority of these responses. This finding will be explored

further in subsequent chapters.

If impact is seen to impede academic freedom, then my participants appear to perceive this
to be a necessary sacrifice in order to maintain their moral obligations to the public (Chapter
8). The next chapter considers the theme of instrumentalism and how participants conceived

of the value of their knowledge within this context.
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7 Instrumentalism and the value of knowledge

“There is more social pressure to compel a man to live in a way that his neighbours think

useful.”

Russell, 1996, p.20

7.1 Introduction

The impact agenda is often referred to as synonymous with a utilitarian, instrumentalised
conception of research favouring knowledge that leads to a distinct outcome of direct causal
utility to society and the economy. As a consequence, academics who struggle to align their
work with an instrumental outcome could be seen to be disadvantaged in the context of a
heavily marketised and increasingly hyper-competitive funding environment. This is amplified
by the displacement of alternative and perhaps richer educational ideals eroded by market-
driven education discussed in previous chapters (Smith, 2012). We have seen in Chapters 3,
5 and 6 how those critical of the impact agenda have argued that such a fixation on utility
can lead to an unduly narrow conception of knowledge. This is particularly threatening for
non-instrumental research where the utility of the knowledge produced may be indirect, yet
arguably still very useful and worthwhile (Russell, 1996, p. 18). | consider how interviewees
associated the discourse of impact with questions about the value of knowledge (epistemic
value) and its purpose or utility (Dewey, 1939; Joas, 2000). The idea of knowledge as having
intrinsic or instrumental value is long-standing and a defence for ‘useless knowledge’
(knowledge without an obvious instrumental outcome), is made by many interviewees in the

accounts that follow.

This chapter seeks to explore these themes and their connection further by elucidating the
responses of my interviewees towards a long standing yet timely philosophical discourse
detailed in Section 3.4. | explore how interviewees exercise their thoughts on whether
knowledge should be of direct use to society or whether one can justify its use or ‘telos’ for
its own sake as the Ancient Greek thinkers once argued (Aristotle, 1976). In addition, |
consider participant views on whether the knowledge regimes set by governments render
defence of intrinsic epistemic value an increasingly impossible and ideological position, or

indeed, whether there is a middle ground.

In this chapter, | will introduce the discourse of utility as one linked to the politicisation of
knowledge policies (Section 7.2) alongside notions of private and public good as described
by my participants (Section 7.2.1), followed by providing an exploration of the concept of the

‘ivory tower’ (Section 7.2.2) and the implications that the impact agenda is seen to have for
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non-instrumental types of knowledge (Section 7.2.3). | will then explore how interviewees
appeared to link instrumentalism to notions concerning the value of knowledge in Section 7.3
and consider the perspectives of my interviewees towards the utility of knowledge. The
chapter is summarised in Section 7.4. This chapter foreshadows what is to come in Chapter
8 in which | investigate the implications for academic behaviour, integrity and practice
(Kinser, 1998) in Section 8.2 and ultimately, how academic personhood and identity is
affected through an exploration of the emotional reaction to an impact agenda (Section 8.3).

Disciplinary differences are then explored in Chapter 9.

7.2 A guest for utility

Most interviewees remarked that the impact agenda was the result of the emergence of an
increased market—logic in research (Etzkowitz & Leydesdorff, 2000; Marginson & Considine,
2000; Palfreyman & Tapper, 2014; Tapper & Salter, 2004). Characterised by one participant
as a “symptom of the times” (Literature, Australia, Male, Professor), | coded repeated
references to ‘utility’ in the academic testimonies including words such as ‘use’, ‘usefulness’,
‘useless’ and ‘application’, ‘end’, ‘results’, ‘outcome’ and ‘product’ when analysing the
interviews. The prevalence of these terms arguably signals a shift away from the traditional
focus on the intrinsic and implicit value of knowledge for its own sake towards a view that
knowledge must yield something more tangible and explicitly instrumental - implying that the
impact agenda is associated with utility by many participants (Chapter 5). Amidst overt
characterisations of utility, it seems unsurprising that disciplines more naturally attuned to
instrumental research (for example, health and engineering) would fear an impact agenda
far less than those operating in less instrumental research areas (for example, theoretical
research: aspects of mathematics and philosophy). Just because subsets of interviewees
were united in their contextual framing of an impact agenda by discipline however is not to
say that they were unanimously in support of it. As we have seen and will continue to
discuss, attitudes towards the impact agenda from this set of interviewees appear largely
defined by their disciplinary background as well as their personal disposition towards impact
(Chapter 8).

Notwithstanding, many participants referred to impact as a political trend, part of the zeitgeist
and the latest attempt from policy makers to get better visibility on research and a greater
(economic) return - the near neoliberal accounts of those interviewees who appeared to
accommodate the impact agenda as an economic reality appeared less conflicted by the
agenda. Taken together, these appear to imply that there is some resistance but that there is
an attempt to abstain from actively resisting the agenda. Concomitantly, a significant

proportion of interviewees referred to an instrumentalised research culture with moral
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concern in negative accounts because they felt the impact agenda signalled some kind of
assault on the fundamental notion of universities further discussed in (7.2.1). However,
irrespective of their feelings towards it, the majority of interviewees generally acknowledged
that impact was yet another strain on universities. Here the strain may be both practical
insofar as universities have less resources and freedom (arguably) to deliver impact, and/or
moral, in that impact can be seen to interfere with core values/ideas of academic integrity
(Chubb & Watermeyer, 2016) (Chapters 5 and 8). Although negative accounts were
particularly predominant from disciplines less ‘instrumental’ in nature, managerialism in
universities was articulated by interviewees as an omnipresent burden and concern — where
impact was seen as symptomatic of an entrenchment of an instrumental research culture
valuing economic return, leading to the commodification of knowledge (Naidoo, 2003;
Oancea, Florez-Petour & Atkinson, 2015)

Indicative of an alleged shift in universities, interviewees referred to the infrastructure of
universities and the added layers of power and hierarchy in their management structures.
Here, participants referred to how the management teams at universities and their
administrators give rise to a sense of separation between the university (management and
administration) and the academics ‘tribes’ (Becher & Trowler, 2001). For many patrticipants,
management increasingly resemble what Macfarlane (2011) referred to as ‘para-academics’
— or rather, non-academics whose role it is to broker and develop the academic or research
role, as opposed to carrying out research and teaching themselves. Many interviewees
referred to ‘management’ or ‘the university’ as though it was an entirely separate, perhaps
even alien entity to the academics. At least three participants for example, likened the
university to an Orwellian dystopia (Orwell, 1990), where freedom was diminished and the
‘doublespeak of the administrators’ and the ‘Thought Police’ controlled and stifled autonomy
(Chapters 6 and 8).

The interviews revealed how an increased focus on impact in universities brings into
guestion broader concerns about its role in society for some participants. Such questions
initially point us to a broader and long-standing debate in defence of the idea of the
university as a public good, which is how many interviewees subsequently framed their
accounts when describing their issues with impact. | will discuss this now in Section (7.2.1).
Having examined the link made by academics between the impact agenda and the university
as a public or private good, | will then explore how this was seen to relate to another concept
of the university as an ‘lvory Tower (7.2.2) before relating these ideas back to what the
interviewees reveal about academics’ perceptions of the value of knowledge (7.3) before

summarising in Section (7.4).

187



7.2.1 Therole of the university: private vs. public good

As | outlined in Chapters 1 and 2, it was common for participants to refer to broader issues
facing universities when asked to describe their experiences of the impact agenda. Many
interviewees related their feelings to the idea of the university as a private or public good.
Echoing contemporary discourse concerning academic capitalism (Rhoades & Torres, 2006;
Slaughter & Rhoades, 2004, p.15), interviewees described the university environment as
heavily marketised, and referred to the rhetoric of ‘new managerialism’ where the university
was a private good (Deem et al., 2008, Olsson & Peters, 2005; Peck & Tickhill, 2002). The
impact agenda was closely associated with the focus on outputs and measurability and this
was repeatedly raised by interviewees, symptomatic of market logic:

It's part of a gigantic system and audit culture which is auditing you at every point
whether it's your number of teaching hours or your grant application numbers or
whether you’re going to get promoted or how many student evaluations are required
for your teaching portfolio and so on, so in that sense the pressure on academics is
guite strong.

Literature, Australia, Professor, Male

Analysis of the interviews revealed consistent use of a certain kind of language characteristic
of a ‘managed’, ‘entrepreneurial’ university: “we are going to have to operate much more as
a business and have a business focus” (Computer Science, UK, Professor, Male). This was
reflected in the ways interviewees described the fiscal rationalisation and metrification of
universities (Chubb & Watermeyer, 2016) through references to ‘student numbers’,
‘consumers’, ‘rankings’, ‘citations’, ‘metrics’, ‘money’ and ‘fee-paying’. Accompanied by
terms such as ‘employability’, ‘economics’, ‘bureaucracy’, ‘capitalise’, ‘demonstrate’,
‘measurable’, ‘assessment’, ‘enterprise’ and ‘audit-culture’, reminiscent of the ways in which
academic capitalism (the involvement in market-like behaviours) has been characterised in
the literature (Shore & Wright, 1999) - this use of language reveals an implicit (and in some

cases explicit) capitalistic undertone to the interviews, exemplified by the following accounts:

The sector is driven more towards ‘user pay’ and 'market driven’ type of operation.
Engineering, Australia, Professor, Male, E1

There is a push to make us businesses - to bring in money whichever way.
Education, Australia, Professor, Male

At times, the university was described by participants mechanistically as ‘a machine’ a

‘business’, or ‘giant system’ and subject to external ‘drivers’ and ‘external control'. In the
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case of this sample, my participants worked in research-intensive universities - the tone of a
large number of interviews was one in which respondents were defensive of the notion of
universities as a place of education not exclusively enterprise and many expressed an
inherent frustration that this was not ‘valued’ or did not ‘count’ as impact. The last UK REF
for instance explicitly excluded impact on teaching thus ruling out the huge impact HE has

on its students and graduates, and ultimately the economy and society:

It is taken for granted that we teach our students but most of our impact | think is
exactly there.

Languages, Australia, Professor, Male

Many claimed that their idea of a university is quite distinct from the business and private
world and for many describing it as a business was not comfortable. In some cases this
related to the personalities of those interviewed, for others, their research orientation:

| prefer academics to be further away from business.

Computer Science, UK, Professor, Female
There’s a danger, we don’t want to be too entrepreneurial.

Economics, UK, Professor, Male

Participants who talked about public good described the modern university as being far away
from their conception of its traditional purpose; this was in turn described as somehow
running counter to the process of science. Thus, some interviewees referred to pressures on

HE as ‘anti-science’, fuelling ‘anti-intellectualism’:

This over-management by government, over-regulation, is very anti-science; it's not
compatible with the principles of science or the philosophy of science.

Engineering, Australia, Professor, Male, E1

This illustrates a specific form of criticism of managerialism, which is the idea that one
cannot effectively manage something if one is not fully conversant or an expert in it (Deem et
al., 2008). Interviewees had a tendency to associate the idea of a public good with intrinsic
epistemic value. Here, both having knowledge and the cultural practices through which one
comes to gain knowledge were viewed as vital for culture, society and democracy by some

participants:
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It gives one the wherewithal to live a certain kind of life - it has to do with
relationships, it has to do with going to the movies and having something interesting
to say, it has to do with reading books — these are important things, it has to do with
the fundamentals of democratic citizenship.

Philosophy, Australia, Professor, Male

I will discuss the ways in which participants described an instrumentalised culture of
research in Section (7.2.3), but it is clear that the connection between kinds of research
activities and their proximity to application emerges as a key theme. In addition, many
interviewees argued that certain ‘types’ of impact ought to be acknowledged as equally valid
or valuable. For instance; economic impact ought not to be seen as being in some way more
valuable than cultural impact (this relates to the previous discussion in Chapter 5 and in
Chapter 9). Notwithstanding, analysis suggests that the impact agenda appears to highlight
the dichotomies which still exist not only between disciplines but also between types of
research and types of impact. Indeed, a large proportion of interviewees from the Australian
case commented on the fact that they saw their university as favouring and nurturing ‘blue
skies’ research and theoretical work. Many referenced the fact that if an impact agenda was
to emerge in Australia as it has in the UK (indeed it has since the interviews in 2013), that
there would be a culture shift for those whose applied work had not been deemed as

valuable as ‘discovery’:

This university values discovery over everything else.
Chemical Engineering, Australia, Professor, Female

For instance, even if research does not have impact, one could argue that discoveries and
breakthroughs in research can be seen to have a certain kind of PR value for the university
itself. The majority of life and earth scientists interviewed in Australia also welcomed the
potential that their ‘applied’ work, once viewed as ‘second class’ or ‘pedestrian research’,
would potentially be better appreciated by the university. Notwithstanding, the drivers
perceived by applied scientists in Australia were nevertheless those which favoured
discovery. This is perhaps reflective of the traditions associated with the Australian institution
investigated in this study and also the political mechanisms by which ARC funding was at
the time governed. For example, at the time of interviewing, the ARC had a competitive
‘discovery grants’ scheme for more theoretical work, and a ‘linkage scheme’ for collaborative
work, outlined in Chapter 2. For many applied researchers, the ‘drivers’ in Australian
universities were at odds with applied research. It is perhaps no surprise then that the
applied researchers interviewed might welcome an impact agenda, as this account from an

academic who had previously worked in industry shows:
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I had to rethink, but because my interest is in putting food on a plate somewhere, and
I've stuck with that and I've done my pubs, grads and grants [publications, graduates
and grants] and | continue to help people to produce food. So there was an
immediate having to shift gear in order to change to the drivers that bring in the
money to the university. And | had to think ok, I've got to play the game, new rules
but I better learn them.

Agriculture, Australia, Professor, Male, Al

Perhaps unsurprisingly given the nature of the institutions involved in this study (both
research intensive universities), interviewees appeared to feel strongly that in conjunction
with the idea of universities as a public good they ought still to be held accountable. For
instance, in almost all the interviews the words ‘justify’ and ‘ought’ appear in the context of
academics expressing that they perceive an increased pressure to justify the worth and
articulate the value of what they do.

For many, despite a variation of views towards impact, the opportunity to discuss the impact
agenda appeared to be welcomed as a way to bring the notion of the university as a public
good back into the discourse. This was particularly the case for humanities researchers, but
also reflected in the views of those representing the sciences, although expressed through a
different rhetoric (Oancea, Florez-Petour & Atkinson, 2015; Belfiore & Bennett, 2010). Here,
scientists tended to associate the purpose of knowledge as that which contributes to the
knowledge economy, technological innovation and progress rather than use the words
‘public good’. Nevertheless, the language across the interviewees referenced very clearly

the existential nature and purpose of universities and their workers.

Importantly, interviewees simultaneously acknowledged that the role of the university and of
academics was to generate, where possible knowledge which could benefit the whole of
society not just academia. It was clear from the length of the interviews (interviewees were
given between 30 and 60 minutes and almost all ran to 60 and above), that my participants
welcomed the opportunity to openly describe their working environment — where the impact

agenda was a large component.

Impact was associated with the idea of the university as a private good by several
participants. This was seen to go against the core tradition that knowledge is a public good —
necessary for democracy (Dewey,1916). The majority of accounts particularly from
academics in the arts and pure sciences described how one cannot commodify or financially

rationalise knowledge. Many made this argument for political and philosophical reasons:
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There is an anti-neoliberal value that the humanities still stand for that you cannot
monetize ... [he goes on]

The only thing that matters is useful knowledge which is what we’re going through at
the moment, so making the case for the humanities is, you know, a kind of lifestyle
choice - so what'’s the dollar value of poetry, that’s the topic.

Literature, Australia, Professor, Male

Here again, we see the ideals of academic life and the realities of politics juxtaposed with
moral accountability. The concept of the university as a public good was accompanied by
repeated reference in interviewee accounts to the concept of ‘ivory towerism’. Specifically,
participants were united in associating the impact agenda with the debate about academics
who are simply tucked away in their ‘quiet enclaves’ (Bok, 1984), unanswerable to the rest of
the world. The majority revoked the currency of this concept however, referring to it as

outdated.

7.2.2 Theivory tower

Interviewees associated the concept of impact as challenging ivory towerism (introduced in
Chapter 3). The impact agenda is seen to provoke academics to ‘leave their ivory towers’,
which are traditionally associated with their ‘comfort zones’ (Zook, 2015) and to engage with
the public. The impact agenda undoubtedly provokes dialogue with the ‘outside world’ which
is inherently at odds with a traditional concept of an academic in an ivory tower (Etzkowitz,
Webster, Gebhardt & Terra, 2000). For those who maintain that academics have a special
right to be separate and distinct from the rest of the world and defend ivory towerism, the
impact agenda is problematic. For instance, Oakeshott’'s defence (1972) of educational
institutions as places whose purpose is to ‘release’ students from the ‘surrounding world’
rather than draw them deeper into a reclusive world provides a further perspective. However,
defence of the ivory tower concept was scarcely seen during the interviews, and where it
was present it was often accompanied with a sense of irony or even humour. An overriding
sense of epistemic and pragmatic responsibility appeared to dominate interviewee

responses who saw the academic role as just as accountable as any other sector:

Name me a single job in the whole world where you can sit in your little tower and
write and not get fired for not doing what you're told. | don’t think so.

Law, Australia, Professor, Female

The idea that academics exist in ivory towers was the less dominant perspective revealed
throughout the interviews. Indeed, the majority of interviewees felt that the idea of an ivory

tower was an unhelpful and outdated notion. However, participants who did not feel
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comfortable engaging with non-academics referred to being in an ivory tower on occasion as
their reason for not doing so. That is not to say that interviewees indicated that they wanted
to work in an isolated environment, but it was, for some daunting to do otherwise. Running
directly concurrent with this however was a strong sense of accountability expressed in the
testimony of participants — that if research is publicly-funded, it is morally compromising not
to share and communicate it. The concept was therefore closely linked to accountability —

evident by the repeated use of the word ‘justify’ or ‘justification’ when discussing the notion.

I will explore the defence of an ivory tower notion in academia made (albeit) by the minority
of my interviewees and attempt to elucidate some of the rationale behind this, before
exploring the opposing view that the ivory tower is unhelpful, possibly outdated, and to
some, offensive. The ivory tower concept reflected the speaker’s relationship with users of
their research. That is to say, most associated it with a lack of dialogue between the

researcher and society.

Several participants offered the phrase ‘ivory tower’ to describe their environment and used
it as justification for their reluctance (or perceived inability) to engage with the outside world.
Participants used the term with some candidness and maintained that it made it hard to
communicate their research. Others associated the ivory tower notion with types of
knowledge (for example, theoretical/non-instrumental knowledge) — (of course the limitations

might also lie with the government advisors, not necessarily the academics):

| live in a rarefied ivory tower and | would find it difficult to speak to senior
government advisors.

Archaeology, UK, Professor, Male

| think it has its role, | think this is really interesting in terms of impact that | think you
need people who are thinking interesting theoretical ideas that may appear to have
no impact but eventually will change the field or change the world whatever. I'm kind
of sceptical about all this impact stuff.

Computer Science, UK, Professor, Female

Indeed, even though those conducting less impact-oriented research denied ivory towerism,
many had concerns that the kinds of impact they could generate would be perceived as

inaccessible because of the nature of the knowledge they create:

193



There are contributions that you can’'t see as impact. | feel like I've been engaged
with it all along, but if I'm told I'm not demonstrating how my research has
transformed others directly in a big way, then what have | been doing? Here | am
thinking | don’t inhabit an ivory tower and that there was relevance. The things | do
are not about generating more wealth.

Theatre, Film and TV, UK, Professor, Male

The ivory tower was also referenced by less instrumental researchers. The majority of
participants referred to it as unwelcome — emblematic of an unhelpful divide between
academics and the public. Here, the ivory tower was perceived by some participants as a
public perception of academia rather than something invented by academics. With respect to
the former, some participants suggested that the ivory tower concept was used in the main
by the public to justify their reticence to find out more about universities - whereas for others,
it was suggested that it was a term used by the academics themselves to excuse their lack
of willingness/ability to engage with the public. Indeed, for many it associated with a sense of
privilege or diminished sense of public accountability. One respondent described how the
notion of an ivory tower is seen to increase the division between the public and universities,
and was imposed by the public who choose to associate academics as separate from
society:
Don’t start me on the ivory tower theory! No do start me! Yes that is a word often
used. The strange thing is that it's often used in a kind of out of context that implies
that academics are not human. They’re disembodied robots. Just because they work
at a university they don’t have lives, they don’t have families, and they don’t have to
earn a living or pay their mortgages... Thousands of people flock on to campus and

see what we’re doing, but if you don’t take that opportunity and then you grumble
about ivory towers, I’'m sorry | have no sympathy.

History, Australia, Professor, Female

In addition to the apparent association with the type of research being conducted, the
defence of an ivory tower could be said to relate to the researcher themselves. Many
participants described how certain types of researchers might also possess attributes of
being ‘an ivory tower-type’ of person. The attributes of this kind of researcher might imply
solitude, introversion, distance from application, and an old-fashioned silo mentality not seen
as conducive to a collaboration-friendly, outward facing impact agenda. Sometimes
however, one could argue that that might be exactly what research needs at certain stages —
when one is conducting data analysis, for example. The problem perhaps develops if
academics spend all of their time alone. One participant described how her own preferences
were to work collaboratively “I really enjoy working with groups of people”, but she felt that

this was at odds with the ‘old guard’ of academics:
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He’s the kind of old style academic in that he largely worked by himself with a few
people that he knew.

Computer Science, UK, Professor, Female

Ivory towerism perhaps depicts a type of academic — in some cases this could also be seen
to relate to an academic’s career background. For example, applied researchers and
participants who had come from industry appeared to make less reference to an ivory tower
than those who were ‘thoroughbred’ academics, whose entire career had been in academia.

As this account exemplifies:

Reality is most of us are brought up entirely in the university sector and we have a
very academic perspective on the world and can be accused of being somewhat
insular.

Chemistry, UK, Professor, Male

This kind of discourse suggests a certain conception of what it is to be an academic and
perhaps explains why it exists as a notion. The most prominent discourse noted during the
interviews however was that ivory towerism was an excuse not to engage with the public and
thereby an impact agenda. Interviewees instead appeared to be largely offended by the
notion and felt it was an unproductive, ignorant or idealistic position, referring to those who
subscribed to these notions as ‘old school’ or part of the ‘old guard’. This suggests that ivory
towerism is still a discourse that exists about universities, but generationally this may be
changing and is associated to some extent with an emerging impact agenda which might

require a more pragmatic and realistic viewpoint. This account makes this point:

| hate it when people talk about the ivory tower, or say this is useless. That displays
ignorance of their importance of expansive thinking to the general cultural wellbeing.
It isn’t all about money, or about markets etc. It's about being realistic...

Theatre, Film and TV, UK, Professor, Male
I think it's not always going to work but nor is hiding yourself away in an ivory tower.
Health Science, Australia, Professor, Female

Finally, ivory towerism was closely associated by many participants with the notion of
epistemic responsibility, duty and accountability (Chapter 6). The concept was simply not
tolerated as appropriate in the contemporary political research environment by many
interviewees and instead notions of public accountability and responsibility appeared to

override any sense of privilege or expectation for absolute freedom or seclusion away from
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the rest of the world. However, it may be that seclusion is a necessary condition of certain
forms of academic work and the idea of absolute freedom was not a condition expected by
the majority of interviewees. Regardless of many of the interviewees’ feelings towards
impact, many associated ivory towerism as unfeasible and morally at odds with epistemic
responsibility:

As an academic you’re not very keen on it because you think, | just want to be doing
research. But as a tax payer and someone who'’s putting money into this thing, | think
there should be some visibility about what you’re doing. Otherwise everybody is in an
ivory tower doing this research and someone living in XX a few miles away, doesn’t
have a clue what’s going on! There should be some visibility!

Computer Science, UK, Research Staff, Female

If there is some sense of duty or responsibility to not be totally content with the ivory
tower - that people have that ethic of being an academic, then | think you can
encourage people to think a different way about impact.

Politics, UK, Professor, Male

Once more, moral accountability and visibility of research emerges through the interviewees
as an overriding force with respect to an impact agenda. Participants strongly felt that those
who were in receipt of public funding ought to be accountable. A sense of academic
entittement or licence was therefore less commonly referenced within this set of

interviewees:
We don’t operate in a vacuum — we are paid for by our own or other people’s money.
Biology, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male, B2

I think it would be extremely arrogant of the physics community to say well, we’re just
going to work on astronomy and particle physics, both of those are extremely high
profile bits of physics and that’s all we’re going to do, | think that would be very
arrogant, extremely selfish and | think the public purse would have a right to say |
don’t think that’s right.

Physics, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male

However, as we have seen, the question of where that line of accountability is drawn created
tensions for several interviewees. One might ask if the line is to be drawn at certain types of
research, or certain projects, or whether one must contemplate a broader conceptualisation
of visibility and accountability? Again, | revisit how it is perhaps the agenda itself and its
prescriptive, instrumentalist approach to research (tying outcomes to singular projects) that

is the cause of the tension. Indeed, one might question whether accountability sits not only
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with the academics, but with those who set the agenda as well. | will now focus on the ways
in which interviewees described their views on how the impact agenda affected instrumental

and non-instrumental knowledge in order to further explore this tension.

7.2.3 Instrumental vs. non-instrumental knowledge

The impact agenda was perceived by most participants as emblematic of a shift towards a
more instrumental culture of research and a marketised HE system. This was made evident
in both the language they used (as described earlier in this chapter) and the associations
they made when articulating these tensions. Somewhat unsurprisingly, interviewees
predominantly from less instrumental fields described this shift with more fear and trepidation
than those whose work was more readily attuned to utility.

All interviewees perceived pure research to be at risk if instrumentalism led to reductionist
funding favouring only applied research. Chapters 2, 3 and 5 explored how the type of
research conducted (pure or applied) might influence attitudes towards an impact agenda
and these distinctions remain pertinent to the subject of this chapter. Self-evidently,
concerns about the ways research is used by communities outside of academia will
inevitably create suspicions that what is more valuable is that which can yield tangible
results. Assuming that to be the case, interviewees whose research’s utility was less
tangible, appeared to become increasingly uncomfortable with an impact agenda because
they felt that the value of their work could not be captured in the current impact discourse.

An emerging theme from the accounts provided by interviewees was that the hyper-
competitiveness of the research funding environment favoured less theoretical research, that
research was being reduced in relation to its usefulness and that almost the very meaning of

knowledge is threatened and redefined by the impact agenda:

There’s no great value in anything except instrumental knowledge.
Literature, Australia, Professor, Male

As soon as you cut that off by making everything instrumental you would not make
those developments. The key scientific breakthroughs have been speculative. We
don’t want to destroy that.

Health Science, UK, Professor, Male

Interviewees particularly from non-instrumental research areas including the majority of
academics from the arts and humanities subjects such as literature, music, performance,

philosophy, history and English and the theoretical sciences including pure chemistry,
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physics and maths for example, felt the need to attempt to legitimise and defend what they

were doing in light of the impact agenda.

Interviewees appeared to self-select which ‘type’ or ‘mode’ of research/knowledge they
conducted (Chapter 5 and Chapter 9, Figure 31: Notional diagrammatic representation )
Participants used particular terminology to categorise the kind of research they were doing
and in doing so, its utility. For example, most researchers were conversant with the types or
modes of research such as ‘pure’ research and ‘applied’, none surprisingly referred to
strategic or use-inspired research. In Chapter 5 | described how researchers had a tendency
towards associating the impact agenda with the latter (applied research). | also described
how several participants in conjunction with these labels, referred to their work as soft or

hard and the frequency of the words ‘use’, ‘useful’ and ‘end result’.

It forces people to think as they’re writing the proposal. They are forced to think, well,
what is the end result of this?

Computer Science, UK, Professor, Female
There is more pressure to have more output.
Physics, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male

However, the latter may imply that it is important to find ways to make it look as if one has or
will have impact (Chapter 8); notwithstanding, there was a preoccupation with ends rather
than means. Indeed the ‘means’ discussed in the following chapter may suffer as a result.
There appeared to be a flow of connected associations made by most participants with the
paradigms ‘pure’ and ‘applied’, relevant to the discussion about instrumentalism in research

which resulted in questions about the value of certain disciplines.

It will produce a much more instrumental culture, now maybe that’s the aim — is to
produce more, to get research that is applied, rather than philosophers just to sit
there, which is what they do saying ‘I think’ — that’s what | do, | think.

Literature, Australia, Professor, Male

The issues came for academics whose research was non-instrumental in having to make
judgements and predictions a priori and having to measure and pin down a tangible,
demonstrable effect or change. Participants explained that having to pre-determine
outcomes was too ‘prescriptive’. In particular, though not exclusively, these comments came
from the arts and humanities participants, the non-instrumental researchers in the sciences,

and those in the instrumental sciences when referring to the humanities. Participants from
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the humanities felt that to instrumentalise knowledge ran counter to the process of research
in many ways:

The impact agenda is very hard for humanities, it has to grow out of research, yet it
pulls us away from research.

Literature, UK, Professor, Female

Research is part of a cumulative process that leads to outcomes that wouldn’t have
materialised had that process not been there. The idea that you can make a
utilitarian connection between A and B, that's difficult. It is about the wider
conversation and it is about seeing scholarship as a community.

Theatre, Film and TV, UK, Professor, Male

Oancea (2013) claims that impact in the humanities is cumulative and “slow-burning” in
nature, “essential to long term, conceptual, cultural and discursive changes” and that the
humanities view “engagement with the public as a core rationale for work in the arts and
humanities.” Oancea (2013) goes on to report that “the problem relates not with the
hypothetical idea of impact as describing public good, but the notion underpinning current
frameworks” (p.248). These findings appear in part similar to the concerns expressed by the

participants in this study. One UK participant explained:

... People are delighted to be asked onto ‘Start the Week’ there’s no problem if
someone wants to hear about one’s research I'll talk about it. The bad thing is trying
to measure it. This distorts it.

Philosophy, UK, Professor, Male

Non-instrumental researchers appeared resigned to the idea that an impact agenda was
only concerned with ‘useful knowledge’. Some were concerned that there was a lack of

public support for the humanities, as this account shows:

At the moment in Australia it's the idea of what’s practical, that's what’s at work at the
moment, because there’s a sense, rightly or wrongly, that at the moment you can
only have new knowledge or certain kinds of knowledge if you can report. The only
thing that matters is useful knowledge, which is what we’re going through at the
moment.

Literature, Australia, Professor, Male

One UK participant claimed that when considering the value of arts and humanities research
(Benneworth, 2015) it was important to honour what was valuable for its own sake and to

respect differences:
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See that what people do is valuable and make decisions about that. It may be that
sometimes it's more valuable than others, it's then about building on the value that’s
there and it's about getting people to see that there are opportunities to promote
themselves as outwardly focused, as engaged and to do that more. To see where
possible that it's there already and it's about enhancing what’s there rather than
inventing new things, which will confuse or demoralise people. Some people won'’t
see this.

Theatre, Film and TV, UK, Professor, Male

Both perhaps suggest that the UK and Australia are moving away from the ‘intellectual’ to
the ‘practical’. The difficulties perceived in demonstrating impact in scientific terms as
guantifiable/demonstrable pervaded the discourse particularly during the Australian
interviews. Participants claimed therefore that an impact agenda was “unhelpful, unwelcome
and frustrating” (Literature, UK, Professor, Female), because they felt that the impact of the
arts is hard to measure and justify or quantify: “the difficulty is in demonstrating impact”
(History, Australia, Professor, Female). One participant felt that if there is a need to respond
to the impact agenda by considering economic benefit alone then they would be “a bit
stuffed! - don’t underestimate it!” (Languages, Australia, Professor, Male). An academic from
the sciences describes her interpretation of having to predict impacts in advance of
conducting research:

| don’t think you can necessarily predict where the impacts will come from but | think
you actually have to look for them.

Biology, UK, Senior Lecturer, Female

Here, she makes a distinction, showing alertness and sensitivity to impact possibilities as
opposed to making a promise to predict where impact will occur (Chapter 8). Referring to the
impact agenda as tantamount to scientific reductionism, a UK physical scientist who was
deeply critical of the agenda, referred to it using this arresting phrase: “suicide beyond
compare” — where he felt that the drive was to reduce and prescribe research only to its
outcomes. This sentiment was echoed by a social scientist that similarly referred to their
impact work as ‘analytically reduced’ because impact partners were involved in yielding an
end result. He claims like many others, that the requirement for impact could reduce the
quality of research: “we would have worked harder on a basic piece of research” (Sociology,
UK, Professor, Male). The consequences that this agenda might have for the quality of
research are discussed in Section 7.3 and in Chapters 9 and 10. Notwithstanding, if an
instrumental culture of research is generated through an impact agenda as suggested by
participants, one could argue that it could be seen to deepen a divide between ‘types of

research’. So too, conversely, it could also present an opportunity for academics from both
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sides to work together for greater impact through incremental pathways to impact (Chapter
9). Figure 29 depicts the extreme delineations of knowledge types and the associations

drawn by participants.
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Figure 29: Attitudes towards types of research and their utility

These broad associations may indicate why so many participants struggled with the concept
of justifying the value of what they do when faced with the impact agenda - if impact was to
imply utility, does seeing no obvious impact imply a lack of utility? If research is seen as

lacking in utility, what is its actual value and how/can that be demonstrated?

Inevitably, such questions ultimately led many non-instrumental researchers to internalise
this agenda themselves, causing them to question their own value or identity. | will now
explore how instrumentalism creates guestions concerning the value of types of knowledge,
particularly referring to the views of those carrying out non-instrumental research search as
the arts and humanities and theoretical sciences before discussing the implications this has

for the researcher themselves with respect to their identity and integrity (Chapter 8).
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7.3 The value of knowledge

This agenda reinforces the notion that the only valuable thing in life is money. That is
deeply worrying.

Theatre, Film and TV, UK, Professor, Male

A resounding concern for over half of the participants, particularly non-instrumental
researchers from the arts and humanities and theoretical sciences, was that if impact implies
utility and disciplines are assumed to be without obvious utility then the value of their
endeavours will inevitably be called into question. Most researchers see an inherent value in

their work:

What's the value of doing it? Oh just because it needs done. The mountain is there
so | shall climb it.

Mechanical Engineering, Australia, Professor, Female

This is part of the problem right with academic research in general — people do it
because they are interested, not because they are looking for the next cure!

Biology, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male, B2

Pertinent to this theme we find participants struggling to define their value in light of ‘impact’
and again, we see hints of what Watermeyer (2012) referred to as the “inescapability of
academic capitalism” (p.373). Perhaps, however, it is a relative necessity to consider this
‘inescapability’. One participant actually stated that they felt that there was an ethical duty to
consider how else public money might be spent, claiming that spend on the arts and

humanities was more useful and ethical:

When | hear some of the extreme rhetoric against funding the humanities, it's always,
‘why should public money be spent on this useless stuff?’, and | think, why are you
so happy for public money to be spent on creating big profits for private industries?

Literature, Australia, Professor, Male

Impact was the cause of great concern for many participants who felt they had to justify the
value of what they do in order to continue doing it — an issue long-standing within the
cultures of the arts which has long had to defend its intrinsic value. Many participants
expressed concern that the impact agenda encouraged only the development of
instrumental knowledge and leapt to the defence of more diffuse, less tangible impacts
arising from equally valid and valuable research such as that which enriches society

culturally:

202



Look you can’t just have a world in which all funding is going to (as important as it is
to set up a research for a burn victim or for children who have cancer) those are very
important things but we live in a society where other kinds of things are important too
and recognise those things for what they are — history, literature, philosophy, the
humanities it all addresses a way of, it gives one the wherewithal to live a certain kind
of life.

Philosophy, Australia, Professor, Male

It was interesting to note the prominence of the word ‘value’ and the perception that
academics need to ‘sell’ their research during the interviews. This perhaps reflects the
assumption that non-instrumental researchers perceive impact as something that might be
associated with the economic, and that cultural value is perhaps an outcome held in lower
esteem. It is little surprise that in particular arts and humanities participants were quick to
defend their disciplines in this way - this is not a new area of discussion but points to a re-
enactment of longer standing concerns about the value of certain disciplines and the

potential divides this might create between the disciplines or at least types of research.

There was a recurrent observation that non-instrumental researchers felt the need to defend
the nuanced forms of impact and appeared to be unsure as to what constituted ‘enough’.
One participant anxiously asked “does that count?” — suggesting that she was unsure about
the place and value of her professional activities (Literature, UK, Professor, Female). Such
guestions imply that non-instrumental researchers feel they have a subtle, deeper effect on
society and the economy than can be described in the current terms of an impact agenda

where what counts is only what can be counted (Wells & Whitworth, 2007):

It's that expansive thing that education has, that pure research has too. The pleasure
for people doing academic jobs rather than going into industry with our skills is that
ability to do blue sky stuff.

Theatre, Film and TV, UK, Professor, Male

This left a resounding level of despair for many participants carrying out non-instrumental
research who felt that within the context of this agenda ‘nothing worked’, exemplified below.

The effects of which are explored in the following Chapter 8.

There is no possible response, nothing works, and that’s the issue — so how do you
work the issue when they (government) don’t believe in the idea of knowledge in
some fundamental ways. It’s just about what’s applicable.

Literature, Australia, Professor, Male
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7.4 Summary

This chapter reveals that the changing state of HE, evolving knowledge regimes and the
perceptions of an instrumentalised research culture are felt very strongly by this set of
academics in both contexts. Effects were felt across all disciplines, although this was to
some extent dependent upon whether their research was considered by participants as
‘pure’ or ‘applied’. In particular, the arts and humanities participants engaged most heavily
with this discourse. For the majority of interviewees, challenges were felt personally and
reflect the views of academics struggling to conform to a system many philosophically
perceive themselves to be at odds with. Indeed, the tone of the language used by a large
number of interviewees to describe the research environment in both contexts reflects
concerns that academic capitalism, whilst characteristic of the culture in HE, is not entirely

pervasive.

As we saw in Chapter 5, more interviewees tended to assume that intrinsic epistemic value
is in some way better, or more ‘valuable’ than that which yields instrumental value. Here,
instrumental value is seen as associated with applied research and was revealed as having
negative connotations. Interviewees who perceived this to be the case viewed utility and
application as a lesser pursuit personally and philosophically. Ironically in today’s university
environment instrumental research is deemed to be of more value politically, economically
and publicly in the context of the defence of the value of HE. It is important however to
appreciate the deeper underpinnings of what is at work here, the effect this has on academic
practice itself, and how this resonates with social theories about knowledge and value in the
field where pure is valuable and applied knowledge is vulgar or tainted (Bourdieu, 1998). In
addition, the fact that instrumentalism is often associated with ‘positivism’ and deductive
reasoning plays into debates about the value of certain ‘types of research’ and the

respectability or esteem attached to those endeavours (discussed in Chapters 3, 5 and 6).

In addition to these fundamental concerns relating to value, | outlined how participants
whose research naturally combines utility often appear less conflicted in terms of their
academic freedom. For this group, the value of what they do is more commonly implicitly
connected to the knowledge they seek and produce, and as such this forms the basis of their
motivation for seeking that knowledge in the first place. For those participants who carried
out non-instrumental research (or whose work was more theoretical, pure or ‘blue skies’
orientated), having to consider the ways in which their work will have utility outside of what
they deem to be inherently useful, was seen to create tension (Watermeyer, 2014). It may
even be at odds with their initial motivations for doing research, resulting in any

rationalisations of knowledge under these constraints being experienced as compromising
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integrity, academic virtue (Nixon, 2008) and identity (Chubb & Watermeyer, 2016). Indeed, a
further dimension is the struggle to consider ways in which academic work can be obviously
useful. In fact, many impacts have arisen serendipitously from research which had no such

immediate obvious impact orientation.

Participants seemed to welcome the opportunity to reflect on the value of the work they do in
the context of today’s HE system. This could be seen in many ways as a natural response to
an impoverished discourse where meaningful aspects of academic labour and life might
normally be restricted in terms of being able to openly and discursively talk about epistemic
value (Battaly, 2013). The alleged instrumentalisation of knowledge, seen as a direct
consequence of its politicisation emerged as inextricably linked to notions of epistemic value
for a number of interviewees and was a dominant theme of discussion across interviewees

when reflecting on the value of their work.

As was revealed in Chapter 5, the attitudes of interviewees tended to be split according to
the type of research that was being conducted. Participants from the life, earth and applied
sciences appear to have gained a currency for the work they do; a new value is perceived in
utility quite apart from the old ideologies of what is traditionally valued by the academy. It
also appears that my participants characterised and associated the impact agenda with
utility, provoking a concern across academics about whether knowledge with little or no
tangible, explicit and direct impact on society can be seen as useless. This inference is
similar to the media backlash from those academics who found themselves having to defend
their work despite its obvious value (academic or cultural) and is reflected in the frustrated
and anxious accounts of many of my participants who reject the instrumentalisation of

knowledge.

It is therefore important that attention is paid to the natural synergies and associations made
by participants, which in some cases appear to revisit deeply entrenched philosophies of
science and traditional arguments and theories of knowledge. In addition, concerns about
the value of certain kinds of impacts emerge in this chapter, specifically some participants
fear that knowledge is only valuable if it delivers economic benefit or national security, for
instance. This implies that there is still more work to be done to encourage and foster
support for different types of impact domains. The emotional reactions to the impact agenda

and implications for academic practice are discussed in detail in Chapter 8.

In addition, analysis revealed that interviewees perceived there to be a close relationship
between epistemic value and the notion of utility. In particular, this was made apparent by
the defensive position adopted by many academics whose work did not naturally align to an

impact agenda, where the impact of their work would be more composite. Awareness
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amongst academics that the university environment is becoming more entrepreneurial
through its management structures and staff was also apparent. This appears to undermine
and threaten certain participants and their ideals about what it means to be an academic,

reminiscent of previous chapters and entrenched ideas about academic ‘tribes’ (Chapter 9).

The alleged instrumentalisation of research was seen to destabilise and threaten ‘blue skies’
research, something which was deemed to be ‘precious’ and intrinsically valuable by many
participants. Here, we see enlightenment norms playing out in the attitudes of these
academics, some of whom argued that certain types of research ought to be preserved,
valued and respected regardless of political demands, reflecting a defence of academic
ideals. There is however a clear sense that whilst many participants and their institutions
appear to value discovery, interviewees in this sample accord with the idea of accountability
and responsibility in research. The accounts of interviewees also convey a deep sense that
the political demands of governments in both the UK and Australian contexts act to
destabilise notions of autonomy and freedom in academia, in practice and in principle.
Despite these misgivings, the research also revealed a community with a strong moral sense

of responsibility to contribute towards society.

Related to this, participants were united in their association of the notion of the ivory tower
with the impact agenda. This concept, on the whole rejected as outdated, was seen to work
against academics developing a meaningful relationship with the public and society, which
hindered an impact agenda. Defence of the ivory tower was limited, but where it was seen
as valid it was because it was perceived as enabling a divide between the public and
academics either to further the idea of academics as an elite group (more prevalent a
perspective of pure or non-instrumental researchers) or to provide excuse as to why
academics might not engage with society, possibly masking their personal reasons for not

doing so.

An ivory tower notion appears to still exist but is dampened, if not nearly stamped out, by an
overriding sense of moral accountability across participants. These findings provoke
guestions about how certain kinds of knowledge can be sustained under neoliberal
knowledge regimes. Indeed, a shift from the intellectual to what is practical emerges as an
increasing trend for both national contexts and there are signs that we are perhaps seeing a
re-emergence of ‘anti-intellectualism’. Here, the differentiation of social, cultural and
economic capital and its relationship to education can be seen as pivotal to our

understanding of why anti-intellectualism persists (Savage, 2015).

| argue that through an impact agenda we see a re-enactment of traditional epistemological

debate about the nature and purpose of knowledge. The impact agenda unearths moral

206



guestions about epistemic value and the interviews reveal a curious tension between this
ideal standard where intrinsic value is defended, and the moral imperative that knowledge
ought to be useful — both deeply entrenched positions which at first appear at odds and
dichotomous but which must be reconciled in order to respond to the impact agenda. | argue
that these positions are dependent upon personal and disciplinary differences, explored in
Chapter 9, and that these differences have strong implications for the behaviours of

academics (Chapter 8).

What these accounts appear to share is a concern about measurement and the ability to
demonstrate impact. This agenda can be seen to promote the commodification of
knowledge, and a ‘what counts is what can be counted’ mentality. This potentially brings us
back to what Watermeyer (2012) referred to as the “inescapability of academic capitalism”
(p.373). If indeed such a culture exists, it will self-evidently create challenges and problems
for the practice and behaviours of those who attempt to conform to it. Policy that pays little

heed to these assumptions will perhaps fail to convince those who must respond to it.

| therefore now turn my attention to the effects of the impact agenda with respect to scholarly
integrity and identity in order to highlight these effects, before discussing the relationship
between impact and the disciplines in Chapter 9.
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8 Integrity and affect: implications for the academic role

“Virtue is twofold, intellectual and moral”

Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics, 1976
8.1 Introduction

This chapter focuses on the ways in which interviewees described the moral and personal
consequences of the impact agenda in the UK and Australia and the potential implications
for the academic role. Central to it are two main themes: integrity (Section 8.2) and
affect/emotion (Section 8.3). Firstly, | consider the accounts of participants which imply that
impact can be seen to be affecting scholarly integrity (by which | mean possessing of good
character traits such as those outlined by UUK in the Concordat to Support Research
Integrity, 2012) including honesty, transparency, rigour and respect. | may also refer to these
as ‘virtues’ as outlined by Nixon (2008) and Battaly (2013). | begin by exploring the idea that
the integrity and moral virtues of academics may be under threat from the impact agenda. |
then consider how impact was seen to incite emotion across my participants. Integrity and
emotion, which may be inextricably linked, promote discussion about how morality and
emotion shape academics’ reactions towards the impact agenda. Notwithstanding, it may be

that emotions are rooted in the moral positions asserted by many interviewees.

In order to understand why and how these themes relate to impact, | firstly explore them as
separate concerns in Sections 8.2 and 8.3 before considering how the conflicting moral
imperatives of integrity and responsibility might prompt a reconceptualization of the

‘academic role’, summarised in Section 8.4.

8.2 Integrity

Analysis indicates that many participants admit that they themselves or their fellow
researchers risk having to embellish the impact of their research in order to compete for
depleting governmental research funds. Several participants also suggest that this may
result in game-playing within academia, at least for researchers for whom there seems to be
no immediate or obvious route to impact from their research. As previously indicated in
Chapter 6, this results in tension for a community that has a strong sense of responsibility
associated with their academic role, to contribute and ‘make a difference’ where appropriate
(Chubb & Watermeyer, 2016; Lucas, 2006). Indeed, it appears the broader burdens of
academic labour (such as the REF/ERA) also contribute towards the academic response to

this directive as a whole.

208


https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/2192.Aristotle
https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/2919427

In Section (8.2.1) | describe how the consideration of impact a priori in funding applications
appears problematic for a majority of interviewees, specifically those who perceive impact to
be far removed from their research. | then describe how this can be said to culminate in what
Chubb and Watermeyer (2016) refer to as ‘impact sensationalism’ (p.5) in (Section 8.2.2),
before discussing how this is rationalised by interviewees as a means to end, despite
concerns about game-playing and lost integrity. Here, conformism appears unavoidable in
order to survive the systemic and localised causes of impact sensationalism. | summarise
these findings in (Section 8.2.4).

8.2.1 The creation of impact narratives: a-priori predictions

Analysis indicates that the requirement to consider impact in research funding applications
can create moral tensions for academics whose research does not have immediately
obvious potential for impact. Several interviewees claimed that it was perhaps necessary to
embellish claims of future impact or even lie in order to stand a chance of winning funding if
the immediate impact of their research was not straightforwardly identifiable. Table 4 outlines
both the identified systemic and localised causes for this drawn inductively from the data.

Systemic Localised
Hyper-competition Susceptibility to impact inflation
Uncertainty of evaluative value Separation of impact from research
Academic capitalism Weakness in signposting causality

Table 4: Causes of impact sensationalism (Chubb & Watermeyer, 2016. p.5)

Considering hyper-competition as a systemic cause, a large proportion of interviewees,
particularly (though not exclusively) from disciplines of a more theoretical orientation,
expressed concern that they were being “forced” to exaggerate the claims of prospective

research impact for the purpose of securing competitive funding:

People try to bend so they can get money, but it certainly influences what research is
actually done because of course it's the funded research that gets done.

Maths, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male

The requirement to make causal links between research and impacts and to show attribution
created concern for some interviewees, creating instead often disconnected or inflated

narratives in order to convince funders of the value of their work. This was a concern about
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impact with respect to both funding and assessment and as such the uncertainty of

evaluative value is considered a further systemic cause:

Trying to force people to tell a causal story is really tight, it's going to restrict impact
to narrow immediate stuff, rather than the big stuff, and force people to be dishonest.

Economics, UK, Professor, Male

Many interviewees felt that having to build impact into funding proposals a priori was bound
to involve some level of aspiration or embellishment. Interviewees reported difficulty in
describing a priori impact because many claimed it was not always possible to ‘predict’. This
concern, well documented in the literature, accounts considerably for why there has been so
much academic resistance towards impact, particularly from ‘non-instrumental’ research
areas (Braben et al., 2009; Cuthill et al., 2014):

It is impossible to predict the outcome of a scientific piece of work and no matter
what framework it is that you want to apply it will be artificial and come out with the
wrong answer because if you try to predict things you are on a hiding to nothing.

Chemistry, UK, Professor, Male

The consideration of impact as a precursor to carrying out research was reported as ‘dumb’
and ‘illogical’ by some interviewees, even joked about by some. Many commented that the
whole concept was designed by policymakers who do not understand the research process
and do not have the requisite credentials or understanding of science/research to be

directing research policy:

| don’t know what you’re supposed to say, something like I’'m Columbus, I’'m going to
discover the West Indies?!

Finance, Australia, Professor, Male

For the majority of interviewees, particularly from less instrumental research areas, a pre-
determined question of impact was seen as nonsensical. Conversely, impact was very much
core to the research practices of some interviewees and, as such, did not pose the same
issues - this was made apparent by comments such as “I've always been interested in doing
work that | feel is significant in a way and has some genuine outcomes” (Philosophy,
Australia, Professor, Male). These kinds of accounts were more common across
environmental, health and social research where interviewees appeared to be implicitly

motivated to make a difference and produce a useful outcome from their research:
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Everything | do | do it because it might make a difference to children’s health and
wellbeing so...

Health Science, Australia, Professor, Female
Research without the impact is not really research.
Engineering, Australia, Professor, Male, E2

Also in contrast to some of the systemic causes listed in Table 4, applied researchers
particularly noted their dependence upon industry funding where impact was a contractual

requirement:

In terms of impact, it's always been important for me because | work in applied
research, so the people that are funding my work are wanting my findings to have
some immediate effect on their industry, because either their industry is directly
funding it, or indirectly funding it. So, impact is important in terms of meeting
contractual agreements, but it's also important in terms of how you’re perceived and
how you might be funded in the future.

Soil Science, Australia, Research Staff, Female

More ‘applied’ researchers in particular, had a tendency to reference the difficulties that their
peers in non-applied subjects would be likely to have with respect to the notion of impact,

and identified that integrity could well be at risk as a result:

| don't blame the basic scientists... because then it becomes a word game, of them
trying to justify impact that is going to be so fantasy driven, and it’s just a little silly to
do that.

Education, UK, Professor, Female

Here, almost all participants expressed the view that research policy ought to preserve a
space for blue skies and theoretical research, many referring to impact policy as ‘unfair and
calling for ‘balance’ about the way impact policy was weighted across disciplines in funding
applications (the implications for research policy are explored in Chapter 10 and Chapter 9
discusses discipline differences). However, with the exception of those carrying out applied
research, almost all interviewees felt that where the impact was not immediately obvious
(Chubb & Watermeyer, 2016b), the integrity of the author would be at risk. This account
however shows the extent to which virtue and integrity are seen to be threatened by

directives such as the impact agenda:
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It's really virtually impossible to write an [Australian Research Council] grant now
without lying and this is the kind of issue that they should be looking at.

Philosophy, Australia, Professor, Male

Importantly, interviewees were often quick to assume that funders require evidence of actual
impact rather than the incremental contribution made by the planned research. As we have
seen in Chapters 3 and 5, RCUK for example, emphasise that they require only the potential
contribution of impact of a project as opposed to the actual impact (which REF emphasises).
One might characterise this logic as constructing a straw man, in that this appears to be a
misrepresented or at least misunderstood interpretation of research impact policy. However,
the counter-position provided by some of the interviewees was that being directly asked to
explain who will benefit from the research and how they will benefit amounts to the same

thing as being asked to predict the actual impact.

Impact was nevertheless seen to conflict with the integrity of the scientific process itself
particularly that of blue skies and pure research. It was suggested that unrealistic claims
were made in order to preserve theoretical research: “if | want to do basic science, | have to
tell you lies” (Chemistry, UK, Professor, Male), a concern echoed by a humanities professor
in Australia who claimed that when writing a proposal “you’re made to lie in all kinds of ways”
(Philosophy, Australia, Professor, Male). This relates back to Chapter 7 and the epistemic
value rationales provided by interviewees and the notion of research as ‘precious’ and

personal (to be explored later in this chapter in Section 8.3).

Concerns regarding prerequisite questions of impact were echoed by an Australian
mathematician who revealed that whilst they might have a problem in mind they wished to
solve, they were in fact “several steps removed from it”. Indeed, as | outline in Section 8.3,
this kind of perceived short termism associated with the impact agenda created a level of
anxiety in researchers: “| don’t know how we’d do it in pure maths” (Maths, Australia,
Professor, Female). One UK participant expressed a similar concern over his perceived
inability to respond to funder requirements. He suggested that it would not be easy for them
to think about impact by virtue of the nature of their work “because we don’t believe that the
contact is so close that it's even a good idea to start thinking about it” (Maths, UK, Senior
Lecturer, Male). Another interviewee despairingly suggested that they could write “nebulous
statements” but that this would just be “going through the motions” and was not backed up
by anything credible (Psychology, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male). In fact, as indicated in
Chapter 5, many interviewees expressed that they were not clear about what was being

asked of them, as such their impression of the impact agenda was that it was meaningless
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and absurd. Given this level of uncertainty, it is not entirely surprising that academics

admitted to sensationalising their impact, further explored in the following section.

I don’t know what this agenda is. It varies. Maybe it's easy for people who do applied
research, but I'm trying to find out how the brain works, and it’'s so hard to know what
the impact is. | feel it's an absurd question to ask.

Psychology, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male

8.2.2 Impact sensationalism

Words such as lying, lies, stories, disguise, hoodwink, game - playing, distorting, fear,
distrust, over- engineering, flower-up, bull-dust, disconnected, narrowing and the recurrence
of the word ‘problem’ (including different synonyms) characterised participants’ perceptions
and experiences of writing about future impact imaginings for the purposes of funding. Some
concern was felt therefore about the challenges this might potentially pose for academic
integrity and truthfulness (Chubb & Watermeyer, 2016. p.6).

Let me tell you, we’'ve moved a long way from it (integrity). You can't, it's virtually
impossible to write one of these grants and be fully frank and honest in what it is
you’re writing about.

Philosophy, Australia, Professor, Male

The majority of interviewees seemed unperturbed by the idea of having to exaggerate in a
funding proposal: ‘I finally got the feedback and they said something about the impact
statement being a bit exaggerated” (Biology, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male, B2). Many
interviewees expressed that they did not expect impact statements to be truthful or valid |
don’t know how genuine they are when they are writing them” (Environment, UK, Senior
Lecturer, Male, E2). This appears to be an issue at the level of peer-review — indeed, similar
concerns were raised by one participant who suggested that a pathway to impact would

likely either be ignored or exaggerated:

The two things | see, one; the people who ignore this and just talk about how their
stuff is going to influence their colleagues, and then there are the ones that write
something that | don’t believe!

Languages, UK, Senior Lecturer, Female

Some accounts reflect the personal experiences of interviewees who have had to write an
impact statement, whereas others referred to the practices of others as seen through the

lens of peer review. This account, indicative of the latter, exemplifies how academics are not
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only felt to be embellishing in their applications, but that it is often difficult to assess the

appropriateness of another academic’s route to impact:

Now with permanent self-justification you get a very messy picture and people start
to come up with things and you think can you be sure about that? They come up with
things that they probably don’t mean, and even if you say this will show up, | don’t
know exactly whether this is true but even if it is true, | think it is not necessarily
good!

Physics, UK, Senior Lecturer, Male

Described as “virtually meaningless” and “made-up stories” (Philosophy, Australia,
Professor, Male) at its most extreme, the requirement to predict or foresee impact for the
purposes of winning funding was described by several interviewees as being “pretty
desperate” (Literature, UK, Professor, Female) because many interviewees perceived they
had to make very tangible and firm claims based on future projections in order to justify their
work. Several interviewees described the risk of being asked to write impact narratives as
this might lead to the depiction of “falsehoods” and “untruths”. Future imaginings of impact
were characterised as ‘charades’ and ‘illusions’; “It’'s taking away from the absolute truth
about what should be done” (Chemistry, UK, Professor, Male). The embellishment of impact
narratives was justified by the hyper-competitive nature of research funding; the UK

Chemistry professor goes on: “would | believe it? No, would it help me get the money — yes”.

Additionally, as indicated in Table 4, many academics drew a distinction between research
and impact in which impact was ‘separate’ from research. In doing so, some interviewees
suggested that a deviation from normal moral standards with regards to impact was distinct
from scholarly integrity itself. This potentially indicates that researchers are therefore less
concerned with having to create stories or embellish in grant applications, because impact
isn’t even perceived as part of research. Perhaps, one can therefore argue that because of
this distinction, fundamental academic integrity is not at risk from the impact agenda. The

following account exemplifies the localised cause of the separation of impact from research:

It's interesting because | think of it as two quite separate things and | think there’s
integrity in the research that you’re doing and then to what extent do you feel that the
pathways to impact is really part of that research or is it something separate.

Computer Science, UK, Professor, Female

In some cases, impact activities were tokenistic because impact appeared to run counter to
the personal values of interviewees. This was seen to ultimately threaten the integrity of the

research:
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Then I've got this bit that’s tacked on... That might be sexy enough to get funded but
| don’t believe in my heart that there’s any correlation whatsoever, that’'s not the way
languages work. There’s a risk that you end up tacking bits on for fear of the agenda
and expectations when it's not really where your heart is and so the project probably
won'’t be as strong.

Languages, Australia, Professor, Male

Several interviewees expressed sadness at this acknowledgement; explaining that they had
no problem with disseminating to wider audiences, in fact, many enjoyed doing so, but that it
was the way in which ‘impact’ was perceived of and evaluated by funders that raised

concern.

It's unwelcome because it's measuring and distorting things that people were happy
to do. Like public engagement, most people felt they had an obligation to that sort of
thing.

Philosophy, UK, Professor, Male

A less extreme diagnosis of what happens when academics write Pathways to Impact is that

they are not lying to get grants, just telling ‘good stories’

I’'m thinking in the arts and even pure maths. Although they can probably just spin
some yarn! —