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What is Impact? 

 
Put simply, impact is a change or shift in someone or something. It can be the choice of non-action when action was 

planned. Most importantly, impact must be demonstrable! 

 According to REF, impact is “an effect on, change or benefit to the economy, society, culture, public policy or 

services, health, the environment or quality of life, beyond academia.”  

 

 According to RCUK, economic and societal impact is the demonstrable contribution that excellent research 

makes to society and the economy.  

 

 Because the definition of impact differs depending on audience, it is paramount that you understand your 

audience before articulating your impact. 

Why Do We Want to Evidence Impact? 
 

There are many reasons to think about impact capture: 

 Evaluation is an important part of the research process and impact evaluation works much the same;  

 Impact evaluation allows for reflection on the successes, failures, and new opportunities for impact that the 

research has produced; 

 This, in turn, allows you and your partners to build flexibility into an impact plan and to pursue or correct any 

course(s) of action.  

More pragmatically, you need to think about evidencing impact to satisfy the requirements of funded research: 

 Funders require evaluation of any funded research projects and that includes evaluating impact that has 

arisen in the course of the project.  

 Practically, this also strengthens future funding proposals, as you now have evidence at hand of past impact 

success; 

 The Research Excellence Framework (REF) requires that submitting universities produce Impact Case Studies 

that use evidence to demonstrably show research informed impact occurring throughout the institution. 

In order to evaluate impact, though, it is first necessary to define that impact. Here are some ways of articulating 

research impact. 

Capturing Impact Evidence 

By @MDXImpact 

http://www.ref.ac.uk/
http://www.rcuk.ac.uk/innovation/impacts/
http://www.ref.ac.uk/
http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/search1.aspx
https://twitter.com/mdximpact
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Types of Impact: 
a. Economic, commercial, organisational impact 

b. Impact on the environment 

c. Health and Welfare impact 

d. Public policy 

e. Societal and cultural 

While your work most likely falls into one if the “Types of Impact” listed above, it may fall into one, two, or many of 

the categories below. Very loosely, we can define the “sub-types of impact” as follows: 

 

Instrumental Impact 

Actual changes in policy or practice 

Conceptual Impact 

 Broad new understanding and awareness-raising 

Capacity-Building Impact 

Training or CPD 

Attitudinal or Cultural Impact  

 Increased willingness to engage 

Enduring Connectivity Impact  

Follow-on interactions 

 

Now that you have some clarity on the type of impact you have/plan to have/had, let’s consider how to demonstrate 

the relationship between your/your partners’ work and the generated impact.  

 

Different types of impact will naturally lend themselves towards different types of evidence. For instance, economic 

impact will best be evidenced through reports on income or revenue changes and societal impact is often evidenced 

through news articles and social media shares. However, try not to limit yourself to what is typical of any particular 

type of impact. The best evidence will bring together a rich mixture of different sources, using both quantitative and 

qualitative methods for documenting impact.  

Types of Evidence 
 

   

Quantitative evidence 

 Income 

 Revenue changes 

 Attendance numbers 

 Surveys/evaluations 

 Statistical data 

 Financial reports 

 Numbers qualifying in new skills 

 Number of licenses 

 

How to Source 

 In most cases, you or one of your partners will 

be tracking this data already.  

 Make sure that any partnership agreements in 

place specify that you should have access to 

this data for evaluation purposes. 
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Documents 

 IP 

 Awards 

 News Articles 

 Commentary 

 Reviews 

 Editorials 

 Blogs 

 Tweets 

 TV 

 Video 

 

How to Source 

 All social and traditional media require some 

careful curating and monitoring.  

 You will want to meet with the MDX PR team 

to create your PR plan and for advice on 

monitoring your impact. 

 If you budget for it, you can always use a 

service like Altmetric to keep track of these 

types of evidence. 

 Practically, make sure that you leave enough 

hours to manually look for this evidence. 

Website Links 

 Permanent links 

 DOIs 

 Reports 

 Where a link looks unstable, save it 

or screengrab it  

 Best links have visible meta-data, 

such as page visits and shares 

 

How to Source 

 You want to know how many downloads/views 

any linked material receives. 

 If you control the website, these stats are 

relatively easy to access. If not, make sure that 

you have an agreement in place so that you 

can access them.  

 A service like Altmetric might be useful here, 

too. 

 

Contacts 

 Stakeholders 

 Beneficiaries 

 Partners 

 Testimonials/letters of support from 

anyone who can speak to the benefit 

of the impact 

 

How to Source 

 This is simply a matter of keeping in touch with 

individuals who can speak to the importance of 

your work. 

 If possible, get testimonials periodically 

throughout the project. 

 Choose contacts that can speak for a large 

number of beneficiaries, rather than choosing 

the individuals themselves. 

 

Other Activities 

 Contribution to debate 

 Industry collaboration 

 Parliamentary debate in House of 

Commons 

 Consultancy 

 

How to Source 

 There are many ways to gather evidence to 

demonstrate impact. Think about what is most 

appropriate for the work that you’re doing. 

 Always ask for your work to be cited in 

reports! 

 

https://www.intra.mdx.ac.uk/news-views/working-with-the-university-pr-team
https://www.altmetric.com/audience/researchers/
https://www.altmetric.com/audience/researchers/
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Impact Tracking Template 
Start by getting the essentials on the page. Who is primarily responsible for impact tracking and where will s/he find that evidence. 

For every Impact Activity, list the following: 

Activity Indicator(s) of Success Type(s) of Evidence Means of Measurement Progress 
     

    

    

    

 

Impact (Working) Title  

Impact Lead or Impact Contributor  

Internal Contributors  

External Contributors  

Narrative describing the impact  

Associated Funding  

Associated Research Project  

Need Help? 

Come see Middlesex University’s Impact Officer: 

Natalie Wall 

www.mdximpact.wordpress.com 

n.wall@mdx.ac.uk 

0208 411 453 

 

www.mdximpact.wordpress.com
mailto:n.wall@mdx.ac.uk

