Research Brief

Assessing impact submissions for REF 2014: An evaluation
Background
The Research Excellence Framework (REF) 2014 is a nationwide initiative to assess the quality of research in UK higher
education institutions (HEIs). For the first time, REF 2014 introduced the wider impact of research, alongside the quality
of research and the vitality of the research environment, into the assessment of research excellence in UK HEIs. This
wider impact of research is weighted at 20% of the total assessment for 2014, as it is important to recognise wider societal
benefits resulting from publicly funded research.
Understanding how the impact element of the REF 2014 submission process was assessed will be important for future
rounds of assessment, to ensure fairness to all parties and to prevent unnecessary burden.

Goals of evaluating the assessment process
Following our evaluation of the submission process (see www.randeurope.org/REF2014impact), the four UK higher
education funding bodies commissioned RAND Europe to evaluate the assessment process for the impact element of REF
2014. The objectives of the evaluation were to:
•

explore the strengths and weaknesses of the assessment process in delivering reliable, robust and fair outcomes;

•

identify any unforeseen issues emerging during the assessment process, and evaluate the management of these;

•

outline broad implications for the assessment process for impact in future REF exercises; and

•

understand the findings of this study within the context of the evaluation of the submission process.

Approach
A mixed-methods approach was used to evaluate the assessment process, including face-to-face and telephone interviews,
an online survey with members of the assessment panels and a cost analysis, to produce robust conclusions and
recommendations. In combination with our evaluation of the submission process for REF 2014, this work will inform
policy development for the next REF exercise.

Conclusions
Confidence in outcomes, and in the processes used in the research impact assessment, was relatively high following
completion of REF 2014 among those most involved. Based on the evidence presented in our report, this confidence
was in large part due to: the formal guidance and processes used; an academic-led and inclusive approach to leadership;
and the high level of commitment shown by academics and research users. The introduction of an impact element in
REF 2014 might have been expected to generate concerns because of the relative novelty of the approach and because of
obvious difficulties in measurement, but in general it has succeeded.

There are a number of incremental improvements which could be made to the process. These include: access for
panellists to underpinning research and corroborating evidence; potential use of closed questions detailing eligibility;
the stringency with which to apply the format; and clearer guidance to HEIs and panellists (e.g. on how to present
eligibility information within the case studies, and whether impacts need to demonstrate both reach and significance).
In addition, we have flagged some areas for further consultation. These include: revisiting how to manage variations
in the way the process was conducted; how to avoid the risk of unsubstantiated and false claims being made; how
to clarify the processes for assessing different kinds of impact; and how best to capture the information pertaining
to the wider HEI environment for nurturing and developing impact.
By a large majority, panellists felt the process enabled them to assess impact in a fair, reliable and
robust way

“I’ve been struck all the way through by…the efforts being made on the structure of the exercise to ensure that
there was a fair and proper assessment.”
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Bringing together different perspectives of
academics and research users was seen to be
successful and valuable

“It was a stroke of genius to get people together
to get that consensus generated.”
•

•

Through involvement, research users
built useful networks, but the burden of
involvement was a significant challenge.
Engagement by academics in the process
offered benefits for academic careers and
institutions.

“There is much to commend [in the process]
although there are improvements to be made
and much to be learnt.”
•

•
•

Panellists felt they were able to differentiate
between submissions in more detail than the
scoring process allowed them to express.
There was variation in the way the process
was conducted.
There were particular challenges in assessing
the impact templates.
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