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Boosting the Impact of Tertiary Education Research 

Terms of Reference Issue Paper 5: Boosting the 
Impact of Tertiary Education Research 

Purpose 

This paper aims to provide supporting information for the Performance-Based 
Research Fund (PBRF) Review panel, as they look at one of the six issues in the 
Terms of Reference (ToR) for the Review – boosting the impact of tertiary education 
research.  

The ToR state that the Review will examine options for improving the assessment 
and rewards for research that has a tangible impact for communities, the 
environment, businesses or government sectors. The Review will provide advice on 
the costs and benefits of introducing further measures to assess impact into the 
PBRF. 

Background 

When looking at impact, the PBRF has tended to focus on the academic component 
but there has been growing interest in the assessment of non-academic impact as 
part of research funding, such as in the United Kingdom’s Research Excellence 
Framework (REF). In New Zealand, this dates back to at least the last PBRF Review 
in 2012/13, where the Expert Advisory Group recommended that impact measures 
should be developed for the PBRF. 

There has been a shift in the NZ wider science and innovation system (led by 
funders) towards seeking more evidence of impact. For example, the Ministry of 
Business, Innovation & Employment (MBIE) has recently released a draft Research, 
Science & Innovation (RSI) Strategy for consultation, which has impact as one of the 
three guiding principles. Impact was also a pillar in the previous 2014 RSI strategy. 
Impact is defined in the RSI Strategy as “a change to the economy, society or 
environment, beyond contribution to knowledge and skills in research 
organisations.”1  

MBIE has also released a position paper on ‘The Impact of Research’, this is 
included in your papers and outlines the results-chain framework from inputs to 
impacts. It outlines how a stronger focus on the impact of research could help to 
demonstrate the tangible benefits that public research has for society and lead to 
research that is more relevant and connected to end-users. 

There is no single definition of impact in the research context and if assessment of 
non-academic impact was to be introduced as part of the PBRF, it would be 
important to consult with the sector on how it should be defined for the PBRF (with 
the potential for different definitions for different disciplines). For ease of reading, this 
paper refers to it as ‘non-academic impact’, while noting this is a simplification.  

The Quality Evaluation currently allows non-academic impact of research to be 
assessed; the optional ‘uptake and impact’ research contribution type was introduced 
for the 2018 Quality Evaluation. This looks at ‘uptake and impact which provides an 

1 ‘New Zealand’s Research, Science & Innovation Strategy, Draft for Consultation’, Ministry of 

Business, Innovation & Employment, September 2019. 
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indication of the contribution the staff member’s research has had inside and/or 
outside or academia’2. It was the third least selected contribution type, with 4.1% of 
Evidence Portfolios including it. The Tertiary Education Commission (TEC) examined 
the examples submitted and suggested that researchers and Tertiary Education 
Organisations (TEOs) interpreted the meaning of the contribution type in different 
ways (as this area has not typically been a focus). For example, it appears that TEOs 
sometimes believe that journal impact factors are what is meant by impact.   
 
The panels with the largest percentage of the uptake and impact contribution type 
were Engineering, Technology and Architecture; Health; and Business and 
Economics. This would seem to align with the outputs of research going to these 
panels, with a focus on the uptake of research by industry, commercialisation, 
technology and knowledge transfer and the improvement of existing practices, 
policies, businesses processes or products.  
 
Using the Business and Economics Panel as an example, a general theme across 
the panel’s uptake and impact was a focus on influencing policy and its 
implementation, particularly within the field of marketing. Most frequently this was 
done through commissioned reports, briefings or research that were acted upon by 
the government. This work also included reports or consultancy practices on process 
improvements for businesses. 
 
Further assessment of impact also has the potential to encourage greater end-user 
collaboration, as it would encourage researchers to engage with the end-users of 
their research or potential research to discuss whether it is relevant to their needs. 

 

Issue 
 
While there is a move towards greater interest in and assessment of non-academic 
impact, there are some issues that would need to be worked through if further 
measures to assess non-academic impact were introduced. 
 
One of the main objections to compulsory assessment of non-academic impact is the 
high compliance costs associated with evidencing it, in particular the writing of 
narratives and case studies. For example, a review in 2016 of the REF in the United 
Kingdom found that £55 million was spent by institutions on preparing the impact 
elements of their submissions,3 (out of a total cost of £246 million to run the REF). 
 
There are also a number of issues with the practicalities of assessing non-academic 
impact. For example, issues of causality of impact, and how the degree to which 
perceived impact can be attributed to a researcher’s work (i.e. whether ‘accidental 
impact’ that was not envisaged by the researcher should count). Some of this could 
potentially be mitigated by assessing some of the steps along the way to impact as 
well as the end impact, such as the activities, outputs and outcomes (refer to MBIE’s 
Impact of Research Paper and the results-chain framework for more detail in this 
area). 
 
One of the major decisions that would have to be made is around the timeframe for 
assessing impact. Impact can take time to ‘materialise’ after the research has taken 

                                        
2 ‘Performance-Based Research Fund, Guidelines for the 2018 Quality Evaluation assessment 
process’, Tertiary Education Commission, updated September 2017. 
3 ‘Building on Success and Learning from Experience, An Independent Review of the Research 

Excellence Framework’, Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy, 2016. 
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place. Deciding the cut-off point could become quite difficult, as too short a period 
could lead to the impacts not yet being realised, and too long a period could 
disadvantage new and emerging researchers as compared to their more senior 
colleagues, and also result in evidence not being available (i.e. if the research took 
place 20 years earlier).  
 
There are also a variety of different types of outputs that could qualify (i.e. more 
metrics based outputs such as patents, or case studies as in the REF). Decisions 
would have to be made about the types of outputs that would qualify, and how the 
magnitude and value of these outputs would be quantified across different 
disciplines.  
 
It would be important to build consensus in the sector about how to carry out this 
assessment, including on a subject level, as these will vary. In addition, the results of 
the 2018 Quality Evaluation suggested impact assessment isn’t yet well understood 
by research staff and TEOs and further understanding needs to be built. 

 
It should be noted that there are links to particular types of research. We have heard 
that applied research tends to lend itself more towards an impact assessment, as it is 
already aiming to provide tangible impacts to businesses and communities. 
Mātauranga Māori research also appears to more often be connected to a particular 
iwi or community need, in general. Conversely some ‘blue skies’ research is not at all 
impact-based (especially in the short to medium term) and an introduction of 
compulsory assessment of non-academic impact could disincentivise the type of 
research that is not designed with impact in mind, but can have unintended benefits 
and unforeseen impacts. 
 

Possible Areas for Consideration 
 
There are a number of different ways that greater assessment of impact could be 
introduced into the PBRF, these are laid out below from the smallest change to the 
most intensive change. A combination of the following could be put in place (i.e. 
putting in place a broader definition of what qualifies as a research output while also 
requiring TEOs to submit an impact statement). 

 
Greater Emphasis on Capacity and Capability to Assess Impact 
 
As shown by the low uptake of the ‘uptake and impact’ research contribution type in 
the 2018 Quality Evaluation, the capability and capacity to understand and assess 
impact as defined in the PBRF is not widespread throughout the sector. Many appear 
to interpret ‘impact’ as the impact factor of an academic journal.  
 
Putting in place further training could help to build up the capability of researchers 
and institutions. This could be addressed by a programme of work to co-design 
appropriate impact measures with the sector (i.e. on a subject level basis). This 
would encourage panels to take a more consistent approach, and also help to build 
up the sector’s capability and buy-in in this area.  
 
Another option would be to assess how an impact focus is encouraged within a TEO. 
For example, it would be helpful to look at the Institutional Healthcheck Workbook, 
put together by Dr Phipps along with Dr Julie Bayley (University of Lincoln, UK). This 
workbook is designed to help institutions consider how they support and generate 
impact. 
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Higher Weighting of Impact as Research Contribution Type 
 
One option would be to give the ‘uptake and impact’ research contribution type a 
higher weighting. This would incentivise further work to be done in this area, but 
would also run into the issues with higher weighting (i.e. having to put in place 
stringent audit requirements). It could also result in ‘uptake and impact’ having to be 
disaggregated from the fifteen research contribution types, creating a third 
component to the Evidence Portfolio.  
 

Optional Self-Selection of Impact Assessment for Individual 
Researchers 
 
Currently the Quality Evaluation has a 70/30 split between research outputs and 
research contributions. One option would be to allow researchers to choose their own 
split (with the idea that they have articulated impact in the research contribution 
section and would like to have a higher weighting associated with it). Limits could be 
applied to the splits that are available for researchers to choose from (e.g. each 
component would have at least a 30 percent weighting, to avoid Evidence Portfolios 
being submitted with no research contribution section).  
 
Having different weightings rather than higher weightings might help to avoid 
compulsion issues around requiring all researchers to show impact, however some 
researchers and TEOs may disagree with researchers being able to have their more 
traditional outputs only count for 30 percent of their grade. This option also might just 
reward those already focused on this area rather than encouraging an additional 
focus on non-academic impact (although this is not necessarily a negative outcome if 
we are only wishing to reward existing research that is carried out with a non-
academic impact focus). 
 
Another potential issue with this option is the additional expertise required of panel 
members to assess impact currently. Adding further complexity to the Quality 
Evaluation process can make it confusing for panel members particularly as they 
strive to maintain consistency across assessments and panels. Putting in place a 
‘capability and capacity’ programme alongside this option would help to mitigate that 
risk. 
 

Compulsory Assessment of Impact at an Institutional Level 
 
The PBRF could instead have institutions pick out specific examples of non-
academic impact and/or how they encourage a focus on impact in their institution and 
enable impact-focused work to be carried out. This would have the advantage of 
removing this burden from individual researchers and departments  
 
If a case-studies approach was taken, this would likely have to be weighted by FTE, 
to avoid advantaging larger TEOs  with larger pool of examples to choose from. 
However it could still be argued that smaller TEOs would be disadvantaged, as they 
lack the resources to carry out additional work in this area. 
 
This would have to be included as another component of the PBRF (in addition to the 
Quality Evaluation, Research Degree Completions, and External Research Income). 
As part of this process, a decision would have to be made around how best to 
readjust the percentages to accommodate this. 
 

Compulsory Assessment of Impact at a Departmental Level 

Proa
cti

ve
ly 

Rele
as

ed



 

5 of 7 

Boosting the Impact of Tertiary Education Research 

 
 

 
This would likely involve departments submitting specific examples of non-academic 
impact. This would help to avoid the issues with assessing impact at an individual 
level (i.e. that not all research has demonstrable non-academic impact). However 
some departments would feel themselves disadvantaged, as they do not carry out 
impact-focused work in general. 
 
It could also advantage larger departments, as they would have a larger pool of 
examples to choose from, however this could be mitigated by FTE weighting the 
number of case studies submitted. Departments could also be difficult to define 
consistently across all TEOs, it is not a unit currently used by the PBRF. 
 
This option has potential links to group-based assessment, being that if a shift to 
group-based assessment is introduced, it could make it easier to introduce the 
assessment of impact (although this could be dependent on the makeup of these 
groups). The groups would already be defined, and it could be more easily 
integrated, rather than having a standard individual assessment alongside an impact 
group-based assessment (which as above, would require readjusting the 
percentages of the PBRF).  
 

Compulsory Assessment of Impact at an Individual Researcher Level 
 
The most intensive approach for consideration would be introducing compulsory 
assessment of impact at an individual researcher level. This could be done by adding 
another component to the QE (such as a 60/25/15 split), or by adding a fourth 
component to PBRF.  
 
This would likely require all researchers to do an impact case study or measure 
themselves against certain metrics. This would be much more onerous, and would 
likely result in high transaction costs. It also would run into the issue of not every 
piece of research or period of research activity having a quantifiable non-academic 
impact, particularly from those researchers whose work does not lend itself well to an 
impact assessment.  

Proa
cti

ve
ly 

Rele
as

ed



 

6 of 7 

Boosting the Impact of Tertiary Education Research 

 
 

Annex 1: International comparisons 
 

United Kingdom 

 
The Research Excellence Framework (REF) requires each unit to include impact 
case studies in their submission, describing specific impacts that occurred during the 
assessment period (seven years for REF 2021) that were underpinned by research 
undertaken by the unit. This impact component carries a weighting of 25 percent.  
 
The number of impact case studies required is based on the FTE staff members in 
each unit (i.e. if you have less than 20 FTE in your unit, you are required to put 
forward two impact case studies, if you have from 50-65 FTE in your unit, you are 
required to put forward 5 case studies). 
 
Each unit is expected to provide their strongest examples of impact (which do not 
need to be representative of the entire spread of research activity within that unit). As 
with the other components of the REF, the rating of impact case studies is a starred 
system (ranging from unclassified to four star). 
 

Hong Kong 
 
For the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) in 2020, research impact will be 
assessed for the first time (with a weighting of 15 percent). If a unit of assessment 
has at least three eligible academic staff, they are required to submit an impact 
overview statement describing their approach to enabling impact from their research 
and impact case studies (the number required is based on the FTE staff numbers).  
 
For the 2020 exercise the impact will have to have been achieved over a six year 
period, with the underpinning research being able to come from the previous 20 
years. 
 

Australia 
 
As well as carrying out the Excellence in Research Australia (ERA), the Australian 
Research Council (ARC) also carries out a companion exercise, the Engagement 
and Impact Assessment (EI), which took place for the first time in 2018. It is designed 
to assess how well researchers are engaging with end-users of research, and how 
universities are translating their research into economic, social, environmental, 
cultural and other impacts.  
 
As with ERA, no funding is attached to EI, and instead the objectives of the exercise 
are to: 
 

 provide clarity to the Government and the Australian public about how their 
investments in university research translate into tangible benefits beyond 
academia, 

 identify institutional processes and infrastructure that enable research 
engagement, 

 promote greater support for the translation of research impact within 
institutions for the benefit of Australia beyond academia, and 

 identify the ways in which institutions currently translate research into impact. 
 
The unit of assessment is based on the Fields of Research from the Australian and 
New Zealand Standard Research Classification (ANZSRC), which is not currently 
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used in New Zealand. Where an institution does not have a ‘meaningful level of data 
for assessment’ (150 weighted apportioned outputs) they are not assessed on that 
unit. 
 
There are three components to the assessment: 
 

 Engagement – based on an engagement narrative, a small quite of 
quantitative indicators, and an engagement indicator explanatory statement. 

 Impact – based on qualitative impact studies, and the research associated 
with the impact. 

 Approach to impact – based on the approach to impact for each unit of 
assessment and the impact studies and research assessed for the impact 
component. 

 
The period that data could be pulled from was the previous three years for evidence 
of engagement, the previous six years for evidence of impact, and the previous 15 
years for the research associated with the impact. 
 
In 2018, five assessment panels, made up of researchers and research end-users 
carried out the exercise and assigned units of assessment a rating for each 
component (high, medium or low). 
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