
Progressing research impact

assessment: A ‘contributions’

approach

Sarah Morton*

Centre for Research on Families and Relationships, University of Edinburgh, 23 Buccleuch Place,

Edinburgh EH8 9LN, UK

*Corresponding author. Email: s.morton@ed.ac.uk

There is an increasing interest in demonstrating the outcomes from research for the purposes
of learning, accountability, or to demonstrate the value of research investments. However,
assessing the impact of social science research on policy and practice is challenging. The ways
in which research is taken up, used, and reused in policy and practice settings means that linking
research processes or outputs to wider changes is difficult, and timescales are hard to predict.
This article proposes an empirically grounded framework for assessing the impact of research—
the Research Contribution Framework. A case study approach was adopted to explore the nature
of research impact and how it might be assessed. Findings were used to design, develop, and test
a framework to assess the contribution of research to relevant areas of policy and practice and
to articulate wider benefits. The framework has been adapted from contribution analysis, using
the idea of ‘contribution’ to help explain the ways research is taken up and used to influence
policy and practice. The framework allows for a focus on the roles of research users, and examines
both processes and outcomes. It is argued that this approach gets round some of the common
problems in assessing impact. It provides a method of linking research and knowledge exchange
to wider outcomes whilst acknowledging and including contextual factors that help or hinder
research impact. It is practical, balancing robustness with feasibility. It is adaptable for a wide

range of content, types of impact assessment, and purposes.
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1. Introduction

There is a growing interest in methods to assess the impact
of research beyond the academy, fuelled in 2009–11, by a
more explicit interest in this area by funders of research in
the UK (Higher Education Funding Council 2011), but
also growing in Europe (League of Eurpoean Research
Universities 2013), the USA (Hicks 2004), and Australia
(Jones et al. 2004). This reflects a concern with the roles
university research plays in wider society in terms of
economic growth and societal well-being (REF 2014).
However, research utilization sits within the messy
and complex worlds of policymaking and practice, and
this presents challenges for any approach aiming to
assess its effectiveness. The indirect nature of impact,
with research being modified or partially used, or

influencing the terms of debate over a long period, add
to these challenges: ‘the ways in which research affects
society are based on complex, iterative, self-reinforcing
processes, distributed unequally across research initiatives’
(Molas-Galart 2000: 172).

This article seeks to address some of these issues by
presenting an empirically based framework for assessing
research, which develops the current literature on assessing
research impact. Drawing on an impact case study
which both defined and set out a framework for
assessing research impact using an evaluation
approach based on contribution analysis (Mayne 2008),
the article throws light on the ways that this approach
can help to overcome the main challenges in assessing
impact.
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2. Understanding research impact

2.1 Definitions

In order to create shared understanding about the
processes of research impact, some definitions are
necessary.

The concepts of ‘research uptake, use, and impact’ were
defined in the following way in this study:

. Research uptake: research users have engaged with
research: they have read a briefing, attended a confer-
ence or seminar, were research partners, were involved
in advising and shaping the research project in some
way, or engaged in some other kind of activity which
means they know the research exists.

. Research use: research users act upon research, discuss
it, pass it on to others, adapt it to context, present
findings, use it to inform policy, or practice
developments.

. Research impact: changes in awareness, knowledge and
understanding, ideas, attitudes and perceptions, and
policy and practice as a result of research (Morton
2015).

The phrase ‘research uptake, use, and impact’ sets out a
process-orientated definition of research utilization and
implies a pathway of engagement, activity, and change
that creates impact and is more fully described in
another paper (Morton 2015). The categories help to
unpick the linked processes of research to action and, as
illustrated below, different types of impact can occur at the
different levels of the model. They also require further
definition and refinement for impact assessment, and the
model below interrogates them and the links and overlaps
between the categories. However, setting out these
categories helps to push thinking from engagement,
through use to address the key questions about what dif-
ference research has made to impact settings. This help-
fully links research-related activity to wider outcomes as is
required by outcome agreements, the UK Research
Excellence Framework, and other outcome-focused evalu-
ation drivers. In addition, the following definitions are
used in this article:

Research users: members of the public, policy, or practice
communities who use research in conceptual or instru-
mental ways.

Knowledge exchange (KE): activities to increase the
uptake of research.

These understandings of process are underpinned by
models from a variety of fields including both research
use in policy and practice and across disciplines. KE,
here, is based on the understandings of research use that
emphasize the importance of interactions between people
and ideas whether in policy or practice. This draws on an
interactive model (Weiss 1979), where relationships and
networks are the most important way in which research

is shared, used, and reused (Haas 1992; Sabatier and
Jenkins Smith 1993; Kingdon 1995; Best and Holmes
2010). It also emphasizes the fact that research interacts
with existing knowledge (Daley 2001), and acknowledges
the role of organizational constraints and enablers of
change (Williams 2011).

2.2 Framing impact studies

When conducting research impact studies, it is important
to consider the purpose and scale of the evaluation, and to
have a theoretical and conceptual underpinning to the
approach.

Impact assessments may be conducted for various
purposes (Nutley et al. 2007, Penfield et al. 2013), such
as accountability, assessing value for money for the
public purse, auditing evidence-based policy and practice,
or more recently as part of measures to determine the
public funding for universities (Donovan 2008), and
understanding the impact on the environment (Bennett
et al. 2012).

Different approaches to impact assessment are appropri-
ate for programme, project, research centre, or other units
of analysis. Indeed Lavis et al. suggest that, ‘Impact
measures need to be fine-tuned for each target audience
and both the types of decisions they face and the types of
decision making environments in which they live or work’
(Lavis et al. 2003: 166).

The work reported here is based on a model of research
utilization as a complex interactive process. Nutley and
colleagues (2007) suggest that it is increasingly common
for research impact to be seen not just as a handoff of
research findings but as a process of engagement with
research users ‘around multiple stages, for example,
developing research questions, clarifying the research
design, interpreting the research data and communicating
the research implications’ (Nutley et al. 2007: 286).

In this interactive approach, the ways in which research
is conducted, communicated, and taken up are as im-
portant to understanding and assessing impact as wider
utilization. An interactive model also acknowledges the
importance of networks and of research impact as a
process involving many actors interacting and
communicating over time.

This complex and interactive model of the research
utilization process creates many challenges to assessing
research impact. However, there is a small and growing
body of work that seeks to address these challenges (Bell
et al. 2011; Donovan 2011). These provide useful pointers
for impact assessment in two ways. Firstly, they help frame
the core considerations behind any impact study, and
secondly, they set out core approaches and methods.
However, as discussed below, many existing approaches
are expensive, large scale, focus on types of impact
rather than processes, and are not useful for the evaluation
of KE, nor for planning and reflecting.
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2.3 Main methods for research impact assessment

There are three main approaches to impact assessment,
forward tracking, backward tracking, and evaluation of
mechanisms to increase research use, all of which can be
incorporated into the framework presented here. Forward
tracking studies start with research and trace forward into
policy or practice settings to investigate impact (Molas-
Gallart et al. 2000; Nason et al. 2007). They are more
common but rely heavily on the researcher’s and
research user’s own recollections of research use (Nutley
et al. 2007; Donovan 2011). Backward tracking
approaches analyse a policy or practice setting to explore
the use and impact of research (Gabbay and le May 2004;
Smith 2007; Jung and Nutley 2008). In backward tracking
studies, behaviour can be examined and tracked back to
research. Specific interventions such as KE activity can be
assessed. However, this type of assessment raises questions
such as whether it will be possible to show impact of
specific research projects or programmes (Buxton 2011)
and, if so, if this will be generalizable. Evaluations of KE
initiatives aim to investigate the success of activities aiming
to increase the impact of research (van Eerd et al. 2011).
Focusing on KE activities themselves may only demon-
strate immediate uptake and use of research and make it
harder to identify impact over any longer time period.
There are some other studies that do not take these
approaches but instead focus on user communities
(Molas-Gallart et al. 2000; Gabbay and le May 2004;
Molas-Gallart and Tang 2011).

There is general agreement in the utility of a case study
approach for assessing impact in order to capture the
context-specific and variable nature of impact (Boaz
2009), and whilst interviews were often the most useful
source of information (Molas-Gallart and Tang 2011),
mixed methods have been useful particularly in dealing
with different timescales, and as a way of identifying
research users for further follow-up (Bell et al. 2011;
Phipps 2012). Sampling here was informed by other
studies that suggest that impact evaluation will be more
successful when based on cases where there has been some
KE effort and where research has been used rather than a
broad sampling approach (Grant et al. 2000; Donovan
2008; Bell et al. 2011).

2.4 Key challenges in assessing research impact

The key challenges to assessing the impact of research on
policy and practice are issues of timing, attribution, and
difficulties in addressing context (Adam et al. 2012;
Graham et al. 2012; Penfield et al. 2013), explained in
more detail below.

Timing of research impact studies involves a pay-off
between the reliability of shorter-term recall of participants
with the longer term nature of research impacts emerging
over time. Proposed ways of addressing this include a
combination of early documentary analysis with

workshop-based follow-up after a time lag (Bell et al.
2011); immediate studies to capture short-term and local
impacts, with a time lag needed in order to understand
long-term and wider impacts (Meagher et al. 2008); or a
gap of 1–2 years between research outputs and evaluation
(Molas-Gallart and Tang 2011).

The issue of attribution is highlighted in several studies.
In an interactive model of research utilization, where
research findings are incorporated with existing beliefs
and understandings, can it ever be reasonable to attribute
change to research? Meagher et al. suggest this is further
complicated by a difficulty in separating the influence of
individual research projects from the researchers that
conducted them, with an academic’s views, and interaction
with research users drawing from their body of work
rather than an individual study. Consequently, and simi-
larly to Grant et al. (2000), Saapen and van Drooge (2011)
and Kok and Schuit (2012), the concept of contribution
rather than attribution has been developed here, suggest-
ing that research is one factor amongst many influencing
outcomes.

Bell and colleagues (2011) suggest that better analysis of
context can help illuminate attribution issues. Indeed,
understanding the context for research use emerges as
important in many of the studies outlined and has been
addressed in the work presented here through consider-
ation of the external influences on change throughout the
processes of the Research Contribution Framework
(RCF). Bell suggests that complexity-informed approaches
which focus on networks and relationships and take
account of context will be important for future studies
(Bell et al. 2011). Most studies do not offer tools to
assess contextual factors, with the exception of RAPID
framework (Court and Young 2004), which perhaps
offers the most developed approach to this. However, the
RAPID framework recommends ‘an historical, contextual,
and comparative methodology, the aim of which would be to
create a narrative of policy continuity and change’ (Court
and Young 2004: v)—perhaps not easily done as part of
the implementation of a KE strategy, but more realistic,
like the Payback framework as a funded external
evaluation.

2.5 Progressing impact assessment

In order to take forward an interactive model of the
research utilization process, impact assessment needs to
understand both processes and outcomes. Some of the
existing frameworks for assessing impact focus on
categories of impact rather than processes (Hanney et al.
2004; Kuruvilla et al. 2006). The RCF presented here
allows for more process-focused understanding, as well
as a process-orientated method for assessing research
impact. The definition and description of research

uptake, research use, and research impact (Morton 2015)
as distinct but connected and overlapping processes is an
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important element of this, creating ways of categorizing
and assessing impact. The study presented here seeks to
better understand the detail missing in the current models
by drilling down into processes like those described in the
Payback model as interaction, dissemination, pol-
icymaking, and adoption (Hanney et al. 2004).

The key challenges of timing, attribution, and context
are all addressed in the framework. The exact time for any
impact assessment can be tailored to the specific circum-
stances of any research utilization context, allowing for
enough flexibility to make sensible choices about follow-
up times. As well as using a logic modelling approach to
understand attribution, it adopts the concept of contribu-
tion, acknowledging that there are many factors
influencing outcomes alongside research. A contribution
approach also creates tools for understanding the role of
context in influencing research outcomes.

Existing frameworks for assessing impact offer useful
starting points for developing approaches to assessing
research impact, particularly in paying attention to the
purpose of any impact evaluation. There are similarities
between the approach taken here and ‘contribution
mapping’ as applied to research assessment by Kok and
Schuit (2012). However, the approach explained in this
article differs in several ways: it is inspired by an inter-
active model of KE and as such interrogates engagement
as a key process to achieving change; is based on a ‘theory
of change approach’ informed by the evaluation literature
(see below); focuses on research use, rather than research
production processes; and can be used prospectively, retro-
spectively, or in real time as a planning and assessment
tool running alongside a KE strategy. In addition, the
task of undertaking an evaluation based on ‘contribution
mapping’ like many other approaches discussed above is
large and expensive. The RCF, like the framework of
Kuruvilla et al. (2006), could be used by researchers them-
selves or KE practitioners, and following Lyall et al. (2012)
and Bell et al. (2011), aims to create opportunities for
ongoing learning and evaluation rather than one-off
assessment. It is only through this kind of evaluation
process that we can start to improve KE practice
through impact assessment, which seems like an important
task in the current climate of pushing researchers towards
creating impact.

2.6 Building in evaluation approaches

A number of concepts and approaches from the evaluation
literature have been used to help frame this study. A
common method for the evaluation of programmes is
theory-based evaluation, also referred to as theory of
change, programme theory or programme logic, results-
chain, logic modelling, or impact pathway analysis
(Rogers 2008). This approach requires articulation of the
intentions of a programme by those involved in delivering
and planning it, that is, the setting out of a ‘theory of

change’—how they expect the activities of the programme
to address the outcomes they seek to achieve. Setting out
such logic creates a series of steps in programme activities
and learning, against which they can be evaluated. There
are some immediate resonances with the Research Council
UK’s approaches to developing work on research
utilization, using a ‘pathways to impact’ terminology
(Research Councils UK 2011), where researchers are
required to articulate the ways they believe their research
may influence wider society. These logic modelling-based
approaches require the development of a picture of how
resources and inputs might be linked to outputs, outcomes,
or impact.

Given research utilization is a complex interactive
process involving many actors and in which research is
used in unanticipated ways, a logic modelling approach
might be a useful way of connecting research and KE
activities with wider outcomes. Many practitioners and
theorists involved in evaluation have recently developed
approaches which seek to address complexity
(e.g. Douthwaite et al. 2003; Rogers 2008; Hawe et al.
2009; Montague 2009; Forss et al. 2011; Patton 2011).
Some of these approaches have developed the idea of
logic modelling in order to apply it to these more
complex systems—acknowledging the many external
factors at play, and using a logic model as a map
through the complex world. Indeed Graham et al. (2012)
have developed this into a research impact assessment
framework.

Setting out the key considerations for evaluation of
complex systems draws attention to the need to recognize
the many elements of a system interacting with each other
in unpredictable ways (Patton 2011). Patton suggested a
more developmental approach to evaluation where the
evaluator is part of the team, helping organizations to
learn. This chimes with ideas about third-generation
knowledge to action developed by Best and Holmes
(2010), where researchers are embedded within
organizations to aid learning.

Montague (2008) argues that evaluation should acknow-
ledge the context for programmes, and include an
emphasis on the actors within a system and their
capacity for change. He particularly emphasizes a
planning and evaluating cycle for programme evaluation,
which addresses some of the concerns outlined above by
allowing for learning to be built into evaluation, and for
the adaptation of performance indicators as a programme
unfolds. Montague, in particular, builds on work by
Mayne (2011) in developing an approach called
‘contribution analysis’ which has also been developed by
Wimbush and Beeston (2010) and others (Delahais and
Toulemonde 2012; Lemire et al. 2012; Biggs et al. 2014).
This contribution analysis approach has been adapted in
this project as a basis for evaluating research impact—a
new iteration of the approach to apply to the processes of
research uptake, use, and impact. There are a number of
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reasons for reworking the contribution analysis approach
in this way. It is adaptable and usable for different
approaches to evaluation—both retrospective and in
evaluation as research impact unfolds. In addition, contri-
bution analysis approaches developed by Montague (2011)
point to interrogation of the processes of engagement,
which resonate with the uptake element of research
impact which is so essential to KE success. It allows for
both process and outcome evaluation. Finally, resonance
between the processes of research use as set out by Nutley
and colleagues (2007), namely, changes in awareness,
knowledge and understanding, behaviours and practices,
and the categories of contribution analysis bore further
exploration. More recently others have acknowledged the
potential for contribution analysis for developing effective
knowledge mobilization approaches (Bannister and
O’Sullivan 2013).

However, contribution analysis has been developed to
evaluate social programmes, and there are some clear dif-
ferences between this and using it to evaluate research.
Social programmes by their nature aim to affect change.
Research and social scientists might have wide societal
aims in mind when conducting research or engaging with
policy or practice, but this is only one role they might play.
Van de Ven and Johnson (2006) and Best and Holmes
(2010) argue for an engaged scholar model where social
scientists are partners with other actors within the
system, and where aims might be clearly agreed or might
evolve as learning from research is integrated within the
system. Alternatively, researchers might aim to help policy
or practice but see themselves as improving the efficiency
and effectiveness of policy or services, taking a neutral
stance to specific changes (Weiss 1995). They might place
themselves on the sidelines of public policy in order to
maintain a critical stance in relation to developing
agendas (Rein 1976), or work specifically to challenge or
change dominant agendas either through championing
voices seen as outside policymaking, or creating debate
around the nature of policy trends (Rein 1976; Weiss
1995). These different orientations to the nature of social
science research have different effects on the ability to
identify links between research and wider outcomes.
Some researchers will struggle to identify what changes
might be linked to their research, whilst others may have
very specific aims in mind.

Whilst activities to engage research users usually aim to
increase the utilization of research, they do not always
have a specific aim in mind in terms of a societal or end
outcome either. However, it would be difficult to identify
outcomes where there have been no activities to increase
the uptake of research (Meagher et al. 2008). A sensible
starting point may be to look at KE activities as a basis for
an assessment of research impact, rather than the research
itself, as these have a clearer link to ideas of research
uptake and use. KE activities might not aim to create
change, but they do at least aim to create audiences for

research, and it is less difficult to then start to articulate
why those audiences are important and what consequences
result from engaging with them. Ideally, impact assessment
is built in from the planning stage when the links between
how research is done, who is engaged, and its potential

impact are all considered at the start. This RCF frame-
work can be used in that way. However, impact assessment
is often carried out retrospectively, and the example in this
article is looking back and tracking impact.

So it is with some reservations about links between
research and KE and wider social change that the contri-
bution analysis framework has been used and adapted as a
framework for assessing research impact. However, the
resonances between it and the process of research use
and impact were strong enough to warrant its further ex-

ploration as a tool to assess impact.

3. Methods

The research impact assessment model described in this
article was devised as part of a research study investigating
the impacts of research conducted in partnership between
an academic research centre (The Centre for Research on

Families and Relationships) and a voluntary organization
(ChildLine Scotland). The study (Morton 2012) sought to
investigate both how research impact occurred and how it
might be assessed. The main findings about how research
impact occurred are reported elsewhere (Morton 2015).
This article focuses on the questions about how research
impact can be assessed. The RCF was constructed from

the empirical findings about how impact occurs, by
operationalizing these alongside concepts from the litera-
ture. The study itself was the basis of a four-star REF
impact case study (HEFCE 2014). Since the development
of the framework, it has been used to assess the impact of
several ESRC investments (Genomics Network), the
impact of participatory research (Morton and Flemming
2013), and the Knowledge to Action work of NHS

Education for Scotland. This article uses the original
study in order to present the method, and uses an
example from that study to illustrate how research
impact can be assessed using the RCF.

The following research questions and sub-questions in
relation to research impact were investigated in the study.

Research questions:

How can research impact be assessed?

A: Can research impact be captured in robust ways?
B: What are the appropriate methods for assessing

impact in local and devolved policy contexts?
C: What data should be collected to assess research

impact?
D: How and when should data be collected?
E: What is the effect of assessing impact at different

times?
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F: Are different methods required for assessing short-
term and long-term impact?

G: Who might be the appropriate person to assess
impact?

The impact assessment focussed on the impacts from
research carried out by a partnership. This partnership
linked the Centre for Research on Families and
Relationships (CRFR) and ChildLine Scotland (CLS), a
voluntary organization children’s telephone helpline
receiving thousands of calls a year. Two main projects
were conducted: the first sought to understand the
concerns of children who called the helpline about other
members of their families, mainly parents, and covered
topic such as drugs and alcohol, mental and physical
health, and domestic abuse (Project One: ‘significant
others’)—with the main impact being on alcohol policy.
The second project looked at children’s calls about
sexual health issues (Project Two: ‘sexual health’)—where
the main impacts were on sex education practice. Extensive
KE activities were carried out to ensure findings from both
projects engaged with relevant non-academic stakeholders.

The impact assessment study, taking a case study
approach, investigated the processes that led to research
having an impact on policy or practice. Studies were
selected where there was a good chance of finding impact
in order to understand these processes of impact rather
than whether or not research had an impact, reflecting
sampling approaches across the literature (Grant et al.
2000; Donovan 2008; Meagher et al. 2008). Methods
included both forward tracking from research users to
impact, and backward tracking from policy and practice
contexts to understand how research had been used. A
fuller description of these methods is published in a
previous paper (Morton 2015).

Through tracking research users and investigating
policy, many ways in which the research had be used and
reused were identified. The impact assessment found many
examples of research from the CRFR/CLS partnership
being used in several sectors. However, there were only
three examples of clear links between the research and
wider change. These were used to build the RCF set
out in this article. The example of impact on sex education
practice is used in this article as a worked example
to illustrate the framework. In this example, the frame-
work was used to understand in retrospect, and over
different timescales, the contribution the research had
made to policy and practice change. The framework
can also be used at other times, prospectively and in
current time.

Building on findings from previous studies of research
impact (Crew and Young 2002; Hanney et al. 2003; Boaz
et al. 2009; Molas-Gallart and Tang 2011), the case study
combined both forward (from research to impact) and
backward (from policy/practice to research) tracking
approaches to uncover research use and impact.

A main topic guide was developed for all data collection
methods, and a purposive or theoretical sample was neces-
sary to address the research questions within this design
(Silverman 2001; Bryman 2004). In order to identify
impacts wherever they occurred, a semi-structured
approach to interviews was taken (Knight 2002), in three
phases, starting with key interviewees (the project part-
ners), others who had taken part in activities related to
the research (conferences, seminars, etc) or were potential
research users identified through backward tracking,
e.g. practitioners involved in KE and dissemination
activities, voluntary sector, and local authority personnel
who had used the research, and then a return to key inter-
viewees to check validity and explore the accounts from
other research users.

3.1 Analytical methods and building an impact
framework

As an exploratory study seeking better understandings of
the processes of research impact on policy and practice, it
was necessary to learn from and build on each element of
data collection in order to trace and understand impact.
Trialling methods and rethinking the processes of impact
were carried out in an iterative way, allowing learning
from the data and diversion to areas that emerged as sig-
nificant, as common in qualitative approaches (Eisenhardt
2002; Richards 2005). The framework to assess impact was
built once the main analytical work on how impact
occurred had been undertaken.

Initial, broad, conceptual coding was on three bases:
using the research questions, key impact concepts from
the literature, and coding other issues as they emerged
from the data. As ideas were developed and a framework
was built, further coding reflected this and allowed for
linkage between different data sources. As themes
emerged, they were tested against the data across sources
to identify inconsistencies and counterarguments. This led
to the differentiation of research uptake, use, and impact
as outlined above, and the development of categories
across the impact framework.

4. Findings

The ways in which research from the CRFR/CLS partner-
ship had come to have an impact were mapped onto
adapted contributions analysis categories in order to set
out the processes and learning that led to impact. As
described earlier, contribution analysis categories had
resonance with the concepts set out on the conceptual-
instrumental research use spectrum (Nutley et al. 2007).
This was used as the basis to construct the RCF, by
mapping different processes of research uptake, use, and
impact onto this framework. In this section, the example of
impacts on sex education practice is set out. (A further
example is available in Morton and Flemming (2013))
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In this example, the ways that the research had been
taken up by relevant research users, their reactions, and
changes in awareness, knowledge, and skills are explained
through the RCF. How this contributes to policy and
practice change leading to wider outcomes can also be
set out in this model. To create categories for impact
assessment, it was necessary to further define the specific
processes underpinning research uptake, use, and impact,
and how they are linked Fig. 1.

The process for applying the RCF is: (1) to
conduct contextual analysis; (2) to develop a logic model
for the unit of assessment identified by the participants
(project, programme, or centre); (3) assess assumptions
and risks; (4) identify possible evidence and evidence gaps;
and (5) assemble a research contribution story or report
based on the work. In this case, it was carried out retro-
spectively, but the aim was to develop a pragmatic tool for
planning and carrying out impact-generating activities, and
for assessing their success. Questions to guide the develop-
ment of a pathway are set out in Table 1.

Using these questions works best when they are
addressed by a team, preferably with input from non-
academic advisors or partners with a sound knowledge
of the context for research impact. Whilst it is easy to
identify the broad domains in which research may contrib-
ute, and research activities and inputs may be well
defined, the process of identifying the steps in between
takes time and usually is not linear, but requires working

back and forth across the categories until everyone is
satisfied with the picture created. It is important to note
that a framework can be created at the start of a project
and used to guide impact-generating activities and
tracking (as is currently the case for several large
research council investments the author is working
with), but should remain a working document and be
adapted as the context changes, feedback from early
activities is collected and analysed, and evidence starts to
assemble. This process of setting out how research might
link to change is a theory-based approach, drawing on
evaluation methodology to make research impact-
generating activities more focused and clearly address-
ing the system in which they are most likely to influence
change.

Having developed a pathway using the questions above
as a guide, the risks and assumptions for each step in the
chain can be analysed in order to start to identify suitable
indicators for the processes and outcomes set out in the
model. Common risks and assumptions draw on the
existing research on what helps and hinders research
utilization to inform the analysis Table 2 (Mitton et al.
2007; Nutley et al. 2007; Ward et al. 2009). For example,
research is more likely to be used if it is timely and relevant
to user’s needs, if it fits with their current thinking.
Analysing and discussing risks and assumptions helps to
identify indicators and potential ways to demonstrate
impact.

Final outcomes and 
contribu�on: 

Iden�fied long-term changes measured by 
popula�on sta�s�cs or self-report or extracted 
logically from changes in behaviour and prac�ce. 

Changes in behaviour 
and prac�ces:  

Self-reported and observed changes showing 
research concepts and ideas, and/or policy prac�ce 
analysis 

Changes in knowledge 
and or skills:  

Measures of learning that will underpin changes in 
behaviour and prac�ce 

Reac�ons of research 
users and changes in 
awareness:  

Observed or measured reac�ons and changes in 
awareness of the issues raised by research users, 
capacity for research users to act on research 

Engagement/ 
involvement: 

Targe�ng of specific research users, success of 
engagement strategies against target groups 

Outputs/ac�vi�es: Ac�vi�es to engage research users with research 

Research 
uptake 

Research 
use 

Research 
Impact 

Figure 1. Basic pathway to impact.
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Indicators for assessing the impact of research have been
generalized based on the same literature on what helps and
hinders research uptake (Mitton et al. 2007; Nutley et al.
2007; Ward et al. 2009). This provides a starting point for
indicator development and context-specific indicators
added. Table 3 has developed these typical indicators
building on more recent work by Montague (2011).

Once a pathway to impact has been set out across the
RCF, assessed for risks and assumptions, and indicators
set, evidence can be sought and assembled along the
model. As stated earlier, the process of using this
approach requires evidence gathering, assessment of
gaps, followed by further evidence gathering to fill these
gaps. In the case of the sexual health example, Table 4
shows data gathered to support the impact claims being
made in the model:

The categories in the framework create a clear data
collection matrix through which they tell a convincing
story of the impact of the work. This can be used to report
in different ways for different purposes—for example, a plain
language ‘story’ was created to provide feedback to CLS staff
and volunteers, in contrast to a REF 2014 impact case study
which utilized the same information.

5. Discussion

This article sets out a new theory-based approach to
evidencing the impact of research on policy/practice or
society by operationalizing concepts from both evaluation

and research utilization literature, and the findings of an
empirical study of how research impact occurs, into a prag-
matic framework. It emphasizes key drivers of research
uptake and use, such as the key role played by networks
of research users and the importance of successful engage-
ment with them. The framework requires an examination of
the learning that underpins changes in practice or behaviour
which are essential for research impact to occur. It allows
for contextual analysis over different time frames and
creates a logical argument for the contribution of research
to policy or practice in a way that acknowledges all of the
other factors influencing wider outcomes.

This discussion section sets out how this new framework
addresses some of the key issues and challenges of research
impact assessment: those of attribution, complexity,
process assessment, and timing. It also considers the limi-
tations of the framework.

The approach of contribution analysis suggesting that
we can only contribute to outcomes, rather than cause
them, goes some way to address the challenges of attribu-
tion raised in impact assessment (Grant et al. 2000; Boaz
et al. 2009; Spaapen and van Drooge 2011). Mayne (2008)
in his description and development of contribution
analysis suggests that in assessing the challenges to a con-
tribution story, some acknowledgement of other factors
that might have caused the change is required, and some
strengthening of the contribution story to address issues of
counterfactual—what would have happened without the
contribution of the programme. In practice, he gives this

Table 1. Questions to guide the development of a RCF model

Questions to guide pathway creation for RCF

Final outcomes

From contextual analysis, where might research be/have been used? Are/were there clear needs for evidence? What change might it/has it

contribute/d to? What other factors were influencing the agenda (social, political, environmental, and economic)?

Behaviours and practices

What were the practices and behaviours of individuals and groups? How might/did research influence these?

Capacity/knowledge/skills

What are/were the policy/practice implications of the research and how do/did these relate to the potential for change? Can clear needs be

identified?

What capacity do the target audiences have for using research?

Awareness/reaction

What was the aim in terms of the user’s awareness of the issues addressed? How will/did they react to the work?

Engagement/involvement

Are/were there problems or gaps in the participation, engagement, or involvement of research users who are key to the area of interest?

How will this be assessed?

Activities/outputs

What KE activities will be/were carried out and how do these address the issues identified in the research and contextual analysis?

Inputs

What level of financial, human, and technical resources are/was available? What is/was achievable within these?
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little attention, and through researching the literature and

conversations with other practitioners utilizing a contribu-

tion analysis approach, I have not found a robust way of

carrying out this task, although the recent work by

CIGAR as analysed by Bell and colleagues (2011) is

promising. Whilst the idea of contribution is helpful, and

the RCF framework allows for a clear description and

analysis of how research has contributed to outcomes,

what might have happened if the research had not been

included in the change process remains, to some extent,

open to speculation. The analysis of risks and assumptions

can help include external factors into the model, and test to

what extent they have been influential, allowing for clearer

contribution claims to be made.
Patton (2011) argues that complexity-sensitive develop-

mental evaluation approaches make ideas about the coun-

terfactual meaningless because there are far too many

variables in a complex system, and the nature of

dynamic interactions emerging into various patterns of

activity means that it is difficult to conceptualize counter-

factuals in a useful way. Indeed the previous discussion

about the ways in which research is taken up by interested

users, used, and reworked within specific contexts, leading

to previously unforeseen outcomes means that the idea of a

Figure 2. Pathway to impact on sexual health.
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counterfactual becomes difficult. Approaches that have
been developed rely on asking actors for their assessment
of what would have happened without the contribution of
research. If research is one factor which leads to specific
actions but only within contexts where other drivers mean
it is useful and relevant, then the idea of being able to
assess what would have happened without the research
becomes less meaningful and more speculative. Research
is also produced within the system, with funders and
drivers for topics for research coming from government,
research users, and academics within a system, meaning
that topics funded will often be linked to existing defined

issues and problems. In the example on which this frame-
work is based, a close relationship with research users
meant that the research was funded on the basis of its
links with the system and identified problems and issues.
Untangling this from the ways in which research is used is
also difficult and complex.

The complexity arguments suggest that we can sidestep
issues of the counterfactual by arguing that it is irrelevant
in a complex system. However, that does not mean that
this issue disappears. Mayne’s (2001) approach is to utilize
the logic models to create a reasonable claim about the
influence or contribution of an initiative, with the

Table 2. Common assumptions and risks with potential indicators

COMMON ASSUMPTIONS AND 

RISKS

POTENTIAL INDICATORS

R
E

SE
A

R
C

H
 I

M
P

A
C

T
Contribution Population level data

Numbers of people affected

Changes in behaviour 
and practices

Assumptions :Research ‘fit’ with current 
thinking – integrated with other 
knowledge, timing good
Risks: Agenda already developed, 
research not seen as key, other factors 
more important

Assessment of policy and practice 
setting
Evidence of research use in policy 
and practice

R
E

SE
A

R
C

H
 U

SE

Capacity, knowledge 
and understanding

Assumptions: Research findings 
useful and relevant – integrated with 
other knowledge of issue
Risks: Not prioritised, political 
factors, timing wrong

Research user’s accounts and 
reflections on timing, relevance and 
usefulness

Awareness/
reaction

Assumptions: Audiences value 
research knowledge, it is timely and 
relevant to needs
Risks: Not the most important source 
of information, may challenge views, 
may not fit with other contextual 
drivers

Assessment of stakeholders’ 
reaction and participation

R
E

SE
A

R
C

H
 U

P
T

A
K

E

Engagement/
involvement

Assumptions: intended audiences 
received the message as intended
Risks: communication not relevant or 
appropriate, timing wrong, message 
controversial or politicised

Levels of engagement of research 
users from relevant sectors

Activities and 
Outputs

Assumptions: we know and can 
reach the right audiences
Risks: didn’t reach right audience, 
media distort message, audiences not 
interested in research, timing wrong

Completed KE activities as 
described.  Analysis of target 
audiences reached

Inputs Assumptions: research knowledge 
useful, partnership increases use
Risks: research topics not 
interesting/relevant/timely

Research project carried out as 
partnership through to end. 

aAssumptions and risks are from one step in the model to the next so there is no data for this final step.
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robustness of the evidence of the steps in each logic model
being used to judge the validity of the claim. Certainly the
language of contribution is helpful in that it acknowledges
research as having a role rather than a causal effect.
However, the starting point is very much to show how
research contributed rather than an assessment of
whether it contributed or not.

However, this approach to research assessment could
also usefully illustrate why research had not achieved
expected uptake, use, or impact through the same

approach. If research users found research challenging, if
it was counter to current policy trends, this approach could
utilize contextual analysis and feedback from research
users to show that lack of impact was not related to the
research itself but to the context for research use. This
approach might also be used to suggest impact over a
longer time frame or to realign activities to address the
contextual factors, e.g. through working with the media

to raise debate about an issue or to create a challenge to
a dominant policy direction.

Both Montague (2011) and Mayne (2008) have been
interested in developing contribution analysis as a
systems tool for evaluation. In order to integrate
systems thinking into a logic modelling approach,
Montague acknowledged that developing complex

versions of logic models, which acknowledge the wider
environment and include representations of the multiple
flows and feedback loops, means that such models
become too complex to be helpful for evaluators
(Montague 2011). Figure 3 shows this more complex
picture for the pathway to impact on sex education
based on the example set out earlier. The RCF offers
a simplified version of the processes through which
research was used, with feedback loops and ways in
which different actors were involved at different times
removed. Figure 3 is, an annotated version of this
pathway illustrating the more complex picture behind
the impact story.

Figure 3 shows how research might be used by different
actors at different times and that the processes set out on
the pathway are often cyclical. For example, various
different timescales of engagement, learning, and change
in practice are inherent in this model. Engagement with
research users during the research process shaped the
analysis. Practitioners talk to others about the research,
and it is included in training packs meaning re-engagement
with research outputs. During these processes, research
might be used and reused and the context may change,
creating new opportunities for research users to engage
with it.

Table 3. Indicators for KE processes

 Evaluation Criteria sdohtem/secruoselbissoPsrotacidnilacipyT

IM
P

A
C

T
 

Final 
Outcomes 

Measures of impact on 
overall problem, ultimate 
goals, side effects, social 
and economic 
consequences 

National or local level indications of change in 
issues addressed 
Changes in areas of policy or practice 
Contextual analysis 

National or local level indicators 
Research-user views on policy or practice 
change 
Policy analysis 
Contextual analysis and relevance of 
research 

Policy or 
practice 
change 

Measures of adoption of 
new practices and 
behaviour over time 

Levels of research used by participants 
Levels of research cited in policy/practice 
documents 

Content analysis 
Tracking activities 
Backward tracking techniques 
Internet-based searches 

U
SE

 

Capacity, 
Knowledge, 
skill 

Measures of individual 
and group changes in 
knowledge, abilities, skills 

Levels of understanding of key concepts 
Levels of self-expressed commitment to specific 
related areas and related actions identified 
Levels of new knowledge about issues addressed 

Review of target groups 
Tracking further use of research 
Press coverage 

Awareness, 
Reaction 

What participants say 
about the research, fit with 
current thinking, 
timeliness, research 
valued 

Reaction to research and KE from different 
stakeholder groups 
Comments about research 
Analysis of context for research use at practice 
and policy levels 

Evaluation of user engagement activities 
Surveys 
Tracking participants over different time 
frames 
Contextual analysis 

U
P

T
A

K
E

 

Engagement, 
Participation 

Who engaged with the 
research, numbers, nature 
of involvement, 
background 

Level of engagement of research users from 
relevant sectors 
Analysis of gaps in participation 
Levels of retention of research users involved in 
longer term activities (e. g. advisor y groups )

Web-use tracking 
Meeting attendance records  
Seminar/conference evaluations 
Observation and reflection of interactions 
with research users

Activities and 
Outputs 

Research and knowledge 
exchange activities 

Standard of research conducted 
Extent to which knowledge exchange activities 
were delivered as per expectations 

Project reports 
Peer or funders review 
Operating reviews and other internal 
documents 

Inputs 
Resources expended, 
number and type of staff 
involved, time spent 

Financial and human resources  Budget analysis 
Alignment of activities to resources 
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The RCF overcomes some of the problems with the
categorization of types of impact, often suggested in
other approaches to impact, by focussing instead on
emphasizing processes. So rather than looking for
example at the types of outputs or benefits to specific
sectors, it focuses on the ways research is taken up and
used, and allows these to define the contributions research
has made. The language of contribution overcomes some
of the problems with attribution and provides a more prac-
tical way of looking at how research interacts with other
drivers to create change. Although unable to solve all of
the challenges of assessing research impact, it does go some
way to addressing the main ones in a practical way that can
be taken up by researchers or KE professionals.
Importantly, although it could be utilized by external evalu-
ators, it has the adaptability to be utilized by those involved
in research production or KE activities to plan, reflect,
learn, and evaluate the impact of research. When used in
this way, it is more likely to be able to address issues of
timing between research production and impact.

The framework sidesteps many of the timing issues inher-
ent in impact assessment discussed earlier (Bell et al. 2011).
It can be adapted to many timescales, and can be revisited
on an annual or longer basis to capture new impact as it has
happened. By setting out expected impacts at the start of a
project, and reviewing and adapting these as evidence is
assembled provides the best chance of being able to make
a reasonable impact claim, over whatever timescales are
relevant to the specific programme or interest area. The
framework can also be used to assess previous impact;
indeed, in the impact case study reported here, impacts
were traced over 5- and 9-year time periods. Whilst there
was some loss of data due to lack of recollection of some
participants in engagement activities, there were sufficient
numbers of research users with detailed accounts of
the ways research had been used to create a clear
picture of impact from the research over both of these
timescales.

The RCF has been a useful tool in assessing the contri-
bution of the research from the CRFR/CLS partnership.

Table 4. Evidence of Impact on sexual health

Pathway to impact Evidence

Impact Final outcomes and contribution Children’s concerns about sexual health issues are

addressed, e.g. more information at earlier ages,

more discussion-based sex education, better

support from parents, teachers, and youth

workers

Parents’ behaviour change as evidenced by service

level evaluation (n=150).

Research user’s views on teachers’ behaviour

change (n=800)

Changes in behaviour and

practices

Parents, teachers, and youth workers deliver better

support and education on sexual health matters

to children and young people

Fit with sexual health policy and practice agenda

(policy analysis)

Training courses delivered differently

Use of research in development of sexual health

strategy at health board level

Citation in policy document

Use Capacity, knowledge, and

understanding

Parents, teachers, and other workers change their

views about children’s sexual health issues.

Knowledge, ability, and skill levels developed

Evidence of research use by

Health improvement professionals

Partner agency

Sexual health practitioners

Awareness/reaction Practitioners recognize usefulness of research for

practice, discuss, and rework it to use in

training. Picked up by other practitioners

Research user’s self-reported uptake of the

research

Evaluation from launch conference

Media interest: three press articles, one television

Uptake Engagement/involvement Relevant policy, practice and public audiences are

engaged activities, read the briefings.

Launch conference (attendees 114)

Letters to directors of social work local authorities

(32)

Letters to directors of education local authorities

(32)

Presentation to network conference (wish) (over

100–unknown)

Activities and outputs Research findings, briefing, seminar, press release,

activities with young people, presentation to

sexual health strategy group

Briefing given to 6,800 teachers, 500 printed

copies, web downloads unknown

Attendance at seminar high and cross sector.

Uptake in media

Inputs Conduct joint research and related activities to

communicate the findings to a range of relevant

audiences who might use it

Research report, planned activities

In this example, data were assembled retrospectively. If using the RCF to plan, monitor, and evaluate, then short-, medium-, and longer-term goals could be set.
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The approach has utilized the basic ideas from contribu-
tion analysis, in separating out the ideas of uptake, use,
and impact, as well as demonstrating pathways from
activities to outcomes. Contribution analysis, as adapted
here, helps to give shape and form to logic models with
useful categories for thinking about routes to impact
(engagement, reaction, capacity, policy and practice
changes, and eventual impacts).

5.1 Limitations

However, there are, of course, limitations of the approach
presented. It is based on a logic modelling approach and
implies an understanding and willingness to engage with

such an approach. It can be overwhelming to ask
researchers or KE professionals to articulate a pathway to
impact in order to create a logic model, and there are issues
about where to draw the boundaries around what should be
included or excluded in such an approach. How the relevant
context is defined and analysed remains a challenge. The
approach can be used prospectively or retrospectively,
although there is a danger of retrospectively claiming
impact or over-claiming outcomes, especially if the alterna-
tive explanations are not adequately explored.

This is a small-scale study looking as specific research
use in the Scottish context. The focus was on understand-
ing processes leading to impact. It does not claim to under-
stand all of the impacts from the research, nor to offer

Figure 3. Annotated pathway to impact.
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generalizable findings. It took a purposive sample in order
to understand how impact occurs in order to start to build
up empirically based work on the processes leading to
research impact.

As with other impact studies (Boaz et al. 2009; Molas-
Gallart and Tang 2011), timing was a key challenge for this
study: with the opposing issues of a requirement for
enough time to have passed for impact to have occurred,
balanced against respondent’s abilities to recall their inter-
action with the research in question. The projects being
investigated went back to 2005, with publication of
research findings in 2005 and 2007, and impacts continuing
up until the data collection period (2009–11). This timing
issue led to unsuccessful attempts to interview pol-
icymakers involved in The Scottish Parliament’s sexual
health strategy group where Project Two: ‘sexual health’
had been presented. Those contacted did not initially
respond to emails and it became clear that they could
not recall much about the research and so did not want
to be interviewed. In other interviews, the ability to recall
was also sometimes obviously hampered by time lapse.
However, many respondents recalled very specific events
and uses of research with clarity: their interaction with the
findings provided a rich enough seam of data to draw
conclusions.

6. Conclusions

The framework presented in this article has been built
using the literature on evaluation, research utilization,
and an empirical study of how research impact occurs. It
adapts a contribution analysis approach, linking this with
core ideas about what research impact is, and aims to
address some of the key challenges to assessing impact,
in particular the complex nature of research impact
processes, the need to capture both processes and
outcomes, and the challenges of timing, attribution, and
additionality. It also addresses the need to include models
and theories of the research impact process into assessment
approaches.

The RCF is useful particularly for developing more
thoughtful KE activities that carefully consider the needs
of research users and the potential for wider outcomes. It
can be used as the basis for partnership and advisory
group discussions, helping to explore potential impact
and proving a framework for assessing actual impact
over a variety of time frames.

It offers a learning/reflecting cycle which aids the de-
velopment of strong effective practices to increase the
uptake of research and can help research producers
think more deeply about what impact processes might
look like. Research use is a complex process and careful
systems approaches are needed, rather than replicating
simple handoff procedures from research to research
users that fail to acknowledge this complexity. The

RCF method offers promising potential to do this and
to help develop impact practice to ensure it is the best it
can be.
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