Research Outcomes Workshop

Executive Summary

The following report provides a summary of the discussion and findings of the Research Outcomes workshops held as part of the Enquire project. The workshops were highly interactive, encouraging discussion, and feedback received indicated they were extremely valuable, stimulating useful exchange of ideas.

The key observations included:

· The need to minimise burden on academics

· Participants were keen to limit the number of entities 
· The need for standard sector definitions of the key terms impact, outcome and output
· There are difficulties in relating impacts to earlier outputs

· Quality is difficult to assess - could be based on story telling ability

· Clear definitions and demarcation between categories will help reduce stress and enhance the quality of returns

· It is difficult to collect robust data for some entities

· Resource will be required to amend and manage Research Organisation systems and processes.
Several recommendations are offered, including fewer, better-defined mutually exclusive categories, the establishing of KPIs, and further communication of RCUK’s objectives for the exercise.

1 Outline

Each of the two workshops, held at the end of June 2010 in Glasgow and London, brought together a group of about twenty staff from HEIs and other research organisations.  This included librarians, administrators, research and enterprise managers, and academics. The workshops involved a mixture of free discussion and planned activities to discuss issues and concerns surrounding the gathering of Research Outcomes data. This began with a poster activity that gave participants the chance to categorise research outputs using the RCUK draft outcomes specification as a template; before breaking out into small groups to discuss the issues this raised. This was followed by a session to distil the composite groups’ key issues in collecting Research Outcome information. As a group, the issues were prioritised and discussed and are outlined below.
2 Key Issues
The burden of obtaining information and ensuring academic support
The effort of collecting all the data necessary was seen to be a daunting task requiring massive resource and  a great deal of inter-departmental communication. It was anticipated there would be some difficulty in selling the exercise to the academic community and persuading them of its value. As one delegate offered, ‘Impact is a poisoned word.’ ‘Impact’ is seen to be replacing ‘esteem,’ and bears negative connotations. It was suggested some academics are not aware funders require public awareness of the benefit of their research in addition to peer respect. It was felt clarification for the exercise from the funders was necessary in order to justify the exercise to academics. Yet, another participant claimed we should give academics credit for common sense – if we can brief them, they can identify key impacts. 
Many expressed concerns over how far we will be able to support academics and stressed the exercise should not take the academic too much time. From the perspective of an academic delegate, the most welcome approach would be for Research Offices to contact academics with a list of outputs and ask for corrections or additions. However, some members of the group felt strongly that the burden should actually lay with the researcher him or herself and not with the Research Office. They felt the best person to assess impact of research is the researcher themselves.
Clearer definitions and fewer categories
The RCUK Outcomes Project template used for assigning outcomes was quickly identified by the group as having too many categories with too much overlap where one project may fit many categories. Too many categories may lead to much of the guidance being overlooked. This presents a potential barrier to provision of accurate information; guesses and random assignments may be made. 
The group agreed there was a need to streamline the categories, due to overlap – would “Human Genome Definition” be recorded under “impact” or “career development,” for example? Delegates identified duplication in the funding, collaboration, and communications categories. The question was posed at to whether mapping the REF outline would be feasible. It was agreed it would be highly desirable to create harmony between RCUK, REF and Impact. One member of the group suggested a classification scheme would provide a far superior over-arching framework and make clear the relationships between categories. Another participant wondered whether weightings should be applied to categories.
All or best output

The group were concerned with the amount of data that could potentially be requested and were keen that only best output be recorded. It was felt that there was a need to concentrate on capturing most important outcomes rather than everything, with a focus on quality and not quantity. This raised the pertinent question – how does an institution go about identifying its key outputs?

“Impact is not an Output”
An important concern was the assessment of impact. As one delegate expressed it, “Impact is not output.” Researchers do not create impact, others do; HEIs are not directly responsible for outcome; users take up outcome to create impact. Furthermore, it may not be possible to anticipate impact. The researcher who helped develop DNA fingerprinting had no preconceived idea of its eventual impact. Delegates raised the concern that the drive to Impact may stifle creativity, and drive research deemed most likely to influence policy. One participant voiced the suggestion that a more pertinent assessment might be ‘Who is interested in our research and what will they do with it?
Furthermore, how will impact be adequately measured? Even for the more ‘traditional’ outputs such as papers and publications, the group were uncertain whether citation reports, book sales or circulation figures would prove adequate measures.
Definition of Output, Outcome and Impact
A key issue here was the query over what is being recorded, process or product? Do we record the output (e.g. book) or the result of the output (e.g. change in Government policy as a result of the book)? It was agreed there are significant differences between direct outputs (i.e a prototype or a spin-out company) and indirect outcomes (i.e. new markets or a start-up company). The group felt that standard definitions of Output, Outcome and Impact should be made explicit. These are distinct concepts which should not be interchangeable:
Output: Book Chapter (owned by Institution) 
Outcome: Spin-Out created (part owned by Inst.) 
Impact: Drug created/marketed by company (very limited Inst. Ownership)
Many in the group agreed impacts should be recorded separately and retrospectively, and should not be mapped one-to-one to single outcomes or awards. It was also agreed that impact should not be related to one award but to one person. However, one participant felt occasionally a project does have a direct, discernable correlation, and this is highly worth flagging.

Timescale

Questions were raised over the timescales involved in the reporting of outcomes. It was acknowledged that by the time final RCUK reports are required, impacts are unlikely to be fully realised. All research has its own built-in time depth – a piece of research leads to a change in teaching, which leads to new courses resulting in new undergraduate, postgraduate and then PhD students. There is a long time scale for this type of impact. One participant suggested citation impact is measurable some 6-7 years after publication. However, the longer the time-lag between the end of the research and the impact, the greater the difficultly in linking it back. Questions were raised over academic staff mobility - which Research Office may claim the output when staff move from one institution to the other?
The need for fit-for-purpose, user-friendly systems
A purpose-designed system will be necessary to perform the exercise adequately and store the collated data. This system would need to demonstrate high interoperability with existing funder and institutional systems. However, it was highlighted by one participant that any system, regardless of how efficient, would still be dependent on the academic logging on and entering the information. 
3 Other important issues raised during discussion
· The group agreed there was value, in principle, in capturing a broad spectrum of output entities, but that too much detail and overlap would prove a handicap.

· There was uncertainty about a number of categories used in the RCUK Outcome Project categories. The group concluded collaboration is more of an input than an output, and is part of the research process. Similarly, a website is a method of output not an output in itself. There was seen to be no value in listing items under the ‘other’ category.

· How would research or a specific project that potentially fits into many different categories be classified? Alternatively, what about outcomes and impacts not directly related to a project? It was highlighted that the university of Glasgow will allow for these to be related direct to a person.
· The data collected needs to be quantifiable and measurable – for example how might “know-how” or “career development” be measured as a category? How would attendances at performances or public lectures be audited? (e.g. photographs of attendances)
· It was asserted that many types of output in the “performances” category could prove hard to capture. One participant reported high levels of difficulty in getting just four performances from an academic during the Impact pilot. Academics need a real incentive to upload this type of material as the processes can be very time-consuming

· It will be important for HEIs to have access to the data collected during the exercise, to ensure Business Development Managers can exploit opportunities, for KE purposes and produce further output.
· Some delegates raised the possibility of negative impact, citing the controversy of the cartoons of the prophet Mohammed published in the Danish newspaper, Jyllands-Posten, in September 2005 as an example of an output with negative impact.
· It may be important to consider how an output influences career and position within an organisation How can we give academics credit for giving us this information? It was suggested recorded key outputs and impacts could be used for performance management and therefore good to have.
4 Poll

Take a summary from blog entry and include link to?
One of the activities that took place at both sessions was a repeat of an RCUK poll designed to assess the value and difficulty in recording different types of research entity. This was a rough poll, designed to gauge the general feeling. While the results do not represent scientific findings, they suggested that delegates felt outputs such as websites and training materials would be of limited value and difficult to collect. There was wide agreement that ‘standard’ outputs such as books, journal papers, licences and spin-out companies were highly worth capturing, and did not present major difficulties in doing so. The most interesting category were outputs deemed worth recording, but problematic. This included entities such as impact, patent, consultancy, events, collaborations and broadcasts.
Read more about the poll on our blog: http://researchoutcomes.wordpress.com/2010/07/22/what-can-and-should-we-capture-information-about/
Poll results: http://www.gla.ac.uk/services/enrich/projectdocuments/
5 Conclusion  

Both groups felt the Research Outcome Project categories require streamlining and were too detailed, with too much overlap. There was also a widespread desire for clarification on the purpose of the exercise and the eventual use of the data harvested, and a requirement for clear definitions of the terms output, outcome and impact in the context of the exercise. It was largely felt “Impact” was something out with the control of the HEI. Another key concern was with whom the responsibility of collecting the data should lay, with opinion divided. However, all agreed it would be crucial to get the academic community ‘on side’ whilst continuing to support them adequately.
The feedback from the group was positive with the majority of participants agreeing they found the sessions very useful and the exercises good for stimulating discussion. They agreed there was a good mix of activities, and one participant was particularly pleased with the variety and ‘mix of well-informed delegates.’
6 Recommendations
·  A distilling of the categories into a smaller set with clearer definitions and demarcation between categories
· Establishing a common understanding of the terms output, outcome and impact
· RCUK to further communicate objectives and implications of the exercise

· Consider how quality rather than quantity of outputs and outcomes can be assessed appropriately
· Research Offices should investigate ways to support academics and promote output and outcome data collection to them
· Further discussion and mutual support important

· Further consultation with Research Offices regarding which entities are appropriate to capture

Further suggestions to arise during the workshops were the possibilities of running workshops and discussion groups on the topics of theatre and museum outputs and impacts, as well as case studies of Research Organisation approaches to output and impact management.

Further detailed information on the workshops can be found on the Research Outcomes blog at the following pages:
Poll results: http://www.gla.ac.uk/services/enrich/projectdocuments/
Presentation and workshop slides: http://researchoutcomes.wordpress.com/2010/07/16/outcomes-workshop-update/ or http://www.slideshare.net/mccutchv/research-outcomes-workshop?from=ss_embed and http://www.slideshare.net/mccutchv/outcomes-and-impact-at-the-university-of-glasgow?from=ss_embed
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