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Session outline

• What is impact?

• Types of impact

• Challenges in demonstrating research impact

• RESYST’s approach to demonstrating impact

• Planning impact – Pathways of impact (theory of change)

• Tracking impact – Indicators, online tools

• Describing impact – Research impact framework

• Impact stories



What is impact?

“The demonstrable contribution that excellent research 
makes to the economy and society”

Research Councils UK

Academic impacts

Non-academic 

impacts

• New knowledge

• Methodologies, techniques

• Teaching and learning

• Society and environment

• Economy

• Public policy



Why do we need to demonstrate impact?

• To justify spending decisions to funders 

• To make the case for future funding

• A moral obligation in public health research?

DFID spends £350 million of taxpayers money on research 
funding… we need to demonstrate it is reducing poverty, not 
only to the taxpayers but also to the countries we work in

DFID Evaluation Advisor, 2015



Types of impact: how research is used

Influencing 

development of policy, 

service provision, 

legislation, regulation

Contributing to 

understanding of 

policy issues, 

reframing debates

Technical and 

personal skill 

development

Instrumental

• Improvement to 

clinical or 

healthcare 

guidelines

• Decisions by a 

health service or 

regulatory authority 

informed by 

research

Conceptual

• Increased public 

awareness 

• Stimulated debate

• Better 

understanding of 

the issues

• Change in attitudes

Capacity building

• Enhanced capacity, 

knowledge, skills 



Types of impact: influence at 
different levels

Global WHO guidelines/ donor 

spending

National National policy or 

strategy or regulations

State/county Plans or

implementation guidelines

Facility Management practices, 

resource allocation decisions
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Health worker Training, attitudes

Improved patient health 

Increased efficiency in 

delivery of health services

Raised public awareness 

of a health risk or benefit

RESEARCH INFORMS

Improved care practices, 

or healthcare guidelines 



Challenges of demonstrating impact

ChallengesProving 

contribution

Unanticipated 

impacts

Negative 

findings

Pathways of 

influence are 

not linear and 

complex

Impacts may 

be longer term

Difficult to 

measure



RESYST’s approach

1.  Planning for impact 

• Policy relevant research questions, building relationships 
with stakeholders

• Theory of change 

2.  Tracking impact

• Indicators (tracking forwards)

• Collecting evidence

3.  Describing impact

• Research impact framework (tracing backwards)

• Impact stories: case study, infographic, videos



1. Theory of change

• Maps out expected pathways between activities and 
intended impact



RESYST theory of change



2. Tracking impact

Outcome indicators

• Article citations (google 
scholar)

• Downloads of publications: 
journal metrics, web 
downloads, Slideshare views



What we track

• Website and social media: website visits (Google Analytics), Twitter 
clicks (Bitly), social media presence (Altmetric), newsletter opens 
(Mailchimp)



What we track

• Stakeholder engagements (formal/informal meetings, 
participation on advisory committees, conferences)

• Requests for research consultancy or advice by 
policymakers



Evidence of impact

Types of 

evidence

Testimonial 

(letter, 

email)

Meeting 

minutes / 

documentation

Reference in 

policy/governm

ent report

Link to media 

coverage 

(article, video)

Reference in 

guidelines

Academic 

citation



3. Describing impact: Research impact 
framework (RIF)

• Framework to help researchers to think through research 
impacts, and then describe the pathways of impact

• Makes the link between: 

Research           Outputs            Outcomes            Impact

• Broad approach: 
• Can be applied to one piece of research or to a collective body of 

research that occurs over several years
• Covers engagements specific to the research, and those relating to the 

research (where research is part of a larger body of work)

• Recognises different types of impact

• Provides space to highlight potential impacts to accommodate 
short time-scales demanded by funders



Outline of the RIF

Impacts on policy and 
practice

Engagement with 
research users

Background to the 
research

• Examples of different 
types of impact

• Evidence of impacts
• Description of potential 

wider impacts

• Interactions relating 
specifically to the 
research (before, 
during and after)

• Interactions with 
policymakers and 
practitioners relevant 
to the research,

• Interactions with 
intermediaries, e.g. 
media, NGOs

• Aim of the research
• Relevance of the 

research
• Intended users
• Likely beneficiaries
• Research outputs and 

dissemination 
activities



Impacts from RESYST research

Impact Who, where Brief description and pathway of impact

Influencing policy 
debates and 
discussions

Health Financing 
Unit, Federal 
MoH, Nigeria

Research shared with the Technical Working 
group for the operationalization of the National 
Health Act, and Unit in MoH responsible for 
planning Universal Health Coverage

Use of new training 
tools for health 
planning and 
budgeting

Kilifi County 
Health 
Management 
Teams, Kenya

Research findings fed into the MoH planning 
department, and led to development of new 
tools to be used by county policymakers to 
better plan health spending decisions

Policy influence on 
National Health 
Insurance strategy

National 
Department of 
Health, South 
Africa 

Research used by health policymakers to inform 
their new White Paper and plans for 
implementing National Health Insurance policy



Describing impact through stories

• Writing a narrative of the impact

• Research impact framework provides a basic structure for the  
narrative

• Provides context, concise definition of the issue, explains why the 
issue is important

• Stories can be told in different ways depending on who they are 
for

• Written case studies

• Photo stories or video interviews



Appealing to the intended audience

Characteristic Researcher Funder

• Knowledge of subject
Vast Variable, ranging from vast to 

limited

• Attitude to subject
Desire to understand 
topic in detail

Want to know how information 
is relevant to them

• Time constraints
Take maximum time 
to study topic

Want to digest information as 
quickly as possible

• Purpose of communicating
to audience

Convey findings of 
research

Demonstrate impact of 
research

• Desired result
Advance knowledge 
in research field

Inform judgment about 
research impact

Source: Table adapted from V. Williams et al (2009) 

Demonstrating and Communicating Research Impact Rand Corporation









Conclusion

• Demonstrating research impact is a necessary component of 
many research projects 

• However, there are several challenges in demonstrating impact, 
especially given the long time frames that impact can take to 
happen

• RESYST has developed an approach to demonstrating impact that 
maximises our chances of impact from the start, actively tracks 
the use of outputs, and traces backwards

• There are different ways of telling impact stories, which should be 
tailored for their target audience 
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