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The Impact of the Social Sciences project 

• Three-year HEFCE funded 
project, LSE working with the 
University of Leeds and Imperial 
College London. 

• Looked at how academic work 
had impact on government, 
business and civil society. 

• Book from the research:  

 Simon Bastow, Patrick Dunleavy 
and Jane Tinkler (2014) The 
Impact of the Social Sciences: 
How academics and their 
research make a difference. 
London: Sage.  



1. How does impact happen? 



Knowledge currently in use 

Knowledge not in current use 

Applied knowledge 
and research 

Theory-based, 
abstract knowledge 
and research 

‘Ordinary knowledge’ 

Dynamic Knowledge Inventory: a model of impact 
for the humanities and the social sciences 
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The flow of knowledge from academia to society 



2. What can focusing on impact 
show us? 



A. What we publish and how we 
publish 



Brazil is one of the few countries seeing increasing 
global share of outputs 



Brazil’s output is increasingly strong on health 
and medical sciences 



Comparing 
academic 
and external 
citations 
shows 
interesting 
differences 
between 
disciplines 



Collaborative research tends to get more 
citations 
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Number of Co-authors 

Co-authorship and 
Number of Outputs 
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Number of Co-authors 

Co-authorship and 
Citations 

Most outputs in our dataset 
were single authored, but 
more cites went to outputs 
that had at least one other 
author 



Brazil’s high rate of national co-authorship is 
increasing while international co-authorship is stable  
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Academic outputs scale 

solid 
middle 

16% 

influential 
9% 

communicator 
7% 

invisible 
25% 

applied 
researcher 

17% 

publisher 
27% 

Can academics both publish and be impactful? 

Social media effects 



And results from the UK Research Excellence 
Framework in 2014 agree 



B. How our work is 
communicated 



The increase in open access in the UK 



The number of journals in SciELO and RedALyC, 2002-
2011 



Academic blogging means more people read 
your work 



Twitter is increasingly more useful for 
dissemination than other channels 



Academics are making use of digital tools to 
share their research 



Brazil is a great user of Research Gate 



C. How our work is translated 



A key problem for 
the social 
sciences is the 
relative lack of  
‘mediating 
middle’ that 
builds long-term 
links and 
identifies impacts 



 
Value of mediation of social 

science in the UK 
  £24.2bn 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Indirect & 
induced value 

£4.8bn 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

University 
spending 
£2.7bn 

 
 
 
 

 
 

External mediators 
410k 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
625k 

students 
35k  

academics 
 
 
 
 
 

Research 
funded 
£851m 

 
Research 

staff 
 32k 

 

Economic value People value 



Cross-sector moves of researchers between 
academia and industry, 1996-2012 



D. The metrics used to indicate 
research qualities/quantities  



Field-weighted citation impact has gone down for 
some subjects between 2002 and 2012 



Citations only give you part of the picture 
on the use of academic research 



Shared 

• Popular press 

mentions 

• Twitter retweets 

• Facebook likes 

• Pinterest shares 

Downloaded 

• Web views 

• PDF downloads 

• Blog readers 

• Podcast listens 

• Time spend reading 

Cited 

• Referenced in 

government, think tank or 

NGOs reports 

• Mentioned in legal 

arguments 

• Used as case study 

evidence 

Engaged 

• Event audience 

numbers 

• Exhibition visits 

• Practitioner 

networking events 

Used 

 

• Academics as members 

of corporate boards 

• Or in government 

advisory positions 

• As members of 

practitioner networks 

• Paid for research 

 

Co-

Developed 

• Utilised in teaching 

materials  

• Taken up by in 

professional 

organisations 

• Built on to improve any 

kind of performance 

Discussed 

• Utilised in public debate 

• Referenced by 

journalists 

• Referenced in 

parliamentary debate 

What would impact metrics include? 

Dissemination 

Impact 



The Metric Tide 
Report for the Independent Review of the Role 

of Metrics in Research Assessment and 

Management 



Responsible metrics 

Responsible metrics can be understood in terms of: 

 

• Robustness: basing metrics on the best possible 
data in terms of accuracy and scope; 

• Humility: recognizing that quantitative evaluation 
should support – but not supplant – qualitative, 
expert assessment; 

• Transparency: keeping data collection and 
analytical processes open and transparent, so that 
those being evaluated can test and verify the 
results; 

• Diversity: accounting for variation by field, using a 
variety of indicators to reflect and support a 
plurality of research & researcher career paths; 

• Reflexivity: recognizing the potential & systemic 
effects of indicators and updating them in 
response. 

 
 

 

 



3. Where are the difficulties in 
creating impacts? 



Different types of impact are more common in 
different disciplines 

Source: Kings College London/Digital Science (2015) 



Student placement into careers, employer 
contacts, knowledge transfer, alumni links 

Contacts with potential research 
users, mainly regional or local 

Direct use of 
external 
expertise 

Speculative 
digital 

search by 
potential 
research 

users 

Use of open 
sources of 

digital 
expertise, 

social media 

 

Specialized 
digital tools & 

materials 
 

Conventional and digital mechanisms for the 
flow of influence  
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dept 

spot  
contracts 

ad hoc research  
or consultancy 
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sustained research  
or consultancy 
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 reports  

presence 

Elites 
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read 

Mass  
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read,  
view 

Media 

Some ways universities interact with business 
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Some ways universities interact with government 



NGO or
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Univ
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Some ways universities interact with NGOs 



2. Connecting  
with an  
external  

organization 

3. Identifying a  
quid pro quo in 

applying research 
5. Building  

and extending  
a relationship 

4. Finding traction 
for applying 

research within  
the organization 

6. Demonstrating  
specific benefits  

to the organization 

1. Identifying  
potentially  
interested  
external  

organizations 

The six stages of building relationships with 
external stakeholders 



1 & 2  
Identifying 
potentially 
interested 
external 
organizations And 
Connecting with 
these 
organizations 

3 
Identifying a ‘quid 
pro quo’ in 
applying research 

4 
Finding traction for 
applying research 
within the 
organization 

5 
Building and 
extending the 
relationship 

6 
Demonstrating 
specific  impacts or 
benefits to the 
organization 

Private sector 
firms and  
business 

Government &  
public sector 

Civil society & 
Third sector 

High 

Low 

Le
ve

l o
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d
if

fi
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lt
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Crunch points in the impact process vary for different 
sectors  



Mismatches between what academics and policymakers 
/business leaders value in terms of research 

Academics 1st choice 
 
2nd choice 
 
3rd choice 

Pure (basic) research 
 
Pure but applicable research 
 
Immediately applicable 
research 

Business 
leaders, 
government 
officials and 
politician 

1st choice 
 
2nd choice 
 
3rd choice 

Immediately applicable 
research 
Pure but applicable research 
 
Pure (basic) research 



In the UK, an example is the increased use of 
private sector research 



The pressures on creating successful 
partnerships 

Higher Education 
Institution 

Private / public / third 
sector organisation 

 Lack of time 
 Bureaucracy and inflexibility of 

HEI administration 
 Difficulties in identifying partners 
 Insufficient rewards and lack of 

awareness of the benefits from 
the interactions 

 Lack of understanding by 
academics of the process 

 Capacity and capability of the KE 
system still developing / evolving 

 Lack of resources within 
external organisations to fund 
the KE engagement 

 Insufficient benefits from the 
interaction 

 Lack of interest by external 
organisations and lack of 
demand for KE 

 Intellectual property 
agreements as a barrier to 
some, albeit minority of, KE 
engagement 
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67k 

£4.7bn 

… and a social science dominated economy 

We have a STEM-dominated research culture… 

Source: LSE PPG 2014 



Natural Systems 
(e.g. astrophysics,  
pure maths)  

Human-influenced  
Systems 
(e.g. climate change) 

Human-dominated 
systems  
(e.g. cities, markets, 
information 
systems) 
  

 
SOCIAL  

SCIENCES  
 

And their 
integrative 

role. 

Big research challenges involve ‘human-influenced’ 
and ‘human-dominated’ systems 

 
We did the thing that social science 

does best, right? Which is not to 
answer a particular question, but to 

change the way in which people 
think about what the questions are.       

 

 
We can start to  

answer the big and deep 
questions that sociologists 

ask but with statistical 
rigour of large datasets 

from computer science. I 
think a lot of this is about 
finding a commonality of 
language which doesn’t 

exist today. 
 



For more details:  

 

LSE Impact blog 
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocia

lsciences/ 

 

The Impact of the Social Sciences 
(Sage, 2014) 

 

Maximising the Impacts of your 
Research: A handbook for social 

scientists (2011) 

 

Using Twitter in University Research, 
Teaching and Impact Activities: A 

guide for academics and 
researchers (2011) 

 

Email: 
impactofsocialsciences@lse.ac.uk  

Twitter: @lseimpactblog 
Facebook: Impact of Social Sciences 
 

http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/
http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/
mailto:impactofsocialsciences@lse.ac.uk

