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The Impact of the Social Sciences project 

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

• Created the Impact of Social 
Sciences blog to encourage 
discussion. 

• All data here taken from a book 
by Simon Bastow, Patrick 
Dunleavy and Jane Tinkler (2014) 
The Impact of the Social Sciences: 
How academics and their 
research make a difference. 
London: Sage.  



Impact and the REF 



The rise of the ‘impact agenda’ 

• Since the mid-2000s, research councils have required an 
impact statement for each funding application submitted 
to them. 

• In 2008, HEFCE announced details of the new Research 
Excellence Framework that from 2014 would include an 
impact element, making up 20% of funding. 

• REF2014 is now submitted, and so the debate on impact 
starts again as UK universities account for what the 
process cost them. 

• And looking forward to REF2020 (?), what changes will be 
made to the process and definitions, and what more will 
universities need to do next time.  



“I think that is where the REF has been a 
force for good. I work in a department 
dominated by neuroscientists. And the 
kind of work that we do is probably seen 
at the bottom in terms of status. But 
suddenly when you see how much 
money is dependent on your REF impact 
statements, the clinical psychologists and 
myself suddenly seen to play a very 
important role in the department.”  

Responses to the REF 1:  
The REF is good for those already undertaking impact 
activities as incentives in universities previously didn’t 
support them 



“I think impact is 
hugely important, but 
as always, the one-
size-fits-all approach 
is just causing its 
problems.”  

“It is frankly chasing the 
end of the rainbow to try 
to identify change as the 

result of one piece of 
work. You have got to see 

it as part of a process.”  

Responses to the REF 2: 
But the model of impact used in the REF doesn’t 
sufficiently take into account the collective nature of 
academic research (especially in the social sciences) 



The importance of building 
relationships of trust and 
giving wise counsel when it is 
requested. That is one thing 
where I have been critical of 
the REF process, how does it 
capture that? That wise 
advice. We rely on [academics] 
to get good, sound, expert 
advice at key stages 

Policymakers want . . . 
advice based on a range of 
evidence, the knowledge 
of the researcher rather 

than just a single individual 
project can be key in 

influencing policy thinking. 
It carries real weight 
because it is trusted 

advice.  

Responses to the REF 3: 
And does it measure what external users of research 
want? Policymakers are not sure 



What are the impacts of the 
social sciences? 



Social science research is systematically used by 
government 
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Core social science disciplines are used at both 
national and international levels 



0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

Computer Science

Engineering

Physics

Medicine

Chemistry

Business and management

Economics

Political Science

Sociology

Law

Geography

Comm & media studies

Social policy

History

Philosophy

Psychology

Anthropology

Average number of references per academic  
in the civil society domain 

And there’s a similar picture for civil society 



How can you think about your own 
impact and that of your discipline? 
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Collaborative research tends to get 
more citations 
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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 



Can you publish and achieve impacts? 



Academics are prioritising publishing over 
external visibility 

 

Age: 34 

or under 

35 to 

44 

45 to 

54 

55 and 

older 
All ages 

Publishers 4 13 7 4 28 

Invisibles 7 7 4 4 22 

Strong middle 3 8 4 4 19 

Applied researchers 4 6 3 3 16 

Influentials 0 3 2 4 9 

Communicators 0 2 2 2 6 

All profiles 18 39 22 21  100% 

 



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



Creating short-term ‘interim’ 
impacts 

Academic communication now involves: 

• Journal articles, conference papers, books and reviews 

• Journal articles and books are read by few (subscription 
only and high price), and rarely picked up by the media  

• Outputs are often long and not easy to read 

BUT  

• social scientists are observers who need to communicate 
their observations to the world (in a timely fashion) 

• much of social scientists’ knowledge and input goes 
unapplied because of very long time-lines for outputs, 
and lack of adaptation or translation 

 



Practical steps: DIY impact 

• Academic communication is radically changing, new technologies can be 
useful, but networks need to be understood to get maximum benefit. 

• Open access publication models will challenge associations and learned 
societies as well as how the peer review will work in the future.  

• Closely linked to the debate on the nature and future of universities. 



Increase your visibility through blogging and 
social media 

Steps to make your research more visible: 

• Creating a public profile of yourself and 
your work. 

• Putting a version of all your publications 
on the open web. 

• Using social media to disseminate and 
discuss your work. 

 



Range of options for public profiles 



Academic Profiles 



Why blog? 
• Shorter articles: 300 – 1,200 words therefore good for 

external audiences  
• Easy to share via social media and email 
• Searchable and available on open web 
• Whole person style – where content may be personal as 

well as academic 
• Dissemination is immediate so too is comments and 

feedback 
• Easy to start, with software such as Wordpress takes 10 

minutes to set up 
• A valuable job finding tool as employers can see more 

than just your CV 

Academic Blogging 



Journal Article Blog article 
 

Length 8,000 words 800-1000 words 

Timing Yearly Weekly 

Multimedia Black and white charts? Colour, audio, video 

Audience Tens or hundreds Potentially thousands 

Availability Paywall Open Access 

Blog article vs journal article 



Why do 
academics 

blog? 
• Mewburn and Thomson: small-

scale study of 100 blogs 
• Rather than a site for 

translation, more evidence of 
conversations happening 
between academics – and much 
of it about academia itself. 

• Discourse, is similar in purpose, 
if not necessarily in form or 
content, to the academic 
discourse happening in journals 
 



More people will read your work 



• Build up a network of all those who are working in 
your area 

• Quick access to relevant work that is being done 

• Find out about events and networking opportunities 

• Useful teaching tool to keep in touch with students or 
highlight research 

 

Tweeting styles: 

 

Why tweet? 

Substantive full sentences, independently understandable, a taster 
for a blog post 

Conversational eclectic content, professional and personal life, diverse 
topics 

Middle ground  goes beyond corporate focus, more personality but still 
professional  



An individual academic used twitter to 
share a link to her work 





Also available: 
Maximising the Impacts of your 

Research: A handbook for social 
scientists 

 

Using Twitter in University Research, 
Teaching and 

Impact Activities: A guide for 
academics and 

researchers 

 

Freely available to download from the  

Impact of Social Sciences blog 
Email: 

impactofsocialsciences@lse.ac.uk  
Twitter: @lseimpactblog 

Facebook: Impact of Social Sciences 
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