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Relevance for the conference 

The 2016 EU-SPRI conference aims to provide knowledge foundations for research and innovation policy, and 

there is a special track on learning from evaluation which this paper intends to contribute to. A long-standing 

debate in science policy has been how to prioritise between fields of science and between research institutions 

(Weinberg 1962a and b). In a time of increasing research budgets such as the first two-three decades after WW2, 

this prioritisation was relatively easy, leading to a fairly stable and path-dependent balance between long-term 

research steered by researchers’ own agendas and research steered by various societal needs. Evaluations in this 

context largely served to monitor the system and identify fields and organisations where extraordinary policy 

efforts could improve quality or reward high performance. 

 

But since the first post-war crisis in the 1970s and not least in the current one, the emphasis on hard priorities has 

become stronger. The dominating current rationale is that of “grand challenges” denoting fundamental 

international and shared problems where research and innovation are seen as major activities in large-scale 

concerted societal efforts (Kuhmann & Rip 2015). Research evaluations have become a clearer instrument in 

distribution of resources between fields and organisation, and they have increasingly included measures of the 

effect and impact of research in society rather than intra-scientific characteristics only. Impact is high on the 

agenda and has become a central legitimisation for research (and innovation) support. 

 

Research aim and questions 

This paper aims to instigate a comprehensive and conceptual discussion of the relationship between impact 

(assessment) and grand challenges. We want to put forward a number of propositions for debate in the EU-SPRI 

community, and we want to shape a future-oriented research agenda about impact. Our context is a joint project 

with long-term (8 year) funding with ambitions to conduct new and ambitious empirical research on research 

impact. Even though there is plentiful knowledge about diffusion, use and impact of research and its results, 

there is still a widespread and well-founded belief that analysts have not cracked the problem of research impact 

assessment in a way that it is useful for policy makers. We argue that the main reason for this is fragmented 

research on the nature and modes of impact (different communities/perspectives, ad-hoc evaluations) and that 

fragmentation has restricted knowledge accumulation. Through discussions in the EU-SPRI community, drawing 

on examples and experiences from many different countries, we will strive to find new ways of reducing the 

fragmentation in the field of impact studies and new ways of tying impact to the framework of grand challenges. 

 

Definitions 

Research impact and research impact assessment is a broad area of research which over the last fifty years has 

generated substantial knowledge about different kinds of impact and the different ways investments in research 

influence economic, political, social, cultural and environmental developments (Godin & Dore 2004, Donovan 

2011). Since investment in public and private research can have, in theory, many different impacts in very 

different sectors of society, the conceptual and methodological approaches to research impact assessment are 

correspondingly heterogeneous.  

 

Theoretical frameworks 

Roughly speaking, four different communities have been engaged in impact studies. The first, oriented at 

economics of R&D, has looked mainly at economic effects and has attempted to study the returns on public and 

private investment in research and development (R&D). The impact that private sector R&D has on the 

economic performance of firms and the economy at large has been a persistent theme both in public debate and 

in research on the economics of R&D and innovation (Mansfield 1990, Salter & Martin 2001). Empirical 

research indicates that social returns from R&D investments tend to be substantially higher than the potentials 
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for the firm (Griliches 1995, Jones & Williams 1998). This is related to the partly non-appropriable and public 

nature of technological knowledge that leads to spillover effects on later research and by increasing productivity 

of other economic activities (Griliches, 1995; Geroski, 1995; Jones and Williams, 1998; Hall et al. 2010).  

 

We define social impact studies and research evaluation as the second relevant community.  Its starting point is 

the understanding that research impact is heterogeneous and denotes more than “economic benefits” and 

involves many different stakeholders (Bornmann 2013). In addition to impact heterogeneity, other central 

challenges are related to latency, causality and attribution (Buxton 2011; Martin 2007). A range of new 

approaches to research impact assessment have been designed and implemented to deal with such challenges. 

The “Payback Framework” looks at different types of impact over time (Buxton & Hanney 1996, Donovan & 

Hanney 2011), the SIAMPI effort focuses on “productive interactions” between researchers and external 

stakeholders (Spaapen & van Drooge 2011; Molas-Gallart & Tang 2011), and the ASIRPA approach combines 

qualitative and quantitative data to gain insights into how different forms of impacts often appear together for 

different beneficiaries (Joly et al. 2015; Gaunand et al. 2015). 

 

A third relevant community has studied knowledge exchange and science-based innovation. Here, a central 

perspective is the diversity of channels that academics and stakeholders use to maintain interactions and 

communicate with each other (Perkmann et al. 2013; Abreu & Grinevich 2013; Thune et al. 2015; Olmos-

Peñuela et al., 2014). Empirical investigations indicate that the volume of knowledge exchange activities is 

relatively similar across different fields of science (Hughes & Kitson 2012). However, the channels or tools used 

for knowledge exchange differ markedly by fields of science, as do the types of stakeholders who are perceived 

as the most important partners (Abreu & Grinevich 2013; Thune et al. 2015; Olmos-Peñuela et al., 2014; Ramos-

Vielba et al., 2015; Upton et al. 2014). 

 

Finally, there is a diverse community that has conceptualised how specific products and technologies emerge 

over a long time period (e.g. Dosi 1982; Blume 1992; Bijker 1995). Technical change is seen as a socio-technical 

transformative process that involves not only changes in technology and the related scientific knowledge base, 

but also transformation in the social context in which the technology is embedded. It has for example been 

shown how scientific breakthroughs in medicine influence and are influenced by learning in medical practice and 

by new technologies and products, conceptualised as three “co-evolving pathways” (Morlacchi & Nelson 2011).  

 

Methodological approach and outcomes 
With these four communities in mind, we aim to set up a number of tensions and questions for debate concerning 

impact assessment and grand challenges. A non-exhaustive preliminary list is the following: 

 

• There seems to be a major gap between qualitative and quantitative approaches to impact assessment; is it 

possible to find some new approaches to combining the two? The ASIRPA approach seems promising but is 

mainly tested on the impact of one specific research organisation, and scaling the methodology up may pose 

problems. Large-scale databases and big data approaches may provide a link. 

 

• What is the relationship between impact and grand challenges; for example, can high impact with respect to 

some of the grand challenges (particular health issues, environmental issues and so on) be traced to research that 

was funded specifically to deal with these challenges, or to other types and areas of research? How can non-

intended impacts of grand challenges-legitimised research be understood and dealt with? 

 

• Responsible research and innovation (RRI) is an approach that seems to be favoured in policy communities 

discussing grand challenges; the approach entails discussing effects and impacts between many different 

stakeholders in an early stage of the research and innovation process. Can impact studies learn from the RRI 

approach and vice versa? 

 

These are examples of issues we want to highlight and discuss in the final paper and at the EU-SPRI conference 

– and these are issues that have both a fundamental interest for the researchers who study science and innovation 

and for the policymakers who work in this area. 

  


