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Research impact – what is it, after all? Editorial impact series part 1
Introduction
Nothing in science has any value to society if it is not communicated, and scientists are beginning
to learn their social obligations.
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Anne Roe (American psychologist 1904 – 1991), The Making of a Scientist (1953), p. 17.

The impact of research on society or societal impact, has been widely discussed at an
international level, not only because of its undeniable importance to justify the resources
invested in research but also because of its inclusion in the assessments of research
institutions to obtain ﬁnancing. For a long time, the research impact assessment had taken
into account only the scientiﬁc impact, that is, in essence, the relevance of the published
research to other subsequent research. The relevance of the research, in this case, is
measured mainly through citations obtained in other academic publications, especially
scientiﬁc journals, which gave rise to the impact indicators of journals that we currently use
(e.g. JCR, SJR, Index H, etc.).
Despite not being new, this discussion on the impact of science on society has gained
more momentum in the past two decades due to some reasons:
 a demand for transparency of investments in research ﬁnanced with public
resources, mainly in terms of the generated outcomes;
 a more signiﬁcant concern with the use of scientiﬁc evidence to support decisionmaking (in both public and business sectors; and
 the need to demonstrate how research is contributing to the society’s grand
challenges – in other words, its relevance and impact on society – and not just for
science itself (Brook, 2018; Alla, Hall, Whiteford, Head, & Meurk, 2017).
Regarding speciﬁcally in the management ﬁeld, the debate about “research rigour vs
relevance” to organisational practice also has a long history (Vermeulen, 2005). With the
development of management as a science, it is conveyed that there has been a separation
and a distance between administrative science and professional practice in the area, creating
a gap between what is produced in academia and what is done in organisations. As a result,
it is stated that much of the research carried out at universities has little use or relevance for
business and practitioners’ needs (Banks et al., 2016; Hughes, Webber, & O’Regan, 2019).
In this sense, we would like to contribute to a more informed and critical discussion on
this topic. In this editorial, we aim to present the (several) deﬁnitions of impact. In other
forthcoming issues of RAUSP Management Journal, we will deepen this theme by
addressing the forms of impact assessment, the criticisms on the research impact,
improvements and contributions in the academic context.
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What is research impact?
The literature presents several different deﬁnitions for the impact of research on society.
This variety reﬂects the different ways of thinking about the nature of research and its
either potential or actual contribution. This type of impact is perceived differently by
institutions, funding agencies, countries, within different research contexts and cultures.
Consequently, this conceptual diversity generates different approaches to demonstrate and
assess this type of impact (Pedersen, Grønvad, & Hvidtfeldt, 2020). Table 1 presents some of
these deﬁnitions.
We can notice that in all these deﬁnitions the impact is treated as some kind of
contribution, inﬂuence, value, change, effect or beneﬁt that scientiﬁc research brings to
society in its most diverse spheres (economic, social, health, public policies, etc.), directly or
indirectly.

Types of impact
Besides these different views and deﬁnitions of research impact, a common distinction
found in the literature is between instrumental or conceptual impact. The instrumental type
refers to the direct impact of research on actions, problem-solving and decision-making by
policymakers and practitioners. It is the inﬂuence of some speciﬁc research in making a
decision or in deﬁning the solution to a particular problem. The conceptual impact occurs
when research inﬂuences the knowledge, understanding and attitudes of policymakers and
practitioners, changing the ways of thinking on a speciﬁc question or choice or playing an
awareness role (Nutley, Walter, & Davies, 2007).
Additionally, there have been several studies addressing different perspectives on who
or what can be the object of the eventual impact of research. Some of these perspectives are:

Table 1.
Different deﬁnitions
for research impact

Definition

Author(s)

Demonstrable contribution that excellent research makes to
society and the economy, of beneﬁt to individuals,
organisations and nations
Effects and outcomes of being involved in conducting
research, and the value and beneﬁt associated with using
knowledge produced by researchers
Direct or indirect contribution of research processes or
outputs that have informed (or resulted in) the development
of new policy/practices or revisions of existing policy/
practices, at various levels of governance
Changes in awareness, knowledge and understanding, ideas,
attitudes and perceptions and policy and practice as a result
of research
Contribution of research to knowledge production, capacitybuilding, informing policy or product development, health
and health sector beneﬁts and broader social and economic
beneﬁts
Effect on, change or beneﬁt to the economy, society, culture,
public policy or services, health, the environment or quality
of life, beyond academia
Effect or beneﬁt perceived by society, derived from products
developed in the scope of postgraduate activities

Edwards and Meagher (2020)
Peter, Kothari, and Masood (2017)
Alla et al. (2017)

Morton (2015)
Donovan (2011)

Research Excellence Framework (REF) (2020)
Coordenação de Aperfeiçoamento de Pessoal
de Nível Superior (CAPES) (2019)













Economic impact: most studies on the impact of science on society focus on
economic impacts, for which several measurement econometric models have been
created since the 1950s (Bornmann, 2013; Godin & Doré, 2005). The economic
impact is associated with the beneﬁt that the research brings to the economic capital
of a nation, region or even an organisation (Bornmann, 2013). It is usually associated
to efﬁciency or productivity gains, generation of competitive advantage or jobs
created, seeking to associate the investments in research with the generated returns
(return on investment - ROI) (Gunn & Mintrom, 2017; Russell Group Universities,
2012; Bessette, 2003). Activities associated with this type of impact include the
generation of intellectual property (patents deposited and granted) and its
commercialisation (e.g. funds received through licensing), new business generated
at universities (spin-offs), etc (Perkman et al., 2015; Kalika, Shenton, & Dubois, 2016;
Bornmann, 2013; Yeo, 2018).
Social impact: refers to the contribution of research and the generated
knowledge to changes in behaviours, customs, habits and practices (among
other aspects) that generates well-being and quality of life for individuals and
groups (Godin & Doré, 2005). Some researchers, due to the confusion between
societal impact and social impact, seek to associate social impact with the set of
other impacts listed below (Bornmann, 2013). In this sense, societal impact
would then be the umbrella term for impact of research on society, and social
impact a more speciﬁc term representing the impact of research on the various
social aspects of life.
Impact on public policies: it is related to how scientiﬁc knowledge informs and inﬂuences
the process that involves public policies and responsible managers. It includes changes in
interests, attitudes and knowledge concerning an issue of public interest that involves
science and technology, contribution to public debate and policy negotiation, as well as
the inﬂuence of research in decision-making and in public actions that generate changes
in a speciﬁc policy, legislation or project in the policy community (Godin & Doré, 2005;
Escribano-Ferrer, Webster, & Gyapong, 2017).
Organisational impact: it is the impact of research on the activities of organisations,
contributing to their management, including planning, work organisation technologies,
general management activities (marketing, accounting, purchasing, etc.) and human
resources (Godin & Doré, 2005). This type of impact includes, for example, contributions
to improving the organisational performance due to changes in practices and processes,
the understanding the importance of diversity (gender, ethnicity, etc.) leading to changes
in the organisation’s internal policies, etc.
Cultural impact: these are beneﬁts to cultural capital in all its forms. When research
contributes by enriching and stimulating the creativity, imagination and cultural
production of individuals and groups, in addition to collaborating in the
understanding and preservation of the national cultural heritage (Brook, 2018;
Bornmann, 2013; Russell Group Universities, 2012). Examples include collaboration
with museum professionals resulting in improvements for the preservation of
cultural heritage; new ways of thinking that inﬂuence creative practice; involvement
with marginalised audiences leading to an increase in cultural participation
(Research Excellence Framework [REF], 2019).
Educational impact: it is related to contributions of research to the functioning of
education systems at its various levels, including curricula, pedagogical tools,
instruments, processes and technologies that contribute both to the improvement of
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teaching and the learning of new knowledge (Godin & Doré, 2005; Coordenação de
Aperfeiçoamento de Pessoal de Nível Superior [CAPES], 2019). Examples include
inﬂuence on the design and ways of delivering subjects to educational institutions;
changes in the curriculum proposed by research; contribution to the development of
innovative pedagogical proposals (Research Excellence Framework [REF], 2019).
In addition to these types of impacts above, we can also ﬁnd some additional categories in
the literature, such as environmental, health, technological, legal and capacity-building
impacts. As the reader can notice, many or maybe all of the impact types listed here can be
achieved or addressed somehow in management research. We will go back to this subject in
some of the next editorials.
Luisa Veras de Sandes-Guimarães and Flavio Hourneaux Junior

Faculdade de Economia, Administração e Contabilidade,
Universidade de São Paulo, São Paulo, Brazil
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