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The Impact agenda



“An effect on, change or benefit to the economy, society, culture, 

public policy or services, health, the environment or quality of life, 

beyond academia.” - UK Research Excellence Framework

“Singapore’s development into a knowledge-

based, innovation-driven economy and society.”

Impact: broad and focused definitions/goals

• Decarbonisation

• Digitisaton

• Health and Human Potential 

“Impact is the good that researchers can do in the world.” 

– Mark Reed, www.fasttrackimpact.com

http://www.fasttrackimpact.com/


What we do

(What we can control?)

What ‘counts’
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The ideal…

The theoretical

The observed



• Number of interacting components within the experimental and control 

interventions (“multiple parts”)

• Number of groups or organisational levels targeted by the intervention 

• Number and difficulty of behaviours required by those delivering or receiving the 

intervention

• Number and variability of outcomes

• Degree of flexibility or tailoring of the intervention permitted
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Communication is a complex intervention:

Developing and evaluating complex interventions: the new Medical Research Council guidance BMJ 2008 

www.bmj.com/content/337/bmj.a1655

A new framework for developing and evaluating complex interventions: update of Medical Research Council 

guidance. BMJ 2021 www.bmj.com/content/374/bmj.n2061

http://www.bmj.com/content/337/bmj.a1655
https://www.bmj.com/content/374/bmj.n2061


So, how do we engage with this complexity?



1. Produce relevant, accessible research

• Be timely – before not after the relevant policy decision.

• State explicitly the policy problem (≠ scientific problem), but don’t feel the need to 
spell out policy solutions

• Be as simple as possible (but no simpler). 

• Methodology, limitations & weaknesses are important.

• Systematic reviews not single studies. 

• Cross-disciplinary: economic analysis, trials, quali social sciences.

• Papers that challenge current thinking with data.

• Models should allow policymakers to vary assumptions.
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What makes an academic paper useful for health policy? Christopher Whitty BMC 

Medicine 2015 www.doi.org/10.1186/s12916-015-0544-8

http://www.doi.org/10.1186/s12916-015-0544-8


Options all have constraints:

• Guidance

• Ban, regulate & tax

• Spend (or likely move) £s

• Manage opportunity costs

• (Prime) Ministerial backing?

• Parliamentary process

• Media handling & public 

perception• Established evidence sources

• Beyond academia

• Policy evaluation rare in UK 

• Primacy of economic evidence

Academic 

evidence

Academic 

evidence

2. Understand demands, constraints and contexts



3. Know your place (and that of others)



Ogilvie D et al 2009. A translational framework for public health research. BMC 

Public Health https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-9-116

Pre-existing context & 

incremental change

Circular & iterative

Lack of control

Intermediaries &

collaborators

Translation not separate 

from research

https://doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-9-116


Canadian Institutes of Health Research (CIHR) Knowledge Translation [KT] within the Research Cycle Chart. 2007 
http://ktdrr.org/ktlibrary/articles_pubs/ktmodels/

4. Get your timing right

http://ktdrr.org/ktlibrary/articles_pubs/ktmodels/


Strategic – before and during

 Write it into the grant (no longer optional!)

 Build comms actions into research plans

 Clear research team responsibilities for communications

Proactive – during 

 Develop communications skills 

 Build useful relationships

Pro- and reactive – during and after

 Be alert and open to communication and policy opportunities

 Connect with comms teams, be available

Being strategic, proactive and reactive 



5. Understand your stakeholders



“When it comes to having each stakeholder ready to 
go, ready to learn with us, ready to advance with us… 
there is no other ecosystem like Singapore.” 

– Dr Dean Ho, Department of Biomedical Engineering 
NUS www.youtube.com/watch?v=1kYTrCKHkCc

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1kYTrCKHkCc


Mapping and prioritising

SABOTEURS?

Unengaged or antagonistic

Neutralise or bring on 

board – star potential?

STARS

Engage early, collaborate!

Set expectations,

don’t over-rely. 

SLEEPERS

Dangerous if numerous 

Keep a watching brief

SOLDIERS

Often numerous

– be scalable.

Consult, inform, 

keep on-side
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 Intermediaries & ambassadors

 People who advocate with and for your 

evidence

 Policy entrepreneurs* – “energetic actors 

who engage in collaborative efforts in and 

around government to promote policy 

innovations.” (Minstrom 2019)

* www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/25741292.2019.1675989

Not everyone is a target

http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/25741292.2019.1675989


Selling with the Seven Cs

1. Clear. Attention! A common language. As simple as possible (but no simpler).

2. Concise. The correct length – not always short, but don’t waste a word.

3. Credible. Accurate, with supporting evidence, delivered by trusted sources.

4. Clingy. Is it memorable? What prompts might bring it to mind?

5. Character. Touch emotions & values as well as the intellect. 

6. Call to action. Give the audience something to do with the information.

7. Consistent / constant. If you’re bored of saying it, some are only just taking it in.

6. Get your story straight
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7. (METHODS)



How it started How it’s going
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More control, fewer gatekeepers (?)
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Formal structures     &     informal channels





Have the serenity to accept the things you cannot 

change, the courage to change the things you can, and 

the wisdom, always, to know the difference.
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8. Know what success looks like
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8. Know what success looks like

Have a (realistic) theory of change – proximal and longer term

Swim against the current or ride the waves – neither are passive



Evaluating impact: taking a contributions approach

Distinct but connected and overlapping processes:

• Research uptake: users have engaged with 

research – they know it exists.

• Research use: users act on research, discuss it, 

pass it on, use it to inform policy, or practice 

developments.

• Research impact: wider implementation, 

changes in awareness, knowledge, 

understanding, ideas, attitudes, perceptions…

Progressing research impact assessment: A ‘contributions’ approach.  Sarah Morton. Research Evaluation, 2015. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/reseval/rvv016

Zone of 

control

Zone of

influence

Zone of 

impact

https://doi.org/10.1093/reseval/rvv016


“In the absence of evidence about the effectiveness of [this advice], all 

one can do is suggest a cautious, learning approach to coproduction and 

engagement, while recognising that there is unlikely to be a one-size-fits 

all model… 

Our best response [to the impact agenda] is to interrogate it, shape it 

and frame it…”

https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-019-0232-y

9. Don’t take my word for it

https://doi.org/10.1057/s41599-019-0232-y


THANK 

YOU

This project is funded by the 

National Research Foundation (NRF), 

Prime Minister's Office, Singapore under its Campus for 

Research Excellence and Technological Enterprise 

(CREATE) programme.

Oliver Francis
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Joining it all up

Comms & public 

engagement

Research

Public 

affairs

IP / industry 

pipeline

Policy 

advisory

ImpactPR

‘Bench to 

bedside’
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To this?
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Knowledge

Exchange

Public 

Partnerships

Communications

Tools, services, 

products

Direct / social 

media

Citizen science, 

co-production etc 

Evidence 

summaries, 

submissions etc/

Liaison, 

relationship 

building

Seminars, training, 

workshops

Decision support 

tools

Collaboration / 

co-production

Media 

engagement

Public engagement 

material

IP generation, 

commercialisation

Public engagement 

activities





www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cd11m5zn42yo www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c0vvjwjxjg4o


