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Are Humanities failing to generate Impact?

Dorothea Sturn, Zentrum flir soziale Innovation, Vienna, sturn@zsi.at Impact of Social Sciences and Humanities for a European Research Agenda, Pillar 3: Assessing Impact
Keywords: Humanities, Impact statements, UK REF I am particularly grateful for the assistance given by Jakob Sturn

Background Impacts and Outputs 4* |mpacts

ne F@@Iﬂ 4 The research of 154 REF 2014 recognises eight different types of impact: Characteristics of high-scored impacts

Research Excellence Framework UK universities was assessed political, legal, health, cultural, technological, societal, Are there any simple recipes how to produce a 4* impact?
R T [T S ——— economic and environmental. The two most important Considering the substantial financial consequences of the
5> 06 1 a types are technological and societal impacts, which ratings (Reed et al 2017 calculate “something like £324,000
e 191,150 research outputs added together account for nearly half of all cases. for the most significant and far-reaching impacts”), it was
- 6,975 impact case studies Humanities show a different pattern of impact types: only obvious that innumerable recommendations were

The overall quality of submissions was judged, Cultural impacts dominate, whereas technological offered on how to produce a high-score impact case (see

on average to be: impacts are marginal (mostly eHumanities or eg Reed et al 2018). In the last two years, researchers

30% world-leading (4%) computational linguistics). across the UK have been mining and analysing the REF
46% internationally excellent (3%) 2014 data to learn what was considered best practice.
20% recognised internationally (2*) Types of |mpact5 Some findingS:
3% recognised nationally (1%) * Benefits should be articulated as concretely as possible
| Arts and Humanities G I (specific groups, significance and reach)
o « Research (high score) and impact should be connected
Source: REF 2014 All Disciplines GGG
properly
The UK REF (Research Excellence Framework) is the 0%  20%  40%  60%  80%  100% Impact statementsishiolliy be written In a clear and
system for assessing the quality of research in UK M Health m Cultural mTechnological M Societal = Others plain language

hlgher Educatlon Institutions. Own calculation, Data Source: Impact Case Studies

{| “REF documents are written in the unlovely technocratic language of
generic templates, impact sub-profiles, and submitted units, which
turn out to be people like me, who put 30 years [of] work into a
single book” (Robert Hewison, speech at a conference 2011, cited by
Bulaitis (2017, p 5).

REF was initially proposed as a metrics-based evaluation to
replace the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE). It was
intended to reduce the administrative burden and to better
present the economic and societal contribution of research
(Martin 2011). However, after strong resistance from the
academic community, HEFCE gave up on the switch to a
bibliometrics based assessment.

Successful disciplines

The picture shows the share of best (“outstanding” = 4*) Nevertheless, my own calculation for the Arts and
A new element was introduced, however, namely assessed impact and output in the four main discipline Humanities shows no (.jiﬁerence between 4* impact cases
narratives on impacts reached, to be drafted by the groups: | FZOO cases rar.ldomly .plc.ke.d) and the total :ilmount of
assessed institutions. Impact is defined “as an effect ) ImpaFt gt.enerally scores higher than output 'mpact cases |n'the B El sroup according to:
on, change or benefit to the economy, society, (pubI{catlo-rls and other acade.mlc out;?uts) * The type of lm.pact
culture, public policy or services, health, the ELELIEE ClEeetea e very highly on impact {esp. * Thespread OT |mpa.cts. . the world
' ' ' clinical medicine) * The share of interdisciplinary cases

environment or quality of life, beyond academia.”
(HEFCE 2014, my emphasis) This means that
academics are asked to show the value of their work

' : interdisplinary e ——
beyond how it perpetuates the research system itself. B T R rr—

* Arts and Humanities show remarkably good results on

%
outputs but fail to receive outstanding impact 4% cases versus all cases

societal

. 30% ]
REF 2014 assessed nearly 7000 impact cases that o S
. 0 CUITUTAl

cover all research areas and are grouped into the four 40%
main disciplines of Life SC|-ef1(:es, Sciences, Social 0% . - . . beyond Europe p——
Sciences, Arts and Humanities. The cases are 0% Europe
published: http://impact.ref.ac.uk/CaseStudies/ Life Sciences  Sciences  Social Sciences  Arts and

Humanities 0 0,5 1 1,5

W Outputs Impacts All cases M 4* cases
Own calculation, Data Source: Times Higher Education 2014 Own calculation, Data Source: Times Higher Education 2014, Impact case Studies
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s INdUstriés..

o c 5 o : c . s fl~ corﬁrﬁunlty;
and citations, there is increased emphasis on a ‘market-driven approach’, which ; ?Er;?l‘ﬁ%a”yr'«'{g:['lg'ﬁg]““ W.de,fg;gt%g_;lggr -
. . o o - oE-wd nce- ,.-,-, ey =past g MuUseum Heath 0 R Xporiss Cre tgdaE:.E = =h
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It seems that Humanities are less able to produce impact ey
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Using this data base as a starting point, the beyond academia than other disciplines, or, rather, are less
. ) . . le to sh icate the | t they achieve.

paper investigates the following questions: ableitoishowiand communicate the impact they achieve

1. Do various disciplines produce different

;s;::*!;zlanguag )

= aenzﬁﬁgegeﬁem

types of impacts? A simple linear regression (Spearman’s rank correlation) ‘ = k)

2. Are some disciplines more successful than shows significant positive links between outputand ‘== bt -
impact for all of the four disciplines. However, with r = 4* impacts in Arts and Humanities

others? 0,36, the connection for Humanities turns out to be much . " : . : :

3. Is output and impact interconnected in a weaker than for the other three disciplines (r between 0,46 seneldrsin Bntl?h niversities wilicevetelesstime
o i ) and energy to this attempt [to deepen our under-
way that applications with highly rated i) 05223 standing of “Humanities”], and more to becoming

The picture shows Life Sciences and Humanities according

: . door-to-door salesmen for vulgarized versions of their
to grade point average (GPA, a weighted average of the 8

outputs receive high scores for impacts as

: : . increasingly market-oriented “products”. (Collini 2009
well? number of stars received, see box). This means that, in gly P ( )
4. Do high-scored impacts show general, research that scores highly on output, also S
Cha ra Cterlstics dlffe rent from the total recel_ves gOOd. asse.ssment on.lmpaCt' In_ a re(.:e.nt StUdy" Barr, K, Langsdale, S (2015) The Humanities in an Age of Impact https://www.thesociologicalreview.com/blog/the-
£i 5 Derrick et al. investigate the divergence in opinions of humanities-in(-an-a)ge-c;}f—impahct-htmlaclcessed 09f/06/201?1 i . o
. i . Bornmann, L (2013) What is the societal impact of research and how can it be assessed? A literature survey.
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