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Submission to:  

Assessing the wider benefits arising from university-based research Prepared on 

behalf of the Council for the Humanities, Arts and Social Sciences (CHASS)    

Contact: Emeritus Professor Steven Schwartz (director@chass.org.au) 

1. Introduction 

Please provide any comments you have in relation to the issues raised in Part 1 of the 

paper, addressing if possible the following questions raised in Section 1.5: 

 How might the above definitions be improved or supplemented? 

 Are these definitions sufficient to describe the relationship between research, 

research engagement and benefits 

Definitions 

The definition of engagement and benefit seems reasonable and workable but it would be 
worthwhile adding as a benefit the stimulation of public debate, which is often the result of 
social science research.  

The definition of research also needs to be expanded. Although most of the social sciences 
can be accommodated within the 4-part definition of research, the four categories do not 
work as well for the arts and humanities. If we try hard enough, we may be able to construe 
feature films, paintings, biographies, plays and musical compositions as òapplied researchò 
or  ñexperimental developmentò but it would be more useful to call a spade a spade and add 
a fifth category to the definition of research, which is specifically designed for the creative 
arts. For example, (5) creative: imaginative, reflective and creative knowledge instantiated in 
art forms such as literature, drama, film and music as well as cultural and historical analyses. 

Timeframe for assessing benefits 

Any timeframe or cut-off chosen for measuring impact will be arbitrary and may miss 
important impacts, especially in HASS subjects. For example, economist, Milton Friedman 
first proposed income-contingent student loans in a paper published in1955. However, it was 
not until 1989 that his proposal was implemented in the Australian HECS scheme. Australian 
work on HECS then percolated around the world revolutionising higher education funding 
and strongly affecting equity, but it took almost 50 years from the idea being mooted before 
its full effects were felt. Although it is not practical to wait 50 years to evaluate all research, it 
might be better to leave the timeframe unspecified or at least allow some leeway for 
research that ñburns slowlyò.   
 

2. Aims, outcomes and principles 

Please provide any comments you have in relation to the issues raised in Part 2 of the 

paper, addressing if possible the following questions raised in Sections 2.1, 2.2, and 2.3: 

 Are there alternative or additional aims that should be included? 

 Are there additional purposes or uses that should be considered to assist the design 

of the assessment? 

 What are your views on the draft principles? What other principles or considerations 

should be addressed? 
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(Please limit responses to two pages)  

Aims and Outcomes 

CHASS would like to see forward-looking strategic elements 
introduced to both the aims and outcomes. These elements could 
include the creation of additional research capability (through 
research training programs), the nurturing of early career 
researchers, the fostering of industry ties and management skills as 
well as building and marinating collaborative and interdisciplinary 
partnerships.  

CHASS supports capturing impact by focused research group or, in 
some cases, at the level of specific research project, but certainly 
not by institution. Most collaboration takes place between cognate 
research groups in different institutions and between research 
groups and industry, rather than by different groups in the same 
university. Some way of disaggregating multidisciplinary research to 
account for the contribution of each discipline will also be required.  

 

 

3. Methodological considerations 

Please provide any comments you have in relation to the issues raised in Part 3 of the 

paper, addressing if possible the following questions on research engagement metrics, 

research benefit case studies, and use of collected information. 

Research engagement metrics 

 What considerations should guide the inclusion of metrics within the assessment? 

 What are the lead indicators for research benefits? 

 What information do universities currently collect that might form the basis for 

research engagement metrics? 

 What metrics are currently available (or could be developed) that would help to 

reveal other pathways to research benefit? 

 Noting that the Higher Education Staff Data collection is currently being reviewed, 

are there any research engagement metrics related to university staff that should be 

considered for inclusion? 

 In addition to ERA, NSRC, GDS, AusPat and HERDC data, are there other existing 

data collections that may be of relevance? 

 What are the challenges of using these data collections to assess research 

engagement? 

 What is your preferred unit of evaluation for research engagement and why? 

 What are the issues related to using FoR codes? 

 Is there a need to use four- or six- digit FoR codes or will the two-digit code suffice? 

 What are the opportunities and costs of breaking down analysis to the more detailed 

level? 

 Given an interest in ñoutcomesò, would it be better to use the ABSôs Socio-Economic 

Objectives for research (SEO) codes? Why/why not? 
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Box 1 ï Approach to metrics 

 What are the strengths and weaknesses of the model? 

Research benefit case studies 

 What considerations should guide the inclusion of research benefit case studies 

within the assessment? 

 How should the number of case studies provided by each university be determined? 

 Are there any issues with institutions being able to submit joint case studies? If so, 

what are they? 

 What information should be included within a case study? 

 How should a case study be assessed? Should it be scored or rated in some way?  

 Are reach and significance useful concepts for an assessment of the benefits arising 

from university-based research?  

 What would make useful criteria for assessing the benefit of university research? 

 Are there data/evidence collection standards that you consider best practice within 

the university research context? 

 Is there data regularly collected by universities that could be employed to provide a 

picture of research benefits? If so, how is this information captured and validated? 

 Should timeframes be used to limit what is reported on through case studies? If so, 

what timeframe(s) should be used? 

 What is your preferred unit of evaluation for the assessment of research benefits and 

why? 

Box 2 ï Approach to case studies 

 What are the strengths and weaknesses of the model? 

Use of collected information 

 How might case studies and metrics be combined within the assessment? 

 Should outputs of the assessment be included within compacts and/or the research 

block grants calculation methodology? 

 What other existing instruments might they be integrated within? 
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Metrics 

Although the existing databases on research grants, publications, 
citations and patents all contain useful information on collaboration 
and engagement, these same metrics are also used as measures of 
quality. Using the same measures for quality and impact not only 
leads to double counting, it also blurs the distinction between the 
two concepts. Ideally, impact measures should be independent of 
quality assessments.  

 
Impact is best measured and judged on the basis of discipline-
specific evidence. No single set of metrics can be common to all 
HASS disciplines or research units. For instance, in some HASS 
areas (performing and fine arts, for example), the number of 
performances and audience attendance could serve as measures of 
impact that are relatively (but not entirely) separate from quality.  
 
For social science research, new social policies and practices, legal 
changes, engagement in public debate and change in public opinion 
are potential research outcomes that could be measured. So too 
could the incorporation of research results into policies codes or 
practices. 
 
For certain HASS disciplines, media mentions, participation in 
government inquiries, citations in judicial judgements, surveys of 
business and government leaders (asking them whom they regard 
as ñhigh-impactò researchers) could serve as impact measures.  
 
Benefits in developing research capability, improved databases, 
commercial returns, changes to the school curriculum and the 
aesthetic and emotional benefits that can be produced by art and 
music are all potential impact factors.  
 
There is no one-size-fits-all approach to impact; each discipline 
(maybe even each project) will need to be assessed using 
measures appropriate to its specific goals. Perhaps the best 
approach is to leave the parameters fairly open and ask for 
evidence in certain categories as in the case study approach (see 
below)  
 
Level of Analysis 

HASS research is diverse and for the reasons already mentioned, 
CHASS supports discipline granularity in measurement. To avoid 
double counting, perhaps the SEO scheme should be used for 
impact and FOR might be used for quality. Assessment should be 
conducted at more detailed levels (4-digits) but can be aggregated 
to broader levels for reporting purposes.  
 
 
Case Studies 

There should be some reasonably strict genre rules for how case 
studies should be constructed to enhance comparability. That would 
be better than numerical metrics and still permit meaningful 
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analysis. One possible framework is provided in the RAND 
Corporation report ñAssessing the Impact of Arts and Humanities 
Research at the University of Cambridgeò. The report outlines a 
ñPayback Frameworkò for assessing research impact. The 
Framework consists of two interlinked elements: a multidimensional 
categorisation of the benefits of research, and a logic model of the 
complete research process (for the purposes of research 
evaluation). The logic model is a simplified model of the research 
process,  indicating, in a forward-looking way, when specific impacts 
can be expected. It also links inputs (such as grant funding) to 
specific outputs (such as publications) and ultimately outcomes. The 
best way to integrate the two elements is in a detailed case study. 
The following example from the University of Tasmania, illustrates 
the power of the case history approach. 
 

http://www.rand.org/pubs/technical_reports/TR816.html
http://www.rand.org/pubs/technical_reports/TR816.html
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