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Impact on humanities

Researchers must take a stand now or be judged and rewarded as salesmen

hat follows is, T assure you,

neither a satire nor a parody,

though I suppose it might

seem Jaughable were it not
50 SETOUS,

For more than two decades, the distr-
bution of that element in the funding of
British universities that supports research
has been determined by the outcome of
successive “Research Assessment Exercises”
(RAEs), These have, roughly speaking,
required alk aniversity departments to submit
evidence of their research over the relevant
period (usvally five years). The evidence has
chiefly consisted of a number of publications
per member of staff, plus information about

the “research environment” of the depart-
ment {measures for encouraging and support-
ing research, incleding for PhD swuidents)
and evidence of “esteern™ (forms of scholarly
recognition, professional roles and honours).
All this material has been assessed by panels
of senjor academics covering particular disci-
plines or groups of cognate disciplines, with
“scores” awarded on the basis of a fairly
simple formula, greatest weight being given
to the quality of the submitted publications.
The highest-scoring departmeitts then teceive
a greater share of the funding; inevitably, the
scores are also used to generate league tables.

In practice, the exercise has been flawed
in various obvious ways as well as hugely

tme-consuming. In response to cumulative

criticism; the  governtment announced a

couple.of years ago that it was considering
- discontinuing the exercise or replacing it

... with semething much simpler. In the event, it
was decided that no better way 10 determine
. the distribution of this funding could be
found, and so the exercise would have to
carry on, atbeit in moditied formn. To save
face, it was renamed the Research Excellence
Framework (REF). The guidelines spelling
out how it will operale have just been issued
by the Higher Education Funding Council
for England {HEFCE; the other parts of the
UK have matching councils). The document
declares that certain aspects of the process
have yet to be setled, and so it invites
responses from universities (and other inter-
ested parties) during a brief “consultation
period”.

In many respects, the REF will be quite
like the RAF, and will require similar kinds
of evidence in the submissinns (selected
publications, information about research envi-
ronment, etc). But one very significant new
element has been introduced. In this exercise,
approximately 25 per cent of the rating (the
exact proportion is yet to be confirmed) will
be allocated for “impact”. The premiss is that
research must “‘achieve demonstrable bene-
fits to the wider economy and society”. The
guidelines make clear that “impact” does not
include “intellectual influence™ on the work
of other scholars and does zot include influ-
ence on the “content” of teaching. It has 1o be
impact which is “outside’”” academia, on other
“research users” (and assessment panels will
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now include, alongside senior academics, *a
wider range of users™). Moreover, this impact
must be the outcome of a university depart-
ment's own “efforts to exploir or apply the
research findings™: it cannot claim credit for
the ways other people may happen to have
made use of those “findings”.

As always, the reality behind the abstrac-

tions which make up the main guidelines
emerges more clearly from the illustrative
details. The paragraphs about “impact indica-
tors” give some sense of what is involved,
The document specifies that some indicators
relate 10 “outcomes (for example, improved
health outcomes or growth in business reve-
nue)"”; other indicators show that the research
in question “has value 1o user communities
(such as research income)™; while st} others
provide “clear evidence of progress towards
positive outcomes (such as the tske-up or
application of new products, policy advice,
medical interventions, and so on)". The docu-
ment offers a “menu” of “impact indicators”
that will be accepted: it runs to thirty-seven
bullet points. Nearly all of these refer to
“creating new businesses”, “commercialising
new products or processes”, attracting “R&D
invesiment from global business”, informing
“public policy-making” or improving “public
services”, improving “patient care or health
oulcomes”, and improving “social welfare,
social cohesion or national security’™ {a partic-
ularly bizame grouping). Only five of the
bullet points are grouped under the heading
“Cultural enrichment”. These include such
things as “increased levels of public engage-
ment with scignce and research (for example,
as measured by surveys)” and “changes to
public attitudes to science (for example, as
measured by surveys)”. The final bullet point
is headed “Other guality of life benefits™:
in this case, uniquely, no examples are pro-
vided. The one line under this heading simply
says “Please suggest what might also be
included in this list”,

The priorities indicated by these phrases
recur throughout the document. For example,
in explaining how the “impact profile” of
each department will be ranked as “four
star”, “three star”, and so on, it provides
“draft definitions of levels for the impact
sub-profiles”. That for “three star” reads:
“highly innovative (but not quite ground-
breaking) impacts such as new products or
processes, relevant 1o several situations have
been demonstrated”. (Sentence-construction
is ot a forte of the document.) And there is
also a rather chilling paragraph which reads:
“Concerns have been raised abowt the indi-
rect route through which research in some
fields leads to social or econemic impact;
that is, by influencing other disciplines that
are ‘closer to market’ (for example, research
in mathematics could influence engineering
research that in fumm has an economic
impact). We intend to develop an approach
that will give due credit for this”.
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Clearly, the authors of this document, strug-
gling to give expression to the will of their
political masters, are chiefly thinking of eco-
nomic, medical, and policy “inmipacts”, and
they chiefly have in mind, therefore, those
scientific, medical, technological, and social
seientific disciplines that are, as the quoted
phrase puts it, “closer to masket”.

I shall not presume to speak for my cob-
leagues in those disciplines, theugh I under-
stand that they have the gravest misgivings
about the distorting effect of this exercise on
research in those fields. But it is a premiss of
the exercise that the requirements and the
criteria shall be uniform across the whole
span of academic disciplines (it is worth gues-
tioming why this has to be so, but I shall leave
that aside for the moment). What I want to
address here is the potentially disastrous
impact of the “impact” requirement on the
humanities.

The English Faculty building, University of

Cambridge, by the architects Allies and
Morrison, completed in 2004

As the phrases quoted above make ciear,
the guidelines explicitly exclade the kinds of
impact generally considered of most jimme-
diate relevance to work in the humanities -
namely, influerce on the work of other schol-
ars and influence on the content of teaching.
{Those are said to be coversd by the assess-
ment of the publications themselves.} For the
purposes of this part of the exercise, “impact”
means “on research users outside universi-
ties”. General readers do not appear to count
as such “research users”. So, 25 per cent of
the assessment of the “excellence” of
research in the humanities in British universi-
ties will depend on the evidence provided
of “impact” understood in a rather particular
way. What will this mean in practice?

Let us take a hypothetical case. Let us
assume that I have a colleague at another
eniversity (not all colleagues are in ope’s h
own departmens, despite the league-table
competitiveness of these assessment exer-
cises) who is a ieading expert on Victorian
poetry, and that over a number of years she
works on a critical study of what we might
call a three-star Victorian poet (“highly inno-
vative but not quite groundbreaking”). The
book is hailed by several expert reviewers as
the best on the topic: it draws on deep
familiarity not just with Victorian poetry, but
with other kinds of poetry: it integrates a
wealth of historical and biographical learing
in ways that illuminate the verse; it is exact
and scrupulous in adjudicating various tex-
wal complexities; and it clarifies, modifies,
and animates the understanding of this poet’s
work on the part of other czitics and, through
their writing and teaching, of future genera-
tions of students, as well as of interested gen-
eral readers. It also, it is worth saying, exem-
plifies the general vaiues of careful scholar-
ship and reminds its readers of the quatities
of responsiveness, judgemenl, and literary
tact called upon by the best criticism. It is a
model piece of “excellent” research in the
humanities. And its “impact” is zera.

Of course, in any intelligent use of the
word, its impact is already evident from my
description of its reception, bur that, as we
have seen, is explicitly excluded for this pur-
pose. Moreover, any other kind of impact is
only going to be credited to my colleague’s
department if it can be shown to be the direct
result of its own efforts. So if, say, the Depart-
mertal Impact Committee can be shown to
have touted their colleague’s new “findings™ i
to a range of producers in radio and televi- :
sion, and if, say, one of those producers takes i
an interest in this particular work, and if, say,
this Jeads to a programme which bears some
relation to the “findings™ of the book (which,
if they are interesting, can probably not be
summarized as “findings" in the first place),
and if, say, there is some measurable indica-
tor of audience respense to this programme,
then, perhaps, the department’s score will go
up stightly. And if not, not.

Let us leave aside for the moment the very
considerable expenditure of time and effort
any such process involves (ofien for no
result), and let us also Jeave aside the fact tha
there is no reason to expect a literary scholar
to be good a1 this kind of hustling and hawk-
mng.

There is still the fundamental question of
why a department whose zesearch happens t
get taken up in this way should be any more 4
hightly rated (and rewarded) than one which -
does not. Not only do a variety of uncontrol-: =8
lable factors determine the chances of such 23
translation to another medium, but thee is
also no reason 1o think that the success of sucl
translation bears any relation o the quelity
of the criginal work. If anything, meretrici
and vuolgarizing treatments (which coscen:
ate on, say, the poet’s sex life) will stasd
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greater chance of success than do nuanced
criti¢al readings. And will schofars then be
encouraged to work on topics that have such
“market” potential? [ recall a moment in
the 19605 film The Graduate when a well-
meaning older friend puts his hand on the
young anti-hero Benjamin's shoulder to give
him a word of advice about a future career and
whispers: “Plastics”. Should senior scholars
similarly be whispering into their junior col-
leagues’ ears: “Tudor monarchs™?

Not only does this exercise require all aca-
demic departments to become accomplished
marketing agents; it also requires them to
become implausibly penetrating and compre-
hensive cultural historians. Fer in their submis-
sions they will have to “identify the research-
driven contribution of the submitted unit
lo the successful exploitation or iranslation
of excellent research”. Has anyone really
thought about what this could invelve where
ideas are concerned? An experienced cultural
or social historian, working on the topic for
years, might — just might — be able 1o identify
the part played by a particular piece of aca-
demic research in long-term changes in cer-
tain social practices and attitudes, but it would
require a hugely detailed study and could prob-
ably only be completed long after the event
and with full access to a range of sources of
different kinds. Yet every academic depart-
ment in the land is going to have to attempt
something like this if they are to get any credit
for the “impact” of their “excellent” research.

Now consider a different example. Three
historzans of Anglo-Saxon England, scattered
across three different university history
departments (there are rarely many of them
in one place), read each other’s work over a
nuinber of years and slowly find they are
developing a revisionist view of the signifi-
cance of, say, weapens found in burial
hoards. They publish their findings in a series
of articles in the relevant professional jour-
nals, and other scholars duly ponder and are
persuaded, incorporating the new interpreta-
tion in their own writing and teaching.

The curator of a regional museum, himself
a recent gradvate of one of these history
departments who still keeps up with some of
the scholarly literature, thinks that this new
line would provide an excellent theme for
an exhibition. He arranges for the lgan of
material from other museums, asks his old
teacher 10 check the accompanying informa-
tion panels, and the exhibition tums out to be
very popular. This may appear to be a model
case of research affecting the understanding
of a wider public, but when the REF submis-
sions are made by each of the history depart-
ments, none of this can be mentioned because
the exhibition was not the direct result of the
departments’ own “efforts 10 exploit or apply
the research findings”. The impact score of
the research is zeso.

Adequately to caprure the impact of the
new “impact” requirement on research, we
prabably have to pursie this example a little
further. In the case of the firsi of the three
scholars, his department’s REF Committee is
furious about this missed opportunity, and
that scholar has 1o spend a considerable part
of the next five years conlacting museum
curators and TV producers on the off chance
that his research (which he now has less time
te do) will be taken up for their own pur-

poses. He also has to produce annual reports
on his efforts 1o do this and arnual plans for

arempts to do it in the future. At the second
scholar’s university, a diktat comes round
from the Pro-Vice-Chancellor (Research)
that no funding or leave will be given to
support research unless a “demonstrable
impact dimension™ is in place beforehand,
and staff are urged not to share with col-
leagues in other universities any information
or contacts which might allow those univer-
sities to get in first. The second historian
becomes fearful for his fuwre: he does less
research, ghostwrites the King Alfred Book of
Bread and Cakes, and then becomes the uni-
versity’s Director of Research Strategy
(Humanities). At the third university, the
historian in question simply cannot stand
any more of this idiccy: he takes a post at an
American university and goes on to do
“highly innovative” and “groundbreaking”
(but impact-free) research which changes
the way scholars afl over the world think
about the field.

We can ali make half-informed guesses
about how such a misconceived policy could
ever have come to be imposed on British
universities. Although the policy originated
before the most recent Cabinet reshuffle, the
fact that responsibility for higher education
has now been subsumed into Lord Mandet-
son's Department for Business is a dispiriting
indication of official attitudes. But even if
universities had more powerful political
champions, the truth is that the “higher educa-
tion sector” in Britain is now too large and
too diverse, both in terms of types of instifu-
ticn and types of discipline, to be sensibly
subject to a single uniform mode of assess-
ment. The justification for the research activ-
ity of, say, a lecturer at a former polytechnic
who is primarily engaged in teaching a
refresher course for theatre nurses for a local
health autherity is bound to be different from
the justification of the research activiry of,
say, a lecturer at a traditional university who
is chiefly engaged in supervising doctorat stu-
dents and teaching final-year undergraduates
in Latin literature. The second may be no less
valuable than-the first, though in different
ways; and the relation of both lecturers’
research to their respective publics may also
be different. So those differences need to be
reflected in different forms of assessment and
funding.

Even if the policy represents a deliberate
atempl by government to change the charac-
ter of British universities (and the humanities
are, I suspect, simply being flattened by a run-
away tank designed for other purposes), its
confusions and inadequacies should still be
called to public attention. There are, after all,
some straightforward conceptual mistakes
involved. For example, the exercise conflates
the notions of "“impact” and of “benefit”. It
proposes no way of judging whether an
impact is desirable; it assumes that if the
research in question can be shown to have
affected a number of people who are catego-
rized as “cutside™, then it constitutes a social
benefit of that research. It also confines
the notion of a “benefit” to something that
is deliberately aimed at and successfully
achieved. Good work which has some wider
influence without 1ts awthors having taken
steps te bring this about is neither more
nor Jess valuable than good work which has
that influence as a result of such deliberate
efforts. or indeed than good work which does
not have that influence at all.

And there is the obvious confusion about
what is being assessed. Instead of proposing
that “impact” of this kind is a desirable social
good over and above the quality of the
research, the exercise makes the exteni of
such impact part of the measurement of the
quality of the research. In terms of this exer-
cise, research plus marketing is net just better
than research without marketing: it is better
research.

Underlying these tactical mistakes are
targer canfusions which are increasingly prev-
alent in public discourse. There is, 10 begin
with, the reification of “inside” and “‘outside”.
I is assumed that the only way 1o justify what
goes on “inside” is by demonstrating some

David Frost, editor of Granta, at the
printers, 1962. Both pictures from The
University of Cambridge: An 800th annivers-
ary poriraif edited by Peter Pagnamenta
(352pp. Third Millennjum Publishing.
278190394265 9)

benefit that happens “outside”. But we are
none of us wholly “inside” or “outside” any
of the instinrtions or 1dentittes which parly
constitute who we are. Similarly, it is a mis-
take to assume that if an activity that requires
expenditure (as most activities do) can be
shown to have the indirect effect of provoking
expenditure by other people, then it is some-
how more justified than an activity which
does not have this indirect consequence. Art
is a valuable hurnan activity: showing that it
also “generates” several million pounds for
the economy in terms of visits, purchases,
employment etc does not make it a more
valuable human activity,

The OLD definition of “impact” points to
the central problem: “The act of impinging;
the striking of one body against another; colli-
sion”. In the propesed exercise; what is being
sought is evidence that one body (universi-
ties) is striking against another body (not-
universities, here referred to as “society”}.
Nothing more than that: a mechamstic
model. But the real ways in which good schol-
arship may affect the thinking and feeling
and therefore the lives of a wide range
of people, including other scholars (who
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are, after all, also citizens, CONSUMeLS,
readers . . . ), is much subtler, more long-
tern, and moare indirect than the clacking of
one billiard ball against another.

It is, needless to say, perfectly proper
to want specialists in any field to make
an effort from time to time to explain the
interest and significance of what they do to
non-specialists (who may, let us remember,
include specialists in other fields). Address-
ing such non-specialist publics is a cemumend-
able activity in itself, and it is sensible for a
government, concerned about a perceived
lack of public “engagement” with academic
schelarship, to wish to encourage it. But that
is quite different from what is being asked
for here, which is evidence of “uptake” by
“external users” of the research itself, with
such evidence (or its absence) then helping to
determine how highly that research is rated.

I have colleagues who say that it would be
a public relations disaster for the humanities
not 20 be subject to the same requirement
of “impact” as other disciplines, since this
would lead to their being downgraded and
having their funding further reduced. That
the forms and criteria of impact required by
this process are inappropriate to the humani-
ties is not actually disputed by such col-
jeagues, or by anyone ¢lse in these subjects.
But they feel that the requirements are here
to stay, consultation period notwithstanding,
and so we must all get on ard “work the
system’ as best we can.

There is, of course, no point in being wil-
fully naive about these things, but the calcu-
lated worldliness of that response may, in the
long run, be self-defeating. It is not just that
we should take up the chalienge of “consulta-
ton”, however disingenuously that term is
used, and in our responses explain as clearly
as we can what is dasnaging about the present
formulation of these guidelines (responses are
inviled to ref@hefce.ac.uk, untit December
15). It is also that we need 1o try to use a more
adequate language in public discussion lest
these officious abstractions start to colonize
our minds. One reason why rmeasures such as
these do not now proveke more vociferous
opposition is that over the past three decades
our sensibilities have been numbed by the
proliferation of economistic officialese -
“user satisfaction”, “market forces™, “account-
ability”, and so on. Perhaps cur ears no
longer hear what a fataous, weaselly phrase
“Research Excellence Framework” actually
is, or how ludicrous it is to propose that the
quality of scholarship can be panly judged in
terms of the number of “exiemal research
users” or the range of “impact indicators”.

Instead of letting this drivel become the
only vocabulary for public discussion of
these mmatters, it ks worth insisting that what
we call “the humanities” are a collection of
ways of encountering the record of human
activity in its greatest richness and diversity.
To attempt to deepen our understanding of
this or that aspect of that activity is a purpese-
ful expression of human curiosity and is —
insofar as the expression makes any sense ir
this context - an end in itself. Unless these
guidelines are modified, scholars in British
universities will devote less time and energy
1o this attempt, and more to becoming door-
to-door salesmen for vulgarized versions
of their increasingly market-oriented “prod-
ucts™. It may not be too late to ry to prevent
this outcome.




