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About me

• Before joining Oxentia in 2021, I was Head of Data & Evidence at 
Research England, part of UK Research and Innovation (UKRI)

• I was responsible for creating England’s first Knowledge Exchange 
Framework (KEF), as well as managing GBP 250m (c. ZAR 5Bn) per 
annum of funding

• I was also involved in various aspects of government policy 
related to KEC and commercialisation

• Prior to that, I worked in project management in universities on 
large, industrially-engaged research projects.
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Learning objectives

1. Increased understanding of the theory and practice of Impact 
assessment

2. Tools, tips and good practice

3. Increased awareness of common pitfalls to avoid

4. The importance of how you do it, not just what you do
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1. Defining impact

2. The many types of (and pathways to) impact

3. Why measure it?

4. How to measure it
1. Theory-based approaches and logic models

2. Experimental and quasi-experimental approaches

3. The good, the bad, and the ugly of metrics

5. How to compare it

6. Case study: The Knowledge Exchange Framework (KEF)

7. How to do it
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Impact (noun): a marked 
effect or influence

1. Defining impact
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1. Defining impact

• Impact on whom (or what)?

•How much? How many?

•Over what time period?

•Positive or negative?

•Social or Economic, or…? 

• In South Africa or elsewhere?
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2. The many types of impact

1. Attitudinal

2. Economic

3. Environmental

4. Health & Wellbeing

5. Policy

6. Decision making/behaviour change

7. Cultural 

8. Social

9. Capacity or preparedness

https://www.fasttrackimpact.com/what-types-of-impact-are-there-subp

https://www.fasttrackimpact.com/what-types-of-impact-are-there-subp
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2. The many pathways to impact

Adapted from: T. Ulrichsen, 2015



© Oxentia 2022

Overview

1. Defining impact

2. The many types of (and pathways to) impact

3. Why measure it?

4. How to measure it
1. Theory-based approaches and logic models

2. Experimental and quasi-experimental approaches

3. The good, the bad, and the ugly of metrics

5. How to compare it

6. Case study: The Knowledge Exchange Framework (KEF)

7. How to do it



© Oxentia 2022

3. Why measure it?

1. For individuals
• Knowing whether you are being effective

2. For Universities
• Meeting obligations or targets (compliance)

• Reputation, fulfilling your mission

• Efficient and equitable use of resources within the institution

3. For funders/governments:
• Return on investment

• What gets measured gets done

• Efficient and equitable use of resources within society

4. For wider society:
• Understanding the benefits of higher education and research
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4. How to measure it

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/879438/H
MT_Magenta_Book.pdf

Inputs Activities Outputs Outcomes Impacts

Theory-based approaches: theories of change and logic 
models

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/879438/HMT_Magenta_Book.pdf
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https://accountabilitylab.org/what-we-learned-while-updating-our-theory-of-change/

https://accountabilitylab.org/what-we-learned-while-updating-our-theory-of-change/
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4. How to measure it

Theory-based approaches: theories of change and logic 
models

Increasing measurement cost, complexity and time

Inputs

•Time

•Money

Activities

•Research

•Development

•Engagement

Outputs

•Academic 
papers

•Patents

•Spin-outs

Outcomes

•Revenue

•Employment

Impacts

•Health & well-
being

•Prosperity
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4. How to measure it

Theory-based approaches: theories of change and logic models
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4. How to measure it

Leading 
vs.

Lagging 
indicators
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4. How to measure it

• Theory-based approaches: theories of change and logic 
models

Increasing measurement cost, complexity and time

Inputs

•Time

•Money

Activities

•Research

•Development

•Engagement

Outputs

•Academic 
papers

•Patents

•Spin-outs

Outcomes

•Revenue

•Employment

Impacts

•Health & well-
being

•Prosperity
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4. How to measure it

Experimental and quasi-experimental approaches

• The KEY to this is your ability to identify a Counterfactual

Counterfactual: “what would 
have happened anyway”



© Oxentia 2022

4. How to measure it

• ‘Gold standard’ is the Randomised Controlled 
Trial (RCT)

•BUT – RCT’s rarely work for complex (wicked) 
problems, and are frequently unethical when 
applied to policy problems
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Pitfall 1: Attribution

How do you know 
what you did led to 
the impact?



© Oxentia 2022

Pitfall 1: Attribution

SO – what could a counterfactual look like in policy or 
commercialisation practice?

•Comparing groups of who won funding 
and who didn’t?
•Historical trends?
• International comparisons?
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Pitfall 1: Attribution

What is your
counterfactual?
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Pitfall 1: Attribution

Correlation 
≠ 

Causation
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https://accountabilitylab.org/what-we-learned-while-updating-our-theory-of-change/

https://accountabilitylab.org/what-we-learned-while-updating-our-theory-of-change/
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The good, the 
bad and the ugly
of metrics



© Oxentia 2022

The good, the bad and the ugly of metrics

The good
•Measure what matters (to everyone!)

•Are fair and equitable

•Can’t be easily ‘gamed’
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The good, the bad and the ugly of metrics

The Bad
•Put too much emphasis on one thing

•Might (inadvertently) privilege one 
group over another
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The good, the bad and the ugly of metrics

The Ugly
•Are fundamentally unfair and 
discriminatory

•Encourage harmful behaviours
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Pitfall 2: Fitness for purpose

Is this fair?
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Pitfall 2: Responsible research assessment (RRA)

• Assessment shapes culture
• Research assessment, and what the community values, influence 

how research is performed.

• Diversity creates excellence
• The definition of research excellence needs to be broad and 

encompass perspectives and experiences from people of all 
backgrounds.

• Fostering a healthy system
• Funders should employ clear criteria, relevant indicators, and 

regular self-evaluation
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Pitfall 2: Responsible research assessment (RRA)

• Research is global
• Funders’ assessment approaches must be mindful of local 

context, culture, language and unintended consequences which 
can impact other countries.

• Stakeholders are vital in enacting change
• all stakeholders should collaborate to develop and evaluate RRA 

and resist shifting blame to other parties.

https://www.ukri.org/news/ukri-publishes-new-report-on-responsible-research-assessment/

https://www.ukri.org/news/ukri-publishes-new-report-on-responsible-research-assessment/
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Pitfall 2: Responsible research assessment (RRA) 
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Pitfall 3: Data fallacies

“What gets 
measured gets 

done”
- Peter Drucker
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https://www.geckoboard.com/best-practice/statistical-fallacies/
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4. How to measure it: takeaways

• It’s not easy!

• How you measure it depends on:
• What you are measuring

• Why you are measuring it

• Whether you can identify a counterfactual

• How much time and money you’ve got

• Measure what you value (or at least a robust proxy or 
leading indicator for it)
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4. How to measure it: takeaways cont…

• Think about responsible use of metrics

• Beware perverse incentives and common data 
fallacies

• What are good, bad, and ugly metrics in your
context?

• Measurement methods usually needs to evolve 
over time
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5. How to compare it

Measurement is 
meaningless 

without context
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5. How to compare it

1 Billion?
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5. How to compare it

• To a baseline
• Are you increasing or decreasing?

• To a target
• Are you meeting it?

• To a competitor or peer
• Are you better or worse?
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5. How to compare it
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Purpose of the Knowledge Exchange Framework (KEF)

1. More accessible information and data for universities 
to understand and improve their own knowledge 
exchange performance.

2. More information for businesses and other users of 
university knowledge and resources.

3. Increased public visibility and accountability for 
funding.



https://kef.ac.uk/

https://kef.ac.uk/


https://kef.ac.uk/

https://kef.ac.uk/


https://kef.ac.uk/data/10007774

https://kef.ac.uk/data/10007774
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Key features of the KEF

• Employs theory of change and logic models

• Measures what matters = clear on UK performance comparison purpose

• Broad range of metrics = no ‘one right way’

• Uses trajectory measures/leading indicators to reduce burden and cost

• Fair comparison at its heart

• Clustering

• Range of metrics

• Responsible metrics

• How its purpose is communicated

• Mixed methods – metrics and narratives

• Will evolves over time

• Voice of the user

• More ‘non-monetized’ metrics

• Getting closer to impacts
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7. How to do it

How you do it is as important as what you do

Alignment is critical:

• Between researchers and universities/TTOs
• Between Universities and funders/government
• Between everyone and wider society
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7. How to do it

Researchers: 
• Engage positively with your TTO, funders and government

TTOs/Universities: 
• Understand what motivates your researchers, your students, 

and your communities

Funders/government:
• Co-create funding schemes

• Where are the gaps in your ecosystem?



• CCF awarded GBP 85m (ZAR 1.7Bn) to 18 projects.

• The priorities of the fund were to stimulate strategic 
collaboration between universities, enabling them to 
pool expertise, build capacity and share good practice
in line with delivering Government priorities.

• In 2020, Research England opened a call for follow on 
funding

• Priorities included the need for new activities expanding 
beyond their original projects, providing new innovative 
strands.

Connecting Capability Fund (CCF)

CCFs with regional 
focus
CCFs with national 
focus
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7. How to do it
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Learning objectives

1. Increased understanding of the theory and practice of Impact 
assessment
• Theory-based and experimental methods

• Theories of change, logic models and trajectory measures

• The importance of the counterfactual

• The importance of context

2. Increased awareness of common pitfalls to avoid
• Attribution, Fitness for purpose, Data fallacies

1. The importance of how you do it, not just what you do



© Oxentia 2022

Hamish McAlpine

Principal Consultant
Hamish.McAlpine@Oxentia.com

mailto:Hamish.mcalpine@Oxentia.com

