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The following represents the views of twelve global businesses who invest heavily in research and development in the United Kingdom, and across the
globe, and who have long-standing and deep relationships with hundreds of universities, both domestically and internationally.

As a group of Research Directors, we have research
collaborations with over fifty Higher Education
Institutions thoughout the UK. We do so because of the
high value we place on innovation, the excellent quality
of research in many universities, and the economic return
on investment such research can bring in the long run.

Whilst we are supportive of the new Research Excellence
Framework (REF), which seeks to balance excellent
research, with a deeper commitment to the impact of

that research and the quality of the environment within
which it takes place, we have some concerns that a ‘one
size fits all’ model may not be an appropriate way for
universities to present the impact of their research, and
that different types of research may not fit into neat
scorecard ratios. Despite that caveat, we believe that
research funds should flow to universities that work with
us in accordance with a balanced scorecard that includes
various measures of impact.

Below, we have identified those issues of the REF that we
wish to comment on, and conclude with some areas on
which we seek further analysis and clarification.

Although, naturally, we value the economic impact of
research that our companies can build on, we are equally
supportive of curiosity-driven work that has no obvious
application at the beginning of its development, but
which may have long-term value to business and society.
Universities play a crucial role in searching beyond the
horizon of what we currently know. And, because they
are relatively free of the obvious business pressures that
come from Return on Investment calculations, they can
stimulate ideas that may be of great value in the long-

run, but which also may be honourable dead-ends.

We also look to such research as a way of stimulating
and training the curiosity of bright young academics who
need to be developed for the future health of the world-
class research institutions with which we collaborate.
We value researchers who engage in problem solving,
risk management, regarding unexpected outcomes as

an opportunity to refine hypotheses with us, and the
continuing desire to seek new solutions to fundamental
problems.

Recognising that we in business need to manage our
research mix and outcomes better and, in particular,
need to exploit the potential of our collaborations
with universities, we support the concept of broadly-
defined impact being part of the REF mix. However,
we issue a note of caution. Whereas it is generally
helpful for researchers to have an eye on impact, it
is often impossible to predict with any accuracy how
broad the application of a discovery might be or over
what timeframe this may become clear. We have many
examples of discoveries from the 1980s whose full
potential is only becoming apparent today.



We would also be concerned if, as a consequence of
measuring such impacts, researchers investigate only
those areas for which they can see a clear route to
market. This would undermine what we truly value in
our relationships with universities, which are novel
ideas, thinking at “right angles” to our R&D staff, and
developing expertise from addressing and overcoming
new problems. Despite this caution, we see impact as
a useful or potentially useful means of encouraging
researchers to cross the boundaries between industry
and universities, and as a way of developing more co-
operative and constructive relationships.

First, we anticipate that awareness of impact will
encourage academic researchers to discuss the directions
of their research with our R&D staff. We have no desire
to undermine the distinctive question-posing capability
of university researchers, but we look for a much earlier
sharing of problems and issues, and for a willingness

of academics to understand our business problems so
that they may assist us in resolving them. We see no
contradiction in fundamental research that has an ‘end
use’ in mind with commercial value. Some of us carry
out such research with industry or universities, and we
welcome open and mutually supportive collaboration
and communication.

Secondly, as one of the audiences identified in the REF,
we are comfortable that we have good access to the
information we require from academics. However, we
see considerable value in an approach that treats us as
part of a wider strategy of engagement with industry. As
one of us succinctly puts it, we wish to ask the principal
investigator and his or her team: “To whom might these
findings matter, why, and what’s the best way of telling
them?”

We broadly support the case study approach for
assessing research excellence and impact, and believe
that it should focus on the users’ view of the importance

of a particular piece of research and what change or
action by businesses came about as a consequence (i.e.
the impact generated from research).

There was some concern, however, that the case studies
might be ambiguous and difficult to interpret, and
should be accompanied by two or three pages in free text
outlining a researcher’s relationships with businesses

or other institutions, such as charities, they working
with. (See Appendix 1). There should be clear methods
for validating the case studies with businesses and other
beneficiaries.

So, we feel that case studies alongside a range of
matrices, and a more actively managed relationship
with businesses, will promote the kind of co-operative
behaviour that will be beneficial to industry. Encouraging
boundary-spanning behaviour by academics and
ensuring that university-business boundaries are
permeable will be important for enhancing interactions.
We would also hope that this approach may also
encourage universities to review completed research
projects which have yet to create impact, and explore
their potential for finding an industrial sponsor.

Most of our business problems are inherently
interdisciplinary, and so any measure which can
encourage relevant interdisciplinary research is to be
welcomed, and we support the call for such measurement
in the REF, while ensuring the continued support of
mainstream disciplines, such as physics, chemistry,
phyisology and pharmacology. However, while most

of us agree that increased user representation on the
assessment panels is a necessary step for improving such
assessments, it is not sufficient, and we feel there is room
for further clarification on the following issues.

Is there appropriate flexibility of research mix across the
spectrum of pure curiosity to near-market — recognising
that both have value but are not necessarily found in the
same institution at the same time — for any university
based on its distinctive competences and research
infrastructure? Or is each problem different and one size
will never fit all? What is the strategy for developing the
appropriate mix for particular universities? How does this
mix play into the measurement of impact?

We would value more analysis of the ways in which
university leaders reward academics who deliver impact
and good business relationships. And we would also
value reassurance that young researchers will not be
disadvantaged by the case study approach.

Would the admission into the submission of researchers
on fractional contracts (who often work substantially
outside an HEI) encourage universities to make shared
appointments with industry? We have some concerns
that this would make existing research academics too
geared to a corporate agenda, and may undermine

their freedom of thought. But for researchers currently
based in industry it would aid their boundary-spanning
activities substantially and considerably refresh their
own careers. It would also significantly enhance

the understanding of business issues for academic
researchers, and substantially aid the development of
mutual respect.



We need research which is not only interdisciplinary
but is also at different stages of maturity, and in

some projects we would look to work with one, or

a consortium of universities, across all of the main
research stages simultaneously. So, how do universities
encourage and support academics who want to engage
in relevant interdisciplinary research? Is the right cross-
university management framework being encouraged by
the REF?

As we said at the outset, it is our desire to engage with
excellence wherever it may be found, and this may
require projects which are supported by academics

from a number of different universities. So, how does
the REF support the formation of such projects? And
second, how is such research to be submitted in terms of
impact, audiences and environment and how will these
contributions be assessed?

We believe that evaluation of research impact

is important in promoting business-university
partnerships. And, if our concerns about protecting
fundamental and curiosity-driven research are
addressed, we are broadly in favour of a flexibly-applied
new balance between impact, outputs and the research
environment.
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Compiled by Dr David Docherty, Philip Ternouth and Keith Herrmann (CIHE).

Collaborative research income from users, especially
repeat income;

Collaborative research income from Research
Councils and charities;

Amount of academic consultancy;

Joint authorship with industry of publications;

Level of people exchange between industry and
academia (both ways);

Involvement in cross-discipline grand challenges;
Long-term research partnerships and participation in
consortia;

Feedback ratings from users;

Spinouts of sustainable companies;

Licenses granted to industry and income from these;
Evidence of material transfer and or know-how and
IP transferred in from industry to support research;
Number of partnerships with other Universities;
Indices that show the ‘employability’ of students
and post-docs coming out of the establishment.
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