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| INTRODUCTION

he research impact agenda refers to a strategic focus within research

communities, funding bodies, and academic institutions that emphasises the
importance of ensuring that research has a measurable impact beyond scientific
quality, including impacts on the economy, society, health, environment and culture.
This agenda has gained considerable traction in academic and policymaking circles
over the past 30 years, with considerable focus on accountability, value for money,
and returns on investment in research policy (Martin, 2011). This focus intensified
following the Global Financial Crisis of 2007-2009, which resulted in widespread
austerity measures and substantial cuts in public R&D funding. In Ireland, for
instance, annual public R&D funding decreased from €930 million to €765 million
in the decade following the crisis (DBEI, 2018). Consequently, research policy
shifted towards prioritising private sector R&D and targeting economic and societal
impacts in strategically targeted areas.

Initially, the research community responded to this shift with scepticism. Critics
highlighted several potential negative effects, such as infringing on academic
autonomy (Chubb and Reed, 2017), promoting a neoliberalist political agenda
(Holbrook, 2017), rewarding short-termism (Ma and Ladisch, 2019), and favouring
commercially-driven research over scientific quality (Jones et al., 2017).
Additionally, the increased competition for limited public resources may incentivise
researchers to overstate the short- and medium-term impacts of their work to justify
its importance (Chubb and Watermeyer, 2017; Smith et a/., 2011; Martin, 2011).

Despite these concerns, the research impact agenda has become an integral part
of national evaluation systems. However, notwithstanding the growing influence
of the agenda, there is still a lack of consensus on widely accepted definitions of
impact (Alla et al., 2017; Samuel and Derrick, 2015; Pedersen et al., 2020), robust
measurement tools to capture diverse types of impacts (Guthrie ef al., 2013;
Greenhalgh ef al., 2016; Deeming et al., 2017; Pedersen et al., 2020), or practical
policy recommendations applicable across various research disciplines (Meagher
and Martin, 2017; Rau et al., 2018). This raises concerns about fairness,
consistency, and potential biases in funding decisions, as well as the risk of
“counting what is easily measured rather than measuring what counts” (Muller,
2018).

Ireland provides a particularly compelling case study for examining the research
impact agenda due to its unique position as a small, open economy with a rapidly
evolving research landscape. The rapid development of Irish research policy offers
valuable insights into how smaller nations navigate the demands of the research
impact agenda. Furthermore, given the size of the country, any changes in research
policy or directed funding programmes can have disproportionately significant
effects on the entire research ecosystem. This sensitivity makes Ireland particularly
illustrative of how research impact policies can influence the direction and
effectiveness of research in smaller nations.
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The research impact agenda is still in its early stages of development across
the research system in Ireland, and there is a scarcity of studies analysing its
influence on the research centre sector. The following three research questions
provide a framework for studying the systematic effects of the research impact
agenda in Ireland:

1. What is meant by research impact?
2. How can research impact be measured?
3. What are the systematic effects of the research impact agenda in Ireland?

This study makes a significant contribution to the debate on the implications of the
research impact agenda for the research centre sector in Ireland and other small,
advanced economies. Firstly, despite Ireland’s unique position as a small, open
economy with a research sector that, while robust, is smaller in scale compared to
larger European countries, there is a notable scarcity of academic studies focusing
on the implications of the research impact agenda within the country (Ma and
Ladisch, 2019; Ma, 2019).

Secondly, while many studies examine university perspectives on the research
impact agenda (Gunn and Mintrom, 2016; Chubb and Watermeyer, 2017; Jones et
al., 2017), studies on research centres are more scarce (Hallonsten, 2017). Research
centres play significant roles in national and international innovation systems; what
they do is, to a large extent, undocumented and misunderstood (Amold ez al., 2010).
These centres often have different structures, goals, and impact mechanisms
compared to universities, meaning their contributions and challenges in the research
impact agenda might be overlooked or inadequately addressed.

Furthermore, this analysis, albeit a small case study, provides valuable
analogies and insights that are relevant to the politics of research policy in other
small advanced economies. These insights can illuminate how similar countries
might navigate the complexities of the research impact agenda, address common
challenges, and leverage unique strengths. This comprehensive approach ensures
that the perspectives and experiences of smaller but significant players in the global
research landscape are not only recognised but also used to inform better policy
decisions.

Building on prior literature, we develop a framework for studying the
systematic effects of the research impact agenda in Ireland. To address our three
research questions, qualitative interview data were collected from 13 research centre
leaders and senior investigators in Ireland. These individuals are familiar with the
development of the research impact agenda in Ireland and play crucial roles in
setting research missions and guiding strategic decision-making within publicly
funded research centres. Thematic analysis reveals how the Irish research impact
agenda influences research organisations’ behaviour and missions.
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The rest of the paper is organised as follows: Section II provides an overview
of key developments in the research centre sector in Ireland. Section III reviews
the literature on the research impact agenda. Section IV describes the research
methodology, which includes primary analysis of qualitative data from semi-
structured interviews with key representatives from the Irish research sector. Section
V presents the findings from these interviews. Section VI discusses the implications
of these findings.

Il EVOLUTION OF IRELAND’S RESEARCH CENTRE LANDSCAPE

Ireland’s Science, Technology, and Innovation (STI) policy has undergone
significant evolution, transforming from an underdeveloped system into a
cornerstone of national development. The foundation for this transformation was
laid in the 1960s, influenced by the OECD, but it was not until 1996 that a
comprehensive strategy targeting a knowledge-based economy truly emerged.
Before this, Ireland’s research capacity was limited, primarily due to inadequate
funding for higher education and the absence of a dedicated research council. The
minimal funding available was largely directed towards applied agricultural
research (Flanagan, 2006), leaving other areas underdeveloped.

A pivotal moment in the development of Ireland’s STI policy came with the
National Development Plan (NDP) 2000-2006 (Government of Ireland, 2000),
which allocated €2.5 billion to support both basic and applied research. This
substantial investment led to the establishment of Science Foundation Ireland (SFI),
which was tasked with supporting oriented basic research in strategic areas critical
to Ireland’s economic future, such as Information and Communications Technology
(ICT) and Biotechnology. These focus areas reflected the strategic priorities of the
time, aiming to position Ireland as a leader in these rapidly developing fields.

Following the NDP, several research centres and initiatives were established
to foster public-private collaboration, coordinated primarily through SFI and
Enterprise Ireland (EI). Among these were SFI’s Centres for Science, Engineering,
and Technology (CSETs) and EI’s Applied Research Enhancement (ARE) Centres.
SFI’s Centres for Science, Engineering, and Technology (CSETs) were designed
to focus on oriented basic research in strategic areas, encouraging collaboration
between academia and industry to drive innovation and economic growth. In
contrast, ARE Centres were more focused on immediate market needs, facilitating
the swift translation of academic research into practical solutions and commercial
products.

Building on the foundation laid by the NDP, Ireland refined its research and
innovation strategy with the launch of the Strategy for Science, Technology, and
Innovation (SSTI) 2006-2013. This strategy sought to further integrate research and
innovation into Ireland’s economic development, particularly by enhancing industry



The Systematic Effects of the Research Impact Agenda 597

collaboration and focusing on sectors with high commercial potential. In line with
these objectives, Enterprise Ireland (EI) launched their Technology Centre
programme in 2007, targeting market-driven, industry-led research in key sectors
such as bioenergy, IT innovation, applied nanotechnology, composite materials,
and microelectronics.

However, the onset of the 2008 financial crisis presented significant challenges
to these initiatives. Public R&D funding contracted notably, declining from €930
million in 2008 to approximately €765 million over the subsequent decade. This
fiscal tightening necessitated a strategic reassessment of research funding priorities,
with a greater emphasis on cultivating private sector partnerships and prioritising
research areas with immediate economic benefits.

In response to these challenges, a significant development occurred with the
passage of the Industrial Development (Science Foundation Ireland) (Amendment)
Act. This legislation expanded SFI’s remit to include funding for applied research
alongside its traditional focus on oriented basic research. The intent behind this
shift was to ensure that research outcomes could be more directly aligned with
market applications, thereby enhancing the contribution of scientific research to
economic growth and societal development. This legislative change was aligned
with the strategic priorities identified in the National Research Prioritisation
Exercise, broadening the scope of research projects that SFI could support and
enabling the foundation to play a more active role in Ireland’s economic recovery.

Building on this expanded remit, SFI launched the Research Centre programme
to bolster Ireland’s research infrastructure in the post-crisis environment. This
programme aimed to focus research funding on areas with the greatest potential for
economic and societal impact. The programme targeted key sectors such as ICT,
biotechnology, and sustainable energy, which were deemed crucial for driving
economic recovery and fostering long-term growth. By concentrating resources on
these strategic areas, the Research Centre programme sought to maximise the
economic return on research investments and position Ireland as a leader in
innovation.

Despite these advancements, this shift towards directed research programmes
raises both ideological and practical concerns (Chubb and Reed, 2018). Critics
argue that the increasing politicisation of research threatens academic autonomy,
forcing researchers to align their interests with the priorities set by policymakers
and funding agencies (Smith et al., 2011; Boswell and Smith, 2017). This shift
could potentially undermine the breadth of research, as researchers may feel
compelled to focus on topics that promise immediate economic benefits, at the
expense of fundamental research.

Furthermore, while these initiatives were designed to maximise the economic
return on research investments, they did not result in a significant increase in the
overall R&D budget as a percentage of GDP. Consequently, Ireland’s R&D
expenditure remained relatively low compared to other EU nations, standing at
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1.13 per cent of GDP in 2021, well below the EU average of 2.28 per cent and
behind countries like Denmark and Belgium, where R&D spending exceeds
2.8 per cent of GDP (World Bank, 2024). This underinvestment is reflected in
Ireland’s slipping position in innovation indices, such as the Global Innovation
Index, where it has fallen from seventh to 19th place over the past five years. The
declining innovative performance is partly due to insufficient government support
for business R&D, as well as lower levels of business R&D expenditures and
employment in innovative enterprises (WIPO, 2023).

The current R&D funding structure reflects the continuation of this post-crisis
strategy. In 2023, SFI was allocated €225.6 million (21 per cent of the R&D
budget), while EI saw its funding rise to €112.4 million (10.5 per cent of the R&D
budget). This distribution underscores the government’s ongoing emphasis on
applied research in strategic economic areas. Meanwhile, the Irish Research Council
(IRC), which supports a broader range of disciplines including the social sciences
and humanities, experienced a slight decrease in funding to €47.7 million
(Government of Ireland, 2023). This shift towards commercially-oriented research
raises concerns about the potential marginalisation of fields less aligned with
immediate economic outcomes, potentially narrowing the scope of Ireland’s
research agenda. These concerns are particularly acute given the establishment on
1 August 2024 of the new research and innovation funding agency, Taighde Eireann,
which amalgamates the activities and functions of SFI and IRC. There is a risk that
the merger could lead to a further narrowing of research priorities, with a
disproportionate emphasis on applied and economically-driven research, potentially
marginalising areas critical for understanding societal challenges but less
commercially viable.

Il RESEARCH IMPACT AGENDA: CURRENT CHALLENGES

3.1 Conceptualising Research Impacts

The challenge of measuring the impacts of publicly funded research has generated
an extensive and evolving body of literature (Guthrie et al., 2018). However,
evaluating these impacts remains challenging due to the lack of conceptual clarity
surrounding the term “impact,” which can vary considerably depending on the
context and stakeholders involved (Martin, 2011). As Reinhardt (2013, p.97) states,
“Inuits are said to distinguish 50 words for snow. In contrast, European research
agencies talk about impact, impact, and impact, but they all mean different concepts,
attach different importance to it and implement it in different ways.” This
multiplicity in the conceptualisation of impact creates challenges for policymakers,
funding agencies, and the research community, as how impact is defined directly
influences the types of knowledge that are valued, incentivised, and rewarded
(Williams, 2020).
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The Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) offers one of
the most widely recognised definitions of impact, describing it as “an effect on,
change or benefit to the economy, society, culture, public policy or services, health,
the environment or quality of life, beyond academia” (HEFCE, 2010). This
definition frames research impact as largely attribution-based, results-focused, and
positive. However, this perspective introduces conceptual and methodological
challenges, as research impact is often a complex, dynamic, and non-linear process
involving multiple stakeholders. Attributing specific impacts to particular projects,
programmes, or grants can be challenging, if not impossible. These difficulties have
prompted a shift in how research impact is conceptualised — from attribution-based
approaches towards contribution-based approaches, which emphasise the
complexities, dynamism, and non-linearities inherent in generating research impacts
(Spaapen and Van Drooge, 2011; Morton, 2015; Ofir et al., 2016).

Research impacts can be generated simultaneously across diverse categories,
including economic, health, environmental, public policy, human capacity,
technological, societal, academic, and cultural impacts. Despite the recognition of
these diverse channels, there is concern within the scientific community that the
increased emphasis on accountability and the need to justify public funding has
shifted the focus towards short-term, applied research, often at the expense of
longer-term, blue-skies research (Gunn and Mintrom, 2016; Chubb and Reed,
2018).

3.2 Measuring Research Impacts

The development of standardised tools for assessing research impact is constrained
by well-known methodological challenges, including data availability, attribution
issues, additionality effects, and time lags (Barge-Gil and Modrego, 2011; Morton,
2015; Donovan, 2011). These challenges have led to the creation of numerous tools
and methodologies for measuring and evaluating research impacts, but no consensus
has emerged on a standalone method that comprehensively assesses the process
and outcomes of publicly funded research (Guthrie ef al., 2013; Greenhalgh et al.,
2016; Deeming et al., 2017; Pedersen ef al., 2020).

Methodological approaches to impact assessment can be broadly categorised
as quantitative, qualitative, or mixed-method approaches. Quantitative approaches
include surveys, bibliometrics, altmetrics, econometric studies, and economic
analysis. These methods provide top-down, longitudinal data that are comparable
across time, sectors, and countries (Guthrie et al., 2013). However, they often fail
to capture the underlying dynamics and complexities of the research impact process
(Morton, 2015; Ofir et al., 2016). As a result, policymakers and funding agencies
are sometimes accused of “counting what is easily measured rather than measuring
what counts” (Muller, 2018). This limitation of metrics-based approaches has led
to calls for qualitative and mixed-methods approaches to assess the impact of
publicly funded research. While these approaches allow for a more in-depth,
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detailed description of the processes and outcomes of public investments in
research, they also offer a narrower scope and reduced generalisability compared
to top-down approaches.

3.3 Systematic Effects of the Research Impact Agenda

Several studies have explored researchers’ attitudes towards the research impact
agenda, revealing a blurring of boundaries between research, politics, and industry
as multiple stakeholders engage in knowledge production (Chubb and Watermeyer,
2017; Chubb and Reed, 2017; Marcella et al., 2018; Lauronen, 2020; Ma, 2019).
This has shifted the rationale for public funding of research from a focus on
delivering scientific excellence to demonstrating broader economic and societal
impacts with tangible real-world benefits. Consequently, accountability, value-for-
money, and justification for public funding have become central to research policy.

While demonstrating scientific excellence and producing economic and societal
impacts are not mutually exclusive goals, the research impact agenda has created
tensions between aligning research centre missions with individual researchers’
objectives. The agenda prioritises instrumental research that addresses real-world
problems, yet the reward systems for individual researchers often remain based on
traditional bibliometric indicators, such as publications and citations. This creates
an underlying tension between the incentives offered to different stakeholders
within the research system.

Researchers are increasingly expected to balance multiple mandates: producing
scientifically excellent research, securing external funding, engaging in knowledge
transfer and commercialisation, developing intellectual property, and applying
research findings to industrial and societal needs. Evans and Cvitanovic (2018)
highlight the challenges of balancing research missions aimed at impacting policy
and practice while operating within a university sector that still largely incentivises
the ‘publish or perish’ model. These challenges are particularly problematic for
early-career researchers, who typically have less job security, fewer networks, and
limited institutional support compared to established academics.

The rise of the research impact agenda, coupled with increased competition for
scarce public resources and limited job security, creates perverse incentives for
researchers and research centres to overstate the impacts of their research. Edwards
and Roy (2017) argue that researchers have become increasingly perverse in their
competition for research funding, the development of quantitative metrics to
measure performance, and the changing business model for higher education. In
such bureaucratic environments, “the honesty, integrity, and plurality of impact
claims are potentially thwarted, minimalised, and/or fictionalised” (Watermeyer,
2016: p.362).
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IV METHODOLOGY

Building on the review of existing literature on research impact assessment and
preliminary exploratory interviews with key stakeholders across Ireland’s research
sector, this study identifies a significant gap in understanding the attitudes and
experiences of these stakeholders towards the research impact agenda. To address
this gap, a thematic analysis was conducted on 13 semi-structured interviews with
key figures, including research centre managers, directors, and representatives from
funding agencies.

4.1 Recruitment

These interviews aimed to include participants with diverse perspectives and deep
expertise in the research impact agenda, ensuring a comprehensive analysis of its
influence on research policy and practice in Ireland. To guide this process,
convenience sampling was used to select research centres based on geographical
location, accessibility, and participant availability. A national research directory
was utilised to identify potential interviewees, resulting in 31 contacts, of whom
13 agreed to participate (42 per cent). The sample included representatives from
Ireland’s largest research centre programmes, such as the Science Foundation
Ireland and Enterprise Ireland programmes, helping to mitigate potential biases and
enhance the generalisability of the findings.

Table 1: Description of Interview Participants

No Position Gender Participant Affiliation
R1 Research Centre Director Male EI
R2 Head of Research Female EI
R3 Programme manager Male SFI
R4 Programme manager Male EI
R5 Principal Investigator Female SFI
R6 Principal Investigator Male SFI
R7 Research Centre Deputy Director Male SFI
RS Senior Research Policy Leader Female SFI
R9 Commercialisation manager Male SFI
R10  General manager Male SFI
R11  Research Centre Director Male SFI
R12  Research Centre Director Male SFI
R13  Head of Business Strategy Male EI

Source: Compiled by the authors.

4.2 Data Collection
Semi-structured interviews were chosen for data collection due to their ability to
generate “rich and illuminating data” (Robson, 1993: p.229), making them
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particularly effective for exploring complex and emerging concepts like research
impact. The interviews, conducted between December 2018 and February 2019,
were primarily face-to-face, except for one conducted by telephone. Each interview
was recorded and transcribed verbatim, with detailed field notes taken for the phone
interview. Ethical approval was obtained from the Social Research Ethics
Committee (SREC) at University College Cork (UCC) before participant
recruitment. Participants were fully briefed on the study’s aims, scope, and ethical
considerations, and consent was obtained before commencing each interview. The
interviews, lasting between 45 and 75 minutes, explored participants’
conceptualisations of research impacts, methods for evaluating these impacts, and
their experiences with the research impact agenda.

4.3 Data Analysis

The data were analysed using thematic analysis, a flexible qualitative approach that
is not tied to any specific theoretical framework or epistemological stance (Braun
and Clarke, 2006). The analysis followed the six-step framework outlined by Braun
and Clarke (2006), which includes familiarisation with the data, generating initial
codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and
producing the report. This structured approach ensured a rigorous analysis of the
interview data, allowing for the identification of key themes related to stakeholders’
attitudes and experiences with the research impact agenda.

V RESULTS

The experiences of key stakeholders provide critical insights into how the research
impact agenda is understood and implemented within the research sector. These
insights reveal several contextual factors that shape stakeholders’ perceptions of
the processes and outcomes associated with the research impact agenda. Through
a detailed thematic analysis, three primary themes emerged, each offering a distinct
perspective on how the research impact agenda influences research centre missions,
behaviours, and strategic decision-making. These themes are: (i) Conceptualising
research impacts (Table 2), (ii)) Measuring research impacts (Table 3), and (iii) The
systematic effects of the research impact agenda (Table 4). The themes and sub-
themes are described using the words of the interviewees.

5.1 Rationale for Impact Assessment

The participants in this study universally acknowledged that research impact is a
complex, dynamic, and multidimensional concept, with meanings that can vary
depending on the context and the stakeholders involved. However, the interviews
revealed that conceptualisations of impact are predominantly shaped by
policymakers and funding agencies, which often dictate the terms and criteria of
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impact assessment. Most participants articulated their understanding of impact in
relation to the frameworks established by these external bodies. The primary
rationales for conducting research impact assessments were identified as
accountability and resource allocation. These drivers have become increasingly
pertinent in the context of reduced public R&D spending and heightened
competition for limited resources, particularly following the Global Financial Crisis
of 2008.

The political dimensions of the research impact agenda are expected to
significantly influence the outcomes and evolution of future research impact
assessments (Gunn and Mintrom, 2016). A common sentiment among participants
was that policymakers and funding agencies exhibit a clear preference for economic
impacts. This is consistent with the traditional emphasis on job creation within
Ireland’s STI policy, and the highly centralised nature of research funding under
the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment. These factors contribute to
a prioritisation of economic outcomes over other forms of impact.

5.2 Defining Research Impacts

The perceived bias towards economic impacts was evident in participants’
identification of key impact metrics. Many interviewees pointed to industry cash
targets as the most critical measure of impact for their research centres. This focus
on industry-generated income reflects the expectations set by funding agencies
regarding research outputs and performance, highlighting the significant influence
these agencies wield in shaping the strategic direction, operational performance,
and overall behaviour of research centres in Ireland.

A recurrent concern among participants was that this heavy emphasis on
economic impacts, particularly industry cash, might have unintended negative
consequences on the scientific quality of research. The tension between pursuing
scientific excellence and delivering economic and societal impacts was frequently
mentioned, with many respondents expressing concerns that the incentives for these
two objectives are often in conflict rather than complementary. Striking the right
balance between these competing demands is seen as a persistent challenge.

Participants also questioned whether traditional scientific outputs, such as
publications and citations, are still valued by research funding agencies as measures
of impact. The shift in policy focus from scientific excellence towards the
demonstration of economic and societal impacts suggests that these conventional
metrics may no longer be regarded as the most appropriate indicators of research
impact.

In light of these concerns, several participants suggested alternative dimensions
of impact that might be more relevant for assessing the contributions of research
centres. These include human capital impacts, capacity building, and policy
impacts. For instance, many interviewees identified the training of skilled graduates
as a key impact delivered by publicly funded research centres. However, generating
these impacts has been described as a “catch-22 situation” (R2, Head of Research),
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as research centres must increasingly rely on private sector funding through
collaborative projects while simultaneously competing with private firms for high-
quality staff, often without the ability to offer competitive compensation. This
situation has led to the sector being described as “cannibalistic” (R2, Head of
Research), highlighting the intense competition for talent within the research
landscape in Ireland.

5.3 Established Approaches for Measuring Impact

Participants identified several approaches for assessing research impacts, which
can be broadly categorised into quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-method
approaches. Despite this range, most impact assessments were conducted on an ad
hoc basis, revealing a clear lack of a systematic approach across research centres.
The choice of methodological tools was often influenced by the expectations and
requirements of funding agencies, with research centres frequently developing their
assessment tools to align with these external demands. Interestingly, participants
did not refer to well-established assessment frameworks, which may reflect the
relative infancy of the research impact agenda within Ireland’s research sector.
Discussions of research impacts were generally framed around broad dimensions
—such as economic, societal, policy, scientific, environmental, and capacity building
— but more often focused on specific individual metrics.

The most commonly identified approach for measuring research impact was
metrics-based. These approaches are well-established tools for capturing the
economic and societal impacts of publicly funded research, valued for their ability
to ensure consistency and comparability across researchers, research centres, and
research systems. However, participants highlighted several challenges associated
with metrics-based approaches. Firstly, there was a strong caution against one-size-
fits-all methods. Research centres are highly diverse, varying significantly by
ownership, size, age, mission, and financial structure (Gulbrandsen, 2012).
Therefore, flexible approaches that account for these contextual factors are essential
for conducting robust research impact assessments. Despite these limitations, some
participants accepted metrics-based approaches as part of the research funding
“game,” acknowledging that “whatever metric you use, it alienates some people”
(R12, Director).

Given the limitations of metrics-based approaches, participants expressed a
growing interest in alternative methods to measure and demonstrate research centre
impacts. Narratives were highlighted as particularly useful for providing in-depth,
detailed descriptions of the processes and outcomes of public investments in
research. These narratives allow research centres to present evidence of intangible
impacts, which are often associated with longer-term economic and societal
outcomes. Thus, combining metrics-based approaches with comprehensive
narratives was identified as an effective strategy for capturing and measuring the
full spectrum of research centre impacts.
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5.4 Challenges in Measuring Research Impact

The findings from the semi-structured interviews also revealed several
methodological challenges that evaluators face when assessing the impacts of
publicly funded research centres. One of the primary challenges identified was the
burden of evaluation. Participants noted that impact assessment exercises often
place significant demands on research centre resources. This burden is exacerbated
by the perceived absence of a systematic approach to evaluation across the Irish
research system. While participants recognised the importance of impact assessment
for accountability, they also highlighted inefficiencies in the current data collection
and evaluation systems. Issues such as double reporting and duplicative processes
increase the workload on researchers, particularly when impact assessments are
conducted by a small number of staff who are often juggling multiple
responsibilities (Jones et al., 2017).

Measuring the impact of publicly funded research centres also requires data
collection from a wide range of stakeholders. Research centres often receive
funding from multiple agencies, each with its own reporting standards, data
collection methods, and evaluation criteria. However, participants indicated that
research centres are frequently limited by the willingness of stakeholders to provide
the necessary information for robust research impact assessments. Cultural
differences between publicly funded research centres and private sector firms were
identified as a key barrier to successful data collection efforts. Issues such as
confidentiality, secrecy, and a lack of trust, which are common in business R&D
operations, present significant challenges when gathering data for impact
assessments.

These findings underscore the complexity of measuring research impacts in a
way that is both comprehensive and sensitive to the diverse contexts in which
research centres operate. The challenges highlighted by participants point to the
need for more systematic, flexible, and context-aware approaches to research impact
assessment that can accommodate the varied and dynamic nature of research
activities.

The third theme identified through the semi-structured interviews was the
systematic effects of the research impact agenda in Ireland (Table 4).

5.5 Unbalanced Research Objectives

The perceived lack of effective engagement between policymakers, funding
agencies, research practitioners and end users has likely contributed to unbalanced
research objectives, favouring short-term, applied, commercially driven research
over longer-term, fundamental or “blue-skies” research. Participants in the study
highlighted the growing influence of the private sector in shaping the research
agenda across Ireland’s research centres, leading to tensions between the need to
secure industry funding, deliver high-quality technology services, and produce
immediate economic and societal impacts. At the same time, these demands must



The Systematic Effects of the Research Impact Agenda 609

be balanced with the traditional missions of research centres, such as fostering
scientific excellence and training skilled graduates.

There was also concern among participants that the focus on the research
impact agenda might be causing research activities to become increasingly
fragmented across centres. The pressure to demonstrate immediate impact can lead
researchers to spread their efforts too thinly, diverting attention away from deep,
focused research that could yield significant long-term benefits. Chubb and Reed
(2018) note that “the pursuit of impact may spread researcher capacity too thinly,
taking time away from research and forcing researchers to look beyond their core
expertise, prioritising breadth over depth”.

5.6 Influence on Research Careers
Attracting and retaining high-quality staff was frequently mentioned as the most
pressing challenge facing the research sector in the short to medium term. As part
of the evaluation system, research centres are incentivised to provide training and
produce researchers who can then transition into the private sector. However, this
focus on transferring talent has created significant challenges in maintaining a stable
research workforce. Publicly funded research centres often struggle to compete
with private sector salaries, making it difficult to retain skilled researchers, a
challenge that participants described as a “catch-22 situation” and ““cannibalistic.”
This competitive environment has been particularly detrimental to early-career
researchers, whose career trajectories are increasingly shaped by the pressures of
the research impact agenda. The inability of research centres to offer competitive
salaries and career stability risks exacerbating the talent drain from the academic
sector to industry, potentially undermining the long-term sustainability and capacity
of Ireland’s research ecosystem.

5.7 Influence on Collaborative Relationships

The research impact agenda also seems to be reshaping collaborative relationships
between research centres and industry partners. Chubb and Reed (2018) suggest
that incentivising research impact may lead to an increase in research conducted in
a “consultancy mode,” where the focus is on applying existing knowledge rather
than generating new insights. This shift could result in research becoming more
“pedestrian” and non-transformative, limiting its potential for significant long-term
contributions.

Participants expressed concerns that the emphasis on demonstrating economic
impacts has skewed collaborations toward larger multinational corporations
(MNCs) at the expense of Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs). The current
funding model appears to disadvantage research disciplines and sub-fields that are
more closely aligned with SMEs, leaving some research centres at a disadvantage
in terms of their overall impact capacity. This trend not only limits the diversity of
research partnerships but also marginalises smaller firms that could benefit
significantly from academic collaborations.
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VI DISCUSSION

The research impact agenda in Ireland, though still evolving, has already begun to
exert a significant influence across the research centre sector. The findings from
this study indicate that current conceptualisations of impact within this sector are
narrowly focused, with a predominant emphasis on economic outcomes. This focus
appears to be driven largely by policymakers and funding agencies who, despite
acknowledging a broad range of potential impacts, place the highest value on
economic returns. This bias towards economic impact is understandable, given the
current emphasis on accountability, value for money, and return on investment that
dominates research policy discussions.

The shift towards economic impacts is evident in the evolving funding models
for universities and publicly funded research centres. Historically, these institutions
were incentivised to produce high-quality, scientifically excellent research that
contributed to the general stock of knowledge within the economy. However, the
research impact agenda has shifted these reward structures significantly towards
securing industry funding (Chubb and Watermeyer, 2017). Metrics used by funding
agencies to monitor, measure, and evaluate the performance of research centres are
increasingly aligned with economic indicators, particularly those related to non-
Exchequer funding. This has led to the emergence of a system where the ability to
attract industry cash has become a primary measure of research impact, a
development that many participants view as problematic.

The prioritisation of industry cash as a measure of impact is indicative of a top-
down approach to research funding, where policymakers and funding agencies
impose industry cash targets as conditions for funding. This focus on industry cash
raises several conceptual and methodological challenges. It conflates performance
metrics with impact assessment, two processes with distinct objectives:
performance measurement is internal-facing, concerned with what activities the
research centre has undertaken and how well it has performed them; impact
assessment, on the other hand, is external-facing, focusing on the broader effects
of research on the economy and society. Importantly, industry cash represents an
input into the research process rather than an impact itself. The transformation of
these inputs into broader economic and societal impacts is uncertain, often unequal,
and can take many years, particularly in the case of basic research (Salter and
Martin, 2001).

Although it is widely recognised that scientific excellence and economic impact
are not mutually exclusive, the increasing influence of commercial interests poses
a challenge to the autonomy, impartiality, and objectivity of research centres. There
is a danger that an over-reliance on industrial funding could skew research agendas
towards narrow commercial interests, potentially biasing research outcomes in
favour of industrial partners’ products and services (Lundh et al., 2017), while
diverting attention away from potentially unfavourable evidence (Fabbri et al.,
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2018). Moreover, there is a risk that research centres could become “irrelevant to
all but a single user” (Gulbrandsen, 2011), losing sight of the broader public interest.

The evolving research landscape in Ireland is further complicated by the
impending merger between SFI and the IRC. This merger introduces challenges,
particularly for social sciences and humanities research, which traditionally do not
align as closely with the market-driven agendas that SFI tends to prioritise. The
IRC has been a crucial supporter of a diverse range of disciplines, many of which
may not produce immediate economic returns but are vital for understanding and
addressing complex societal issues. The integration of SFI’s more commercially
focused remit with IRC’s broader portfolio raises concerns that the social sciences
and humanities could be marginalised, resulting in a narrowing of the research
agenda and a reduction in the diversity of research outputs.

Policymakers have increasingly adopted a more focused approach to the public
funding of research and innovation, concentrating competitive funding in areas
deemed most likely to yield significant economic and societal benefits (DJEI, 2015).
While this strategy may be effective in driving short-term economic gains, it risks
undermining the pursuit of fundamental research, which is essential for long-term
scientific advancement and international reputation. Participants in this study
underscored the critical role of research centres in maintaining a balance between
immediate commercialisation needs and longer-term, blue-skies research that
explores future disruptive technologies.

The research impact agenda also creates tensions within the research system,
as research centres must balance the competing demands of competition and
cooperation. The need to attract highly skilled employees is a key reason private
firms collaborate with research centres, while doctoral students view these
collaborations as opportunities to screen potential future employers. However, this
dynamic is complicated by the fact that publicly funded research centres must also
compete with these private firms for talent but are often unable to offer competitive
salaries. This situation, described by participants as “cannibalistic,” has led to
inefficiencies within the system, with some research centres managing more
projects than they have staff to execute, and increasing the burden on remaining
researchers.

The challenges associated with a one-size-fits-all approach to impact
assessment were also highlighted. Research centre outputs, outcomes, and impacts
vary significantly across disciplines, making the development of universally
accepted metrics and indicators particularly challenging. The pressure to
demonstrate research impacts sometimes leads to “impact sensationalism” (Chubb
and Watermeyer, 2017), where researchers and research centres may overstate their
findings. This is particularly problematic in a system grounded in scientific
principles of openness, integrity, and objectivity, which are not always applied with
the same rigour to impact assessment.
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Furthermore, participants stressed the need for more systematic approaches to
data collection across the Irish research system. The burden of evaluation is
exacerbated by the lack of a cohesive evaluation framework, leading to
inefficiencies such as double reporting. The call for increased support in impact-
related activities, including the development of case studies and the allocation of
specialised personnel, aligns with findings from other studies (Wilkinson, 2019;
Jones et al., 2017), which emphasise the necessity of dedicated resources to manage
these tasks effectively.

In conclusion, while the research impact agenda in Ireland is still evolving, its
current trajectory raises several concerns. The emphasis on economic impacts, the
potential marginalisation of fundamental research, the pressures on research careers,
and the challenges of measuring impact all point to the need for a more balanced
and nuanced approach. Ensuring that the research system remains diverse, inclusive,
and capable of addressing long-term societal challenges will require careful
consideration of how impact is defined, measured, and rewarded.

REFERENCES

Alla K., W.D. Hall, H.A. Whiteford et al., 2017. “How Do We Define the Policy Impact of Public
Health Research? A Systematic Review”, Health Research Policy and Systems, 15(1), p. 84.

Arold E., J. Clark and Z. Javorka, 2010. Impacts of European RTOs: A Study of Social and Economic
Impacts of Research and Technology Organisations: a Report to EARTO.

Barge-Gil, A. and A. Modrego, 2011. “The Impact of Research and Technology Organizations on
Firm Competitiveness. Measurement and Determinants”, The Journal of Technology Transfer
36(1), pp. 61-83.

Boswell C. and K. Smith, 2017. “Rethinking Policy ‘Impact’: Four Models of Research-Policy
Relations”, Palgrave Communications. 3(1), p. 44.

Braun V. and V. Clarke, 2006. “Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology”, Qualitative Research in
Psychology. 3(2), pp. 77-101.

Chubb J. and M. Reed, 2017. “Epistemic Responsibility as an Edifying Force in Academic Research:
Investigating the Moral Challenges and Opportunities of an Impact Agenda in the UK and
Australia”, Palgrave Communications 3(1), p. 20.

Chubb J. and M.S. Reed, 2018. “The Politics of Research Impact: Academic Perceptions of
the Implications for Research Funding, Motivation and Quality”, British Politics. 13(3),
pp. 295-311.

Chubb J. and R. Watermeyer, 2017. “Artifice or Integrity In The Marketization Of Research Impact?
Investigating The Moral Economy of (Pathways to) Impact Statements Within Research Funding
Proposals in the UK and Australia”, Studies in Higher Education. 42(12), pp. 2360-2372.

DBEI, 2018. “The Research and Development Budget (R&D) 2018-2019”, in: Department of Business
Eal (ed). Dublin.

Deeming S., A. Searles, P. Reeves, et al., 2017. “Measuring Research Impact in Australia’s Medical
Research Institutes: A Scoping Literature Review of the Objectives for and an Assessment of
the Capabilities of Research Impact Assessment Frameworks”, Health Research Policy and
Systems. 15(1), p. 22.



The Systematic Effects of the Research Impact Agenda 615

DJEI, 2015. Innovate2020: “Excellence, Talent, Impact”, in: Jobs Eal (ed). Dublin: Government
Publications.

Donovan C., 2011. “State of the Art in Assessing Research Impact: Introduction to a Special Issue”,
Research Evaluation 20(3), pp. 175-179.

Edwards, M.A. and S. Roy, 2017. “Academic Research in the 21st Century: Maintaining Scientific
Integrity in a Climate of Perverse Incentives and Hypercompetition”, Environmental Engineering
Science 34(1), pp. 51-61.

Evans, M.C. and C. Cvitanovic, 2018. “An introduction to Achieving Policy Impact for Early Career
Researchers”, Palgrave Communications 4(1), p. 88.

Fabbri A., A. Lai, Q. Grundy ef al., 2018. “The Influence of Industry Sponsorship on the Research
Agenda: A Scoping Review”, American Journal of Public Health. 108(11), pp. €9-¢16.

Flanagan, K., 2006. Monitoring and Analysis of Policies and Public Financing Instruments Conducive
to Higher Levels of R&D Investments.

Government of Ireland, 2000. National Development Plan 2000-2006.

Government of Ireland, 2023. “The Research and Development Budget 2022-2023”. Department of
Further and Higher Education R, Innovation and Science (ed).

Greenhalgh, T., J. Raftery, S. Hanney, ef al., 2016. “Research Impact: A Narrative Review”, BMC
Medicine, 14(1), p. 1.

Gulbrandsen M., 2011. “Research Institutes as Hybrid Organizations: Central Challenges to their
Legitimacy”, Policy Sciences, 44(3), pp. 215-230.

Gulbrandsen M., 2012. The Co-evolution of Research Institutes with Universities and User Needs:
A Historical Perspective.

Gunn A. and M. Mintrom, 2016. “Higher Education Policy Change in Europe: Academic Research
Funding and the Impact Agenda”, European Education, 48(4), pp. 241-257.

Guthrie S., C. d’Angelo, B. loppolo ef al., 2018. Evidence Synthesis on Measuring the Distribution
of Benefits of Research and Innovation. RAND.

Guthrie, S., W. Wamae, S. Diepeveen et al., 2013. Measuring Research: A Guide to Research
Evaluation Frameworks and Tools.

Hallonsten, O., 2017. “The Third Sector of R&D: Literature Review, Basic Analysis, and Research
Agenda”, Prometheus, 35(1), pp. 21-35.

Holbrook, J.B., 2017. The Future of the Impact Agenda Depends on the Revaluation of Academic
Freedom. Palgrave Communications 3(1), p. 39.

Jones, M.M., C. Manville and J. Chataway, 2017. “Learning from the UK’s Research Impact
Assessment Exercise: A Case Study of a Retrospective Impact Assessment Exercise and
Questions For The Future”, The Journal of Technology Transfer, pp. 1-25.

Lauronen, J-P., 2020. “The Dilemmas and Uncertainties in Assessing the Societal Impact of Research”,
Science and Public Policy, 47(2), pp. 207-218.

Lundh, A., J. Lexchin, B. Mintzes et al. (2017) “Industry Sponsorship and Research Outcome”,
Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews. (2).

Ma, L. and M. Ladisch, 2019. “Evaluation Complacency or Evaluation Inertia? A Study of Evaluative
Metrics and Research Practices in Irish Universities”, Research Evaluation.

Ma, L., 2019. “Money, Morale, and Motivation: A Study of the Output-Based Research Support
Scheme in University College Dublin”, Research Evaluation: 28(4), pp. 304-312.

Marcella, R., H. Lockerbie, L. Bloice et al., 2018. “The Effects of the Research Excellence Framework
Research Impact Agenda on Early- and Mid-Career Researchers in Library and Information
Science”, Journal of information science, 44(5), pp. 608-618.

Martin, B., 2011. “The Research Excellence Framework and the ‘Impact Agenda’: Are We Creating
a Frankenstein Monster?”, Research Evaluation, 20(3): 247-254.

Meagher, L.R. and U. Martin, 2017. “Slightly Dirty Maths: The Richly Textured Mechanisms of
Impact”, Research Evaluation, 26(1), pp. 15-27.



616 The Economic and Social Review

Morton, S., 2015. “Progressing Research Impact Assessment: A ‘Contributions’ Approach”, Research
Evaluation. rvv016.

Muller, J.Z., 2018. The Tyranny of Metrics. Princeton University Press.

Ofir, Z., T. Schwandt, C. Duggan et al., 2016. Research Quality Plus (RQ+): A Holistic Approach to
Evaluating Research.

Pedersen, D.B., J.F. Grenvad and R. Hvidtfeldt, 2020. “Methods for Mapping the Impact of Social
Sciences and Humanities — A Literature Review”, Research Evaluation 29(1), pp. 4-21.

Rau, H., G. Goggins and F. Fahy, 2018. “From Invisibility to Impact: Recognising the Scientific and
Societal Relevance of Interdisciplinary Sustainability Research”, Research policy 47(1),
pp. 266-276.

Reinhardt, A., 2013. Different Pathways to Impact? “Impact” and Research Fund Allocation in
Selected European Countries.

Robson, C., 1993. Real World Research: A Resource for Social Scientists and Practitioner-
Researchers. Blackwell Publishing.

Salter, A. and B.R. Martin, 2001. “The Economic Benefits of Publicly Funded Basic Research:
A Critical Review”, Research policy 30(3): 509-532.

Samuel, G.N. and G.E. Derrick, 2015. “Societal Impact Evaluation: Exploring Evaluator Perceptions
of the Characterization of Impact Under the REF2014”, Research Evaluation 24(3),
pp. 229-241.

Smith, S., V. Ward and A. House, 2011. “‘Impact’ in the Proposals for the UK’s Research Excellence
Framework: Shifting the Boundaries of Academic Autonomy”, Research policy 40(10),
pp. 1369-1379.

Spaapen, J. and L. Van Drooge, 2011. “Introducing ‘Productive Interactions’ in Social Impact
Assessment”, Research Evaluation 20(3), pp. 211-218.

Watermeyer, R., 2016. “Impact in the REF: Issues and Obstacles”, Studies in Higher Education 41(2),
pp. 199-214.

Wilkinson, C., 2019. “Evidencing Impact: A Case Study of UK Academic Perspectives on Evidencing
Research Impact”, Studies in Higher Education 44(1), pp. 72-85.

Williams, K., 2020. “Playing the fields: Theorizing research impact and its assessment”, Research
Evaluation 29(2): 191-202.

WIPO, 2023. Global Innovation Index 2023: Innovation in the Face Of Uncertainty.

World Bank, 2024. Research and Development Expenditure (% of GDP). https://databank.
worldbank.org/source/world-development-indicators/Series/GB.XPD.RSDV.GD.ZS.



