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Why is it important?
• There is a growing international consensus on the importance of assessing research impact fairly, 

inclusively and holistically.

• UCT has long recognised the need and value for contributing to addressing societal and 
developmental challenges in our Continent, with an increasing number of our researchers 
undertaking socially responsive research.

• UCT Vision 2030: unleash human potential for a fair and just society. To realise the vision, it is 
imperative to foster an enabling environment through, among other things, aligning the evolving 
research impact practices with our institutional processes and systems.

• We aim to nurture and enable a supportive impact culture and environment within UCT.



• Giving Africa’s knowledge base 
a global reach

• Focusing on impact
• Contributing to a fair and just 

society
• Linking academia, society, 

government  and industry
• Underpinned by excellence and 

transformation



Contextualising the Conversation

• In answering how we (UCT) add value beyond traditional academic and educational 
impact, we seek to enhance the reach of UCT’s research agenda to contribute to solving 
some of societal problems. We deliberated on these issues:
• What defines IMPACT in Research 
• How can UCT measure impact beyond bibliometrics
• How do we make the new ways of assessing research part of our foundation 

• Through dialogue with established and emerging researchers in understanding the 
intrinsic motivation for being engaged in research.

• Driven and supported by university leadership.



Key Considerations 

Research impact is underpinned 
by inter-disciplinary research and 
yet universities’ structures and 
processes are still geared towards 
supporting individual disciplines

Production of technical reports, 
patents, policy briefs, etc does 
not take away production of 
quality peer reviewed papers

The increasing focus on research 
impact should not undermine 
fundamental science

Assessing societal and industry 
impact takes time and we must 
also consider identifying lag and 
leading indicators



Timeline of key developments
Intellectual Property Policy (2011)

Open Access Policy (2014)

Social Responsiveness Framework (2014) 

Research Data Management Policy  (2018)

Statement of support for Declaration on Research 
Assessment (DORA) (2019) 

Data Governance Policy (2020)

Policies



Infrastructure developments  

DATA MANAGEMENT INFRASTRUCTURE 
(2019)

ELECTRONIC RESEARCH 
ADMINISTRATION SYSTEM (2019 - 

ONGOING)

GUIDELINES TO FACULTIES ON 
BROADENING THE ASSESSMENT OF 

RESEARCH IMPACT (2020)



Areas of 
Promise

• Health Sciences – strong alignment/requirement for public 
engagement, social responsiveness, advocacy, health policy, etc.

• University accredited research (URC) groupings – inter and/or 
transdisciplinary research

7 interdisciplinary research institutes
 drive research in a strategic manner to strengthen 

institutional, regional and national priorities

89 accredited research groups
Formal research groups include staff and students from 
various departments and faculties, working across 
disciplines to understand and alleviate some of society’s 
major challenges



Children’s Institute

SUPPORTED 
CHILDREN 

to be ACTIVE CITIZENS 
and CHANGE LAWS

CHILD DEATH REVIEWS
Strengthened child protection  
systems and identification of 

abuse and neglect
CHILD RIGHTS EDUCATION

250+ advocates for child health

Advocated for

R350 
COVID-19 SRD Grant 

to be extended to

2 MILLION CAREGIVERS

16 EDITIONS 
of the South African Child Gauge 
tracked progress for children &

bridged the research-policy divide 

Campaigned for 
inclusion of children in 

NATIONAL STRATEGIC 
PLAN ON GBV

Expert affidavit guides 
CONSTITUTIONAL 

COURT CASE
that declared corporal 

punishment in the home 
unconstitutional

Community partnership 
to strengthen safety, inclusion, 

participation in ECD

Built evidence base
on the intersections of

VIOLENCE AGAINST 
WOMEN AND CHILDREN 

Extending our impact through engaged scholarship

Advancing children’s rights through research, advocacy and education

Provided a 
child-centred 

analysis of 
national data

to make  
CHILDREN 

COUNT

PROTECTED 
31,000 children from 

losing the Child Support Grant

Generating

300+ HEADLINES  
R19 million in media coverage

26 000 website views
350 citations



The African Centre for Cities

• Collaborative engagement with the City of Cape Town’s Policy and Strategy 
Department and the ACC via the deployment of an embedded researcher.

• Understanding of the need to align City of Cape Town processes to various 
global indicators, including the SDGs (and in particular SDG 11). 

• However also an understanding that the implementation of global goals 
have to be attuned to local contexts and capacities, including: 

• Possibility of uneven technical and financial resources
• Political mandates
• Data availability

ACC is an interdisciplinary hub with a mandate to conduct meaningful
research on how to understand, recast and address pressing urban crises.
Since most urban challenges—for example, food security, climate change
adaptation, economic inclusion, cultural vitality and tolerance—are
inherently interdisciplinary and spatially layered, ACC nurtures the co-
production of knowledge between academia and other social sectors.



South Africa’s Just Urban Transition
• South Africa faces the difficult task of radically reducing its economic 

dependence on emissions intensive sectors, lifting people out of 
poverty and unemployment, reducing unsustainable inequality, and 
managing the impact of increasingly damaging weather events

• South Africa is an urbanising country and recognising the co-
dependence between the national climate ambition and a Just Urban 
Transition (JUT), South Africa’s Cities Support Programme, the 
Presidential Climate Commission, and the World Bank jointly requested 
the ACC to compile a JUT discussion paper. 

• Report explores:
• What South Africa’s cities might contribute to a just transition
• Why this is important
• How this might be achieved



Internal Observations

• Social Responsiveness is embedded into much of UCT’s research 
• Nurturing disciplinary strengths enhances translational research capabilities
• Research impact stories are not widely known within and outside UCT
• Varied understanding of what Research impact is and how its measured [eg product 

development vs utilisation of product]



Challenges in 
Changing 
Research 
Culture

Inconsistent formal recognition and reward leads to 
under reporting of research impact

Skepticism that Open Science data sharing practices 
limit the period of privileged use

Previous bad experience of helicopter science in 
international research collaboration with partners from 
the Global North

Inconsistent perception of value / implementation 
across Faculties



Key Findings

• Researchers do not respond well to the language of compliance with the Open Science 
mandates of funders and publishers. They do respond positively to the basic Open 
Science principle of contributing the value of their research to the common good of 
society.

• We need to promote change in research assessment to promote fair recruitment, 
promotion and funding decisions.

• We need to support researchers in communicating the quality and significance of all 
research outputs and impact.

• We need to have systems in place to capture all research outputs and their associated 
impact along with supplementary evidence (case studies, narratives, surveys, etc.)



How we think about Research 
Impact

• Research impact assessment should supplement NOT REPLACE current research 
assessment methods, tools, and criteria

• Move beyond an exclusive focus on quantitative approaches towards recognising 
qualitative approaches and particularly principle-based evaluation. 

• Include transformation measures as it not only reflects our values (excellence, 
transformation, and sustainability) but also the cross-cutting nature of transformation in 
the higher education space. 



Research Impact 
should consider 
the entire 
impact pathway 

1) INPUTS – WHAT YOU 
NEED

2) ACTIVITIES – WHAT 
YOU DO

3) OUTPUTS –
PRODUCTS OF YOUR 

RESEARCH

4) OUTCOMES –
AWARENESS AND USE 

OF OUTPUTS

5) IMPACT –
CONSEQUENCES OF 

PEOPLE USING 
OUTPUTS

6) REFLECTION –
CONSEQUENCES OF 

IMPACT FOR GUIDING 
FUTURE INPUTS



Case Study
DTHC/HF (Desmond Tutu HIV Centre and Health Foundation)

Research Focus
Collaborating with those most at risk to find innovative solutions in the prevention and treatment of HIV and related infections.

Research Impact
Cultural Health Political Social Educational

Masiphumelele Research Site
Understand and ultimately control 
the TB and HIV epidemic in the 
area by gathering data and 
researching HIV prevention 
methods. The site provides a 
unique space for investigator-
driven socio-behavioural research. 

Emavundleni CRS
Effective evidence-
based clinical 
guidelines lead to 
better patient 
outcomes and more 
effective health 
policies.

The Desmond Tutu 
Health Foundation 
strives to improve the 
health and wellbeing 
of the communities 
we serve while 
contributing to local 
and national health 
policy.

Philippi Village 
Social Behavioural Unit, 
the Community 
Engagement team, the 
Mobile Services team 
and the Youth Clinic.

Gugulethu CRS
HIV and tuberculosis (TB) 
treatment and prevention, 
with a strong emphasis on 
adherence to treatment 
guidelines and 
preventative measures. 

Beneficiaries
Adult and adolescent Community 
Advisory Boards in Masiphumelele. 
These are community groups that 
help facilitate information flow 
between investigators and the 
community.

Provides essential 
health services to the 
community in the 
surrounding Nyanga
district while 
conducting excellent 
research.

No data available/data 
not collected.

Multi-faceted projects 
target the health and 
wellbeing of young 
women and men living in 
the Mitchells 
Plain/Klipfontein health 
sub-district. 

Sizophila Therapeutic 
Counsellors, a group of 
patients who were trained 
in all aspects of HIV 
treatment and became the 
first lay HIV counsellors.

https://desmondtutuhealthfoundation.org.za/what-we-do/masiphumelele/
https://desmondtutuhealthfoundation.org.za/what-we-do/emavundleni-clinical-research-site/
https://desmondtutuhealthfoundation.org.za/who-we-are/
https://desmondtutuhealthfoundation.org.za/who-we-are/
https://desmondtutuhealthfoundation.org.za/what-we-do/philippi-village/
https://desmondtutuhealthfoundation.org.za/what-we-do/gugulethu-clinical-research-site/


Institutional Support
Impact Literacy

• Information sharing/educations (uni-wide engagements)
• Training (grant writing, how to influence policy, links with ethics, drafting of impact statement, 

impact pathway planning etc.)
• Engaged scholarship training for PG students (knowledge co-op and global citizenship 

programme) & academics (engaged scholarship programme)
• Feedback/reflection sessions with partner and prospective civil society organisations 
• Living Lab (Khusela iKamva Campus Sustainability Project)

Funding for impact driven R&I projects
• UCT Grand Challenges

Networking opportunities
• Sandpit event
• Interfaculty engagements



Future 
Actions

Underway
• Define R&I impact in the context of UCT
• Visibility of research impact

Desired goals
To make sure we don’t have an empty mission 
statement, it is important to revise and align our:

• Recruitment and Ad hominem processes, 
• Internal funding review processes,
• Centrally-located shared resources 
• Have support structures in place to capture 

research outputs AND impact and the associated 
evidence.



The Way Forward: Recommendations

National action
• Implementation of NRF Framework to Advance the Societal and Knowledge Impact of Research
• Possibly to extent NRF rating system
• Consider development of a national RIA systems.



THANK YOU
 



Internationally there has been quite a drive to move away from journal-based metrics and 

toward assessing impact. In 2019, the University Research Committee (URC) agreed to 

support the principles of the San Francisco Declaration of Research Assessment 

(DORA). DORA is a set of recommendations that looks to enhance the way in which the 

output of scientific research is evaluated, particularly by shifting the focus from journal-

based metrics to qualitative peer-assessment of research on its own merits. Globally 

however there is still not agreement on what a better alternative looks like, other than that 

there needs to be a combination of quantitative bibliometrics and more qualitative 

measures that are more likely to pick up nuance and impact etc.

The San Francisco Declaration of Research Assessment


