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RESPONSE TO THE DISCUSSION PAPER 
The National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) is an independent body responsible for undertaking, collecting, managing, analysing, evaluating and communicating research and statistics about tertiary education and training. 
NCVER has a strong interest in ensuring that its research is useful and achieves a practical outcome related to policy implementation and/or practice in the vocational and tertiary education and training sectors. Our research interests are predominantly applied and span the social science disciplines.
We note the scope of the discussion paper relates specifically to research undertaken in universities. Under the National Vocational Education and Training Research program managed by NCVER approximately 85% of funding is directed to researchers in Australian universities. The program is a competitive ‘Category 1’ listed fund distributing approximately 1 million in research funding annually.
NCVER has undertaken a number of activities to assess the wider benefits arising from research using a systematic case study approach. The first of these dates back to the 1990s. For this submission, NCVER is restricting its comments to the lessons learned from its own studies.


ABOUT THE NCVER MODEL
1. Chris Selby Smith and colleagues’ comprehensive report (Selby Smith et al, 1998) highlighted the practical difficulties in assessing impact. Their case studies astutely reveal the dynamic, complicated and non-linear relationship between research and policy-making.       
2. Subsequent studies (Stanwick, Hargreaves & Beddie, 2009; Stanwick & Hargreaves, 2012; Hargreaves, 2012) have developed and tested a model for assessing impact. The results demonstrate that, with effort and some cost, it is possible to evaluate the extent to which the wider benefits of research are being realised.
3. The NCVER model takes as its starting point the ‘Payback framework’ developed by Professors Buxton and Hanney in 1996 to assess the outcomes of healthcare research. They found a structured case study approach using a combination of bibliometric analysis, documentary and literature review and interviews with key informants was a useful way of identifying a large variety of ‘paybacks’ from the research.
4. NCVER extends this into an approach which brings together metrics from academic citations and broader proxy measures of impact through media citations and public policy use. Such a model recognises that research can be used either directly or indirectly, and the role of research in the decision-making process may be diffuse but not necessarily less influential.
5. The NCVER model measures impact across four domains:
· knowledge production – using conventional citations in published reports and journals and metrics such as numbers of publication downloads, but also less conventional references such as those in the media, parliamentary hansards and ‘grey literature’ which may not be published or widely accessible
· capacity building - assessing the extent to which the research has improved the abilities of researchers and of stakeholders to engage with the research
· informing policy – judging if and how research has been useful in informing or guiding policy, primarily through interviews with end users
· informing practice – establishing how the research has informed or guided practice, again through interviews with end users.
6. The approach is pragmatic – using experts to provide informed opinion, recording personal testimonies, conducting assessments from case studies and recognising the place and value of a wide variety of citations as proxy measures of impact.
7. The model distinguishes between two types of impact indicators: those that are more immediate such as specific outputs like a publication or media release, and less immediate outcomes such as citations in other documents and changes in policy or practice. Ways of measuring the indicators, both quantitatively and qualitatively, are provided in the table at appendix A.



LESSONS LEARNED
8. Any approach to measuring impact needs to be practical. For this reason NCVER takes the four domains described above in paragraph 5 as the basis for its contextual model. Originally, another domain had been proposed to consider the wider impacts on society (such as education and training participation outcomes) but this domain was too broad to yield any practical outcomes. For this reason NCVER cautions against the use of ABS Socio-Economic Objectives for research (SEO) codes as the primary method for classifying and assessing case studies. For outcomes of impact assessments to be of practical use, the research needs to be precisely defined so that the assessment can be focused on specific tangible areas.
9. There are many ways in which a variety of outputs from a piece of research can have a wide-ranging impact. The model and metrics proposed in the discussion paper may benefit from recognising a wider range of metrics, particularly for social science disciplines. For example, citations in parliamentary legislation are important because they provide a direct indication of how research has entered policy development. The other message regarding citations is that not one citation tool is comprehensive, so a variety of search tools should be used.
10. With respect to timing and reference periods for uncovering impacts, NCVER’s studies suggest an optimal time to conduct an impact assessment in an applied social science research setting is three years after publication of the initial research report. 
11. At the heart of the NCVER model is talking to the end-users of the research and the researchers directly. As an independent body NCVER conducts the full case study and does not rely on researchers developing their own assessment of reach, significance and contribution. 
· By talking to end-users it is possible to gather information about how the research has been used and what influence it has had in a transparent way. This is also particularly critical in uncovering citations of the research in ‘grey literature’ such as departmental briefings.
· By talking to researchers it is possible disentangle realised impacts from intention and shift the focus from one of research process to outcomes.
· Judgment is required in how many resources are devoted to uncovering the impact of a piece of research as this can be expensive and time-consuming, especially when end-users prove difficult to locate. In addition, once identified, end-users may need considerable prompting to uncover where they have used the research, perhaps in an implicit way.

12. While not the purpose of the discussion paper, we believe any impact assessment exercise in universities could be an opportunity to instigate amongst academia strategies for maximising the use and influence of research. These strategies may not be applicable for all disciplines but the point being that the assessment exercise is an opportunity to further enhance activities. For example:
· Building in to the research process forums or workshops with stakeholders beyond academia which will increase end-users’ capacity to access and use information arising from the research.
· Encouraging researchers or knowledge brokers to engage directly with policy-makers to help in the distillation of research findings.
· Increasing accessibility of research findings can facilitate impacts on practice; but this should be coupled with the ability of researchers to move beyond the research process and share outcomes in practical and engaging ways. 
· Embracing the concept of knowledge translation which takes the research beyond dissemination activities. It actively seeks to interpret the research according to the needs of different audiences. Information from the research is distilled into a variety of different formats that can include good practice guides, research overviews for specific audiences, briefing papers, presentations and discussion forums, just to name a few. Building the knowledge translation stage into the process at the beginning of the research will maximise its effectiveness. Intermediaries who are skilled at knowledge translation can also assist in getting the message out to a wider audience. This does not necessarily have to be the people who conducted the research, although in many cases it will be.
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	Categories and definitions of impact

	Types of impact
	Outputs - 
immediate indicators
	Outcomes -
less immediate indicators
	Possible sources of information

	Knowledge production 
1. dissemination
1. general awareness of and engagement with the research
1. contributions to the literature
1. ability of research to inform future research

	Increase in  knowledge
Raising awareness of research
	Publications of various types
Presentations
News/media references

	Citations in other documents
Research used in vocational or higher education courses as readings / references

	Bibliometric analysis of various publications and articles
Stakeholder self-reported use of research
Number of web hits
Number of NCVER newsletter, e-news and Twitter subscribers

	Capacity building
1. supporting the abilities of researchers to undertake fit for purpose research
1. improving the skills of relevant stakeholders and enhancing their decision-making abilities
   training early career and novice researchers

	Increasing capacity of researchers to undertake research – development of researcher skills
Improved quality of research funding submissions
Increased capacity of professionals within the VET sector to undertake research

	Formation of partnerships and collaborations between institutions (academic, industry etc.) – communities of practice
Invited keynotes and presentations at conferences
Training courses/professional development
	Ongoing collaborations and partnerships
Engagement of new researchers
Leadership development
	Records of collaborations by researchers
Research based on direction provided by previous research
Research reports by new and novice  researchers


	Informing policy
1. broadly, any policy or plan that guides decisions or actions
	[bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Raising profile & awareness of research among government agencies and other relevant stakeholders
Developing new policy
Changing existing policy

	Submission to parliamentary enquiry
Research cited in government publications and reports
Workshops and presentations to stakeholders



	Information requests from government agencies
New policies
Changes in policies

	Research referred to in government enquiries, submissions or  other policy related documents (note research is used but not always cited)
Hansard references
Records of presentations and meetings held by researchers
Qualitative case studies of instances where informing policy has occurred


	Informing practice
1. broadly encompasses behaviour, actions and knowledge of how things are done
	Raising profile & awareness of research among VET practitioners, industry groups and other stakeholders 
Developing new practices
Changing existing practices
	Good practice guides
Practitioner publications

	Information requests by practitioners
Self-reported use of good practice guides
Adoption of new practices
Changes in practice

	Examples of publications in practice utilising/citing research
Records kept of information requests, presentations and conferences - maintained by researchers
Qualitative case studies of instances where informing practice has occurred 
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