
1. Impact in the Framework Programmes: LERU’s 
general orientation

Impact was first included as a selection and award criterion for research in the 7th 

Framework Programme (2007 - 2013). In Horizon 2020 (2014-2020) impact gained 

importance as one of three evaluation criteria, after ‘excellence’ and before ‘quality 

and efficiency of the implementation’. Commissioner Moedas stated in 2016 that 

impact will be one of three core values, next to excellence and openness, for the 

9th Framework Programme which is due to begin in January 2021, adding that a 

sophisticated approach to impact is needed which goes beyond the dichotomy of 

science-for-science’s sake and a utilitarian concept of science1.

LERU could not agree more with the Commissioner. We wholeheartedly 

acknowledge the increased importance of researchers and other FP beneficiaries 

needing to more carefully consider how their activities impact society, the 

environment, the economy, policy development, etc. Universities in general, and 

the LERU’s members in particular are well aware of this; they have made and 

continue to make substantial efforts to accommodate the increasing demand for 

demonstrating impact. 

LERU would like to stress that impact is a complex and multi-faceted phenomenon 

and should be understood as a non-linear, network-oriented process. Measuring 

it requires sophistication in a diversity of approaches, as rightly stated by 

Commissioner Moedas. We have already elaborated on this in detail in the LERU 

paper ‘Productive Interactions: Societal impact of academic research in the 

knowledge society2’  Despite the Commissioner’s statements, LERU is concerned 
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1 Speech by Commissioner Moedas at an ERA conference in Berlin, October 2016:  https://ec.europa.

eu/commission/commissioners/2014-2019/moedas/announcements/embracing-era-change_en 

2 https://www.leru.org/files/Productive-Interactions-Societal-Impact-of-Academic-Research-in-the-

Knowledge-Society-Full-paper.pdf

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2014-2019/moedas/announcements/embracing-era-change_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/commissioners/2014-2019/moedas/announcements/embracing-era-change_en
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that against the current backdrop of short-termism, political steering and drive for market results, the impact 

agenda for the next FP might be compromised. To prevent this from happening, the research community, and the 

European Commission as the guardian of the FP, should agree on what impact does and does not mean in FP. 

Before embarking on an analysis of impact in the Framework Programme, LERU wishes to reiterate that 

evaluating impact at application stage does not guarantee that the projects will indeed achieve the impact 

proposed. Pinning down impact at proposal stage is extremely difficult and often impossible because a degree 

of uncertainty and risk is inherent to research and because what comes out of interactions with other partners 

in course of a project is often unpredictable. Conversely, whilst the sole evaluation criterion for the European 

Research Council (ERC) is excellence, recent figures on the impact of ERC-funded research3 show that funding 

the very best (proposals and researchers), focusing on excellence alone, leads to demonstrable impacts. In 

summary, there is no contradiction between impact and excellence for LERU. The ERC most certainly should 

continue to focus on excellence as its sole criterion for selecting proposals in the future.

Nevertheless, LERU appreciates that impact will be a criterion for awarding funding in the global challenges or 

innovation-oriented parts of FP9. It is accepted that project proposals will need to demonstrate how the work 

proposed relates to the call topic and what they envisage and hope to contribute to it. However, the quality 

of the work proposed, ‘excellence’, should always be the first and most important criterion for selection and 

awarding FP9 funding. In the evaluation scoring, excellence should always carry greater weight than impact 

and implementation. How much greater the weight could depend on the instrument chosen.

The Secretary-General of the Nobel Committee, Göran Hansson, commenting on the 2017 science Nobel prizes 

(Medicine, Physics and Chemistry), awarded to 7 (out of 9) US researchers, said: “The United States has after 

the Second World War allowed scientists to perform fundamental research, to focus on important questions in 

science, not forcing them to do immediate applications, not controlling them in a political way.” The European 

Commission should bear this in mind whilst preparing FP9. A collaborative FP programme or pillar (as proposed 

in the LERU FP9 paper4) should not just focus on shorter-term results, but also on achieving longer-term, 

unexpected and unpredictable impacts by extensively funding and stimulating research, independent from ‘its 

stage of development’. We would like to repeat5 that for achieving societal impact, making a distinction between 

fundamental and applied research is not helpful. Rather, the interactions between researchers from various 

disciplines and societal actors make the difference. It is important that policy makers do not make this distinction 

in funding schemes, but instead focus on stimulating these interactions. We therefore urge the Commission 

(again6) not to use TRL scales in FP9 and not to focus on closer-to-market projects purely because they 

expect these to generate more impact. Instead, they should implement a bottom-up approach for collaborative 

projects, within a framework of predefined broad topics, as we have proposed in the LERU FP9 paper.

LERU calls upon the European Commission to take into account both the multi-faceted nature of the impact 

concept and establish a consistent definition of outputs, outcomes and impact. For FP9 to truly deliver on impact, 

a set of clear definitions is fundamental. Impact comes in various forms and although research can contribute 

to impact, it is important to acknowledge this is not linear. The complexity of this process demands a sense of 

3 https://erc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/qualitative_evaluation_of_completed_projects_funded_by_the_erc.pdf

4 https://www.leru.org/files/LERUs-Views-on-the-9th-Framework-Programme-for-Research-and-Innovation.pdf 

5 https://www.leru.org/files/Productive-Interactions-Societal-Impact-of-Academic-Research-in-the-Knowledge-Society-Full-paper.pdf

6 See amongst others https://www.leru.org/files/The-Strength-of-Collaborative-Research-for-Discovery-in-Horizon-2020-Full-paper.pdf
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pragmatism at the level of accountability and measurability. Requiring applicants, or consortia, to fully articulate 

all impacts likely to emanate from the implementation of their proposed project is both impractical and speculative, 

and clearly reflects a lack of understanding of the difference between outcomes, outputs and impact. Knowing that 

incentives for impact can, however, be generated by developing an impact strategy at research outcome level, 

LERU hopes the EC will not be tempted to over-engineer the demonstration and measurement of impact. 

In this paper we differentiate several notions related to impact, e.g. impact versus output and outcome (section 

2), we propose three new mechanisms to increase the impact of FP9 (section 3), we discuss ways in which 

impact could be assessed at the level of projects and FP programme (components) during and after FP9 

(section 4), and along with our conclusions we formulate recommendations for the European Commission to 

consider in the development of FP9 (section 5).

2. Defining impact and related concepts

Before any purposeful discussion on impact can be held, it is important to be clear on a set of definitions 

of concepts and their interconnections. Having (societal) impact requires converting output into outcome(s), 

and subsequently into impact(s). Current references to impact result in a number of concepts being mixed up 

and terminology substituted incorrectly. 

The European Commission’s Better Regulation Guidelines and related toolbox7 provide detailed guidance on 

impact assessment (which for the Commission means the assessment of expected impact, undertaken ex-ante, 

before the adoption of a programme or policy). In the EC’s guidelines on impact assessment the term impact 

refers to all the changes which are expected to happen due to the implementation and application of a given 

policy option/intervention. Such impacts may occur over different timescales, affect different actors and be 

relevant at different scales (local, regional, national and EU). In an evaluation context, impact refers to the 

changes associated with a particular intervention which occur over the longer term (SWD (2017) 350, p.898). 

It is reassuring to read that impact may occur over different timescales and that when evaluating impact, one 

has to look at changes which occur over the longer term. The guidelines seem however not designed to assess 

potential impact of a programme such as FP9 with many different sub-programmes, focusing on different 

stages of research and innovation and on many different topics, areas and sectors. LERU therefore calls on 

the Commission to clearly define impact and related concepts, starting from the better regulation guidelines, 

but specifically tailor-made for research and innovation. The Commission should train its staff to ensure the 

use of the right terms in different contexts/programmes and provide the necessary guidance to applicants/

beneficiaries. Evaluators need also to be trained to understand what the difference is in order to make a 

judgement on whether what is proposed is feasible or not in the timeline proposed in the project.

LERU recommends the Commission puts in place, as a matter of urgency, a working group of experts to produce 

a widely accepted, well-supported definition of impact, of related other concepts and their interconnections 

which suits a wide range of different research and innovation activities. A good variety of stakeholders should 

be represented in this group and LERU would be especially pleased to contribute to it. 

7  https://ec.europa.eu/info/law/law-making-process/planning-and-proposing-law/better-regulation-why-and-how/better-regulation-guidelines-and-toolbox_en

8 https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/better-regulation-guidelines.pdf 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/better-regulation-guidelines.pdf
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The definitions in table 1 below could be a good starting point for discussions in such a group. We however 

emphasise that this is just a proposal of definitions and is not a visual presentation of how impact is generated. 

As mentioned in different parts of this paper, generating impact is a complex, multi-faceted and often long 

process that is unlikely to result during or from a single project.

Table 1. Defining impact and related concepts

9 See figure 1 in the appendix for more areas of application.

Concept Definition Areas of application9 Concrete example

Input The resources a research funder or institution 
spends in the research process

people, infrastructure, knowhow, background 
IP, money, etc.

Activities Actions taken or work performed as a result of 
research inputs

teams established, research undertaken, 
networking, etc.

Output The accomplishment or product of the activity publications, conferences, new research 
leadership skills and experience for (less-
connected) researchers, new (interdisciplinary) 
research collaborations for researchers, etc.

Identification of 
an antigen that 
triggers immunity 
for a certain 
disease

Outcome Knowledge transferred and/or the changes that 
occur as a result of a programme/project 

Tends to be more immediate than most forms of 
impact

A distinction can be made between scientific 
outcomes (on which the emphasis currently lies), 
societal outcomes (e.g. contribution to policy 
debates or documents, strategy development), 
and economic outcomes (e.g. start-ups, spinoffs, 
increased productivity in a certain field).

Career advancement for (less-connected) 
researchers;

new research infrastructure and programmes 
on societal challenges; 

coordination of standards, procedures and 
methods; 

approved common research projects on 
interdisciplinary research;

Development or 
commercialisation 
of a vaccine 
against a disease

Impact “Effect on, change or benefit to the economy, 
society, culture, public policy or services, 
health, the environment or quality of life, beyond 
academia” (HEFCE’s definition)

Environmental sustainability, protection and 
impact

Wealth creation, economic prosperity and 
regeneration

Enhancing cultural enrichment and quality      
of life

Worldwide academic advancement

Commercialisation and exploitation

Eradication of the 
disease
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3. New funding mechanisms to increase the impact of FP9

As already indicated in our FP9 and Horizon 2020 Interim Evaluation papers10, LERU believes the Commission 

can and should do more to enhance the impact of the projects it is funding. To do so, it is vital the Commission 

engages with the projects funded and dedicates a sufficient number of Commission staff to do this. We propose 

that in FP9 the Commission seeks to cluster projects, develop new types of “synthesis” projects and also set 

up a follow-up funding scheme. Each is discussed in turn below.

A. The EC should orchestrate “project clustering” to support knowledge exchange, interaction 

and interdisciplinarity

As already proposed in the LERU FP9 paper, each project funded in a collaborative scheme in FP9 should join 

a cluster of projects, related to one another by big topic or area. Ideally this area would be comparable to current 

subheadings in the H2020 Work Programmes of societal challenges, for example ‘personalised medicine’, 

‘migration’, ‘governance for the future’ or ‘low carbon and sustainable transport’. The purpose of such a cluster 

would be for consortia to exchange information about their (ongoing) project, for instance at joint conferences 

or symposia or with shared spaces on project websites, to showcase their research and share outputs. This 

is not a call for bigger consortia/projects as such, on the contrary. LERU is in favour of many different types 

of consortia working on similar topics, also small and medium-sized ones. Clustering should ensure that the 

different consortia know better what others are doing and allow the emergence of new consortia, building on the 

output and possible outcomes of older projects. It should also stimulate interdisciplinarity as each project would 

have the opportunity to see how other projects are addressing issues from a different viewpoint. The European 

Commission project officers would play an important role in overseeing and facilitating this activity, providing 

also practical support. A return to project officers with a research background is recommended for this, as well 

as in general for enhancing and assessing the impact of FP funding. 

Clustering should not lead to additional red tape, but should generate an exciting opportunity for knowledge 

exchange leading to an increased impact of the research, particularly to business and the wider public, and 

should ideally lead to new project ideas emerging. The additional benefit is to avoid overlap in activities within 

projects and to facilitate communication about EU-funded research on specific topics. This system of clustering 

worked well in ICT projects in FP6 and should be re-introduced. The costs related to clustering activities should 

be eligible with minimum allocations to each project.

B. The EC should create “synthesis projects” to identify and fill research gaps in thematic areas

In order to increase the impact of the FP and help shape the future research agenda of the EU, LERU 

recommends the introduction of a type of project that aims at synthesising the results of a thematic cluster 

of projects financed through the EU framework programmes. In such projects, the outputs and outcomes of 

the entire range of the cluster is considered. Such an exercise would not only provide insight into what ‘new’ 

knowledge or technologies have been generated from EU investments in R&I in a certain area, it would also 

allow for the identification of gaps which remain. 

10 http://leru.org/files/LERUs-Interim-Evaluation-of-Horizon-2020-Full-paper.pdf and https://www.leru.org/files/LERUs-Views-on-the-9th-

Framework-Programme-for-Research-and-Innovation.pdf

http://leru.org/files/LERUs-Interim-Evaluation-of-Horizon-2020-Full-paper.pdf
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There is currently no mechanism to reflect on and integrate the key findings of projects carried out with regard 

to certain themes. Taking flood risk management as an example, the EU has invested in research projects to 

tackle this challenge for over 15 years. It would be valuable to approach the various findings and outcomes from 

a helicopter perspective, exposing how our knowledge over a given period of time has increased and developed. 

The outcomes of such a synthesis project could, for example, include the distillation of the remaining research 

agenda, the main recommendations for policy- and decision-makers, or guidelines for industry on the further 

implementation of certain technologies.

Synthesis projects should result from an open call for consortia to respond to. Given the type of work to be 

undertaken, the projects could be shorter than an average FP9 collaborative project and the consortium could 

certainly be smaller.

C. The EC should provide “follow-up funding” to test market potential or societal impact

Last but not least, LERU proposes the Commission introduces the possibility of applying for follow-up or specific 

impact funding for collaborative research & innovation projects in FP9. We proposed the introduction of such 

a scheme in the LERU papers on the Interim Evaluation of Horizon 2020 and on FP911, but we have provided 

more detail here to complement the impact approach proposed in this paper. 

To develop this type of funding we propose the Commission looks at the UK Research and Innovation 

(UKRI)’s Impact Acceleration Accounts (IAA)12 as an example. Similar to the UKRI’s IAA, FP9 follow-up or 

impact funding should support a wide range of activities at a variety of timescales from part-way through the 

project to ten years after the project finishes. It is important that such funding is distributed rapidly with minimal 

bureaucracy, ideally with the EC’s DG RTD holding the funding as a block grant. We believe this should be 

possible given the amounts distributed would be fairly small. An important characteristic of this funding would 

be to make provision for the consortium to identify a (new) partner with a key interest in the project’s outputs. 

4. How to evaluate and measure impact during and after FP9 

A. Expected impact in the CALL and PROPOSAL ‘phases’

As indicated at the start of this paper, increasing the focus on the expected impact of projects at application 

or evaluation stage would not necessarily lead to an increase of the actual impact generated by the projects. 

Impact often is a natural outcome of excellent, successful projects – either directly through the academic 

findings and output or indirectly through the collaborations formed, various project activities or follow-on funding 

secured. LERU is therefore not in favour of an increase of the importance of the expected impact. Applications 

and evaluations need to focus on the quality of the work proposed (the ‘excellence’ of the proposal) and, in the 

FP9 pillar focusing on global challenges or UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDG), on the relevance of the 

proposed work to the challenge or SDG. 

Nevertheless, LERU fully supports the idea that researchers need to reflect on the potential or expected 

11 http://leru.org/files/LERUs-Interim-Evaluation-of-Horizon-2020-Full-paper.pdf and https://www.leru.org/files/LERUs-Views-on-the-9th-

Framework-Programme-for-Research-and-Innovation.pdf

12 https://www.ukri.org/innovation/excellence-with-impact/impact-acceleration-accounts/

http://leru.org/files/LERUs-Interim-Evaluation-of-Horizon-2020-Full-paper.pdf
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13 https://www.leru.org/files/Productive-Interactions-Societal-Impact-of-Academic-Research-in-the-Knowledge-Society-Full-paper.pdf

impact of their work when applying for FP funding, especially in a pillar aimed at specific goals or challenges. 

It is, however, important that this reflection is not aimed at trying to pin down the actual impact of the project, 

which is unrealistic at the proposal development stage in all but perhaps some very close-to-market projects. 

Currently, beneficiaries are tempted to overstate the potential impact of the proposed work and this practice 

is unfortunately often rewarded in the evaluation instead of penalised. We therefore urge the Commission to 

develop a different approach to the expected impact statement in FP9.  

A first important step would be for the Commission to avoid identifying expected impact at the level of individual 

calls for proposals. LERU would very much welcome the identification of expected impact at a higher level than 

call level. This could, for example, be at the level of bigger topics, comparable to current subheadings in societal 

challenges work programmes or ‘missions’. Identifying the expected impact one level higher would still keep 

it focused enough to be meaningful to applicants but at the same time broad enough so applicants (and their 

proposals) are not necessarily steered in one specific direction.

A new approach towards the expected impact statement should avoid using the current TRL model and the 

linear concept behind it. As indicated in the LERU paper ‘Productive interactions: Societal impact of academic 

research in the knowledge society’13 most researchers go back and forth between curiosity-driven and 

applied research, and everything that lies in between, and are prepared to collaborate with other stakeholders 

interested in the same topic. The expected impact statement in FP9 proposals should capture this iterative 

process of interactions and the multi-faceted nature of impact, instead of focusing on a purely linear concept 

of research and innovation.

LERU proposes that expected impact in FP9 should focus on identifying potential outcomes. As mentioned 

above, pinning down impact at proposal stage is extremely difficult and often impossible. Identifying potential 

outcomes is realistic and therefore better to assess at proposal stage. Applicants should be actively stimulated 

to think of and possibly include a wide variety of potential outcomes, e.g. societal, scientific or economical 

outcomes. Applicants should also be asked to explore ways towards achieving impact, e.g. by identifying and 

actively engaging relevant users of research and stakeholders. 

We propose that the Commission considers the concept of ‘pathways to impact’, used by the UK 

Research and Innovation (formerly Research Councils UK) as a source of inspiration for the expected 

impact statements in FP9. This approach would allow for considering different forms of impact (societal, 

economic, environmental, etc., see also figure 2 in the appendix) and different forms of knowledge production, 

including open science and citizen science. And it precisely does what is set out above, focusing on potential 

outcomes but at the same time looking further forward.
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The UKRI guidelines on pathways to impact indicate that14: 

“A clearly thought through and acceptable Pathways to Impact statement should:

• be project-specific and not generalised;

•  be flexible and focus on potential outcomes;

Researchers should be encouraged to:

• identify and actively engage relevant users of research and stakeholders at appropriate stages;

• articulate a clear understanding of the context and needs of users and consider ways for the proposed 

research to meet these needs or impact upon understandings of these needs;

• outline the planning and management of associated activities including timing, personnel, skills, budget, 

deliverables and feasibility;

• include evidence of any existing engagement with relevant end users.

It is expected that being able to describe a pathways to impact will apply for the vast majority of proposals. 

In the few exceptions where this is not the case, the Pathways to Impact statement should be used to fully 

justify the reasons why this is not possible.”

It is important that an approach similar to ‘pathways to impact’ is complemented with the possibility to apply 

for follow-up or impact funding as set out above. LERU firmly believes this approach would encourage FP 

beneficiaries to consider impact more broadly, realistically and seriously than the expected impact statement 

of H2020 proposals where no or only very limited follow-up is possible. The follow-up or impact funding would 

certainly enhance the impact of FP funding. 

There are, however, many potential FP beneficiaries that are not (yet) accustomed to this type of impact 

approach. Only a limited number of member states and associated countries have moved towards such a 

sophisticated approach. Moreover, not all fields of research or sectors are used to considering how to realise 

impact when applying for funding or developing project proposals. To ensure that beneficiaries with experience 

in this regard are not privileged over others, the Commission should develop detailed guidance and training 

for applicants. This guidance/training should not necessarily be one-size-fits all but could possibly be different 

for different parts of the FP. Such guidance and training will also be necessary for evaluators and Commission 

staff. LERU also calls on all member states to move towards a similar approach to impact and to provide the 

necessary support for its implementation at national/regional level.

14 https://www.ukri.org/innovation/excellence-with-impact/pathways-to-impact/ 
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B.  Impact assessment or ex-post evaluation, DURING AND AFTER FP9 time

As mentioned above, the Commission’s actions related to impact should be geared towards increasing the 

impact of R&I activities funded by FP9 rather than on measuring or evaluating impact of the FP, its programmes 

or projects. For an impact assessment of the FP (or parts of it) or, using Commission terminology, an ex-post 

evaluation, to be meaningful and truly assess its impact, we urge the Commission to take the following 

important points into account when deciding on the mechanisms of the ex-post evaluation/assessment: 

• An assessment undertaken shortly after the end of the programme should focus on the assessment of 

outputs and outcomes, not impact. 

• Assessing impact only makes sense if concluded a considerable amount of years after the programme 

or projects have finished. The Commission should recognise this and act accordingly (and preferably 

adapt its terminology to reflect this). Although impact is sometimes generated earlier, or only becomes 

clear decades after the end of the programme/projects, it is opportune to finish the assessment only after 

a period of 10 to 15 years after the end of the programme /projects, to ensure capturing most impact. 

This is especially important for those parts of the FP that fund research activities or a mixture of research 

and innovation activities. Evidence for the need to respect such a period can, for instance, be found in a 

study undertaken by Cancer Research UK15 that clearly indicates that it takes on average 17 years for 

the research they funded to have an impact. 

• As indicated earlier in this paper, generating impact through research is a complex process. The 

activities that lead to impact are very likely to be funded by many different funding sources, among 

which the FP funding. An actual impact assessment should therefore look at a bigger picture and not 

only focus on the Framework Programme. It should e.g. take into account how FP funding impacted the 

career of researchers, triggered national funding or initiatives, lead to partnerships that afterwards with 

other funding made important discoveries, etc.  

• Given the complexity and long-term engagement of impact measurement, it would only make sense for 

the Commission to start the actual impact measurement exercise if it is able to commit a decent number 

of staff members to it. The Commission should set up a new unit in DG Research and Innovation that 

is responsible for the impact assessments or change the scope of the current evaluation unit, focusing 

on longer-term impact (and not the shorter-term evaluation currently undertaken), using a broader set 

of indicators and non-qualitative measurements (see below).

• Over-engineering impact would be counterproductive. Whatever approaches the Commission develops 

on impact it should be as light-touch as possible. This should, however, not result in limiting the 

assessment to the use of (new generation) metrics. This type of impact assessment can only be part of 

what the Commission should foresee.

15 https://www.cancerresearchuk.org/sites/default/files/policy_june2014_medical_research_whats_it_worth_briefing_document.pdf 



10

LERU advocates future ex-post evaluations or impact measurements should be done in three phases 

progressing over time: 

 Phase 1: Assessing quantitatively and qualitatively at the end of a project 

a) Quantitative measurement

 The Commission ex-post evaluation is currently based on a set of indicators. LERU is in favour 

of the creation of a ‘toolbox’ of indicators, some short, some medium and some longer term, 

from which, per call or programme, those indicators can be chosen that are most relevant. It is 

however very important that 1) this quantitative measurement is combined with a qualitative one 

(see below); and 2) that the following is taken into account:

• These indicators should not only include traditional metrics, such as publications, patents, 

etc. but also new generation metrics and ‘soft metrics’ that grasp other outputs, even though 

these are more difficult to measure. These soft metrics could, for instance, include how the 

project contributed to the training of researchers and PhD candidates, to teaching, to new 

research collaborations, to policy recommendations, etc.

• The indicators proposed per programme or cluster are thoroughly assessed by relevant 

stakeholders. Among these stakeholders researchers from different disciplines, including 

SSH, should be well represented together with relevant societal actors and representatives 

from large companies and SMEs.

• The onus for the data gathering on the basis of these indicators should rest with the 

Commission, not with the beneficiaries.

b)  Qualitative assessment

 The quantitative assessment above should be combined with a qualitative measurement (for 

instance comparable to the case studies or narratives in the UK REF 2014). This qualitative 

assessment could be an illustration by the consortium of how they actually put into practice 

what they indicated in their proposal on pathways to impact (see above). These case studies or 

narratives could be used directly by the Commission in its public outreach efforts on R&I activities 

already at the end of a project (possibly together with the results of the quantitative assessment). 

It should however not be ‘advertised’ as an impact measurement as this is only the first of three 

phases towards impact.

Phase 2: Stimulating project outputs and outcomes to be further developed and to achieve 

impact via a mixed-tools approach

This mixture of tools (see also ‘research uptake’ in figure 3 of the appendix) would include the impact 

or follow-up funding and the synthesising projects (described above). The majority of this activity would 

happen at the level of parts of the FP, for instance at the level of entire global challenges or of clusters. 

Although there is no measurement or assessment linked to this approach, an intermediate phase of 

progress towards impact is very important to stimulate outputs and outcomes from projects and clusters 

to develop, mature and being synthesised or influence new project proposals.

Timewise, this phase typically applies during or at the end of the first of projects that form a cluster and 

finishes just before the third phase starts.
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Phase 3: Assessing interaction and communication patterns between research and societal 

context at the level of clusters or programmes, to be undertaken a considerable time after the 

programme has ended (see above). 

As argued in the LERU paper on productive interactions and visualised in figure 1 in the appendix, 

impact should be seen as a dynamic, open and networked process in a culture of sustained engagement 

and co-production of knowledge. There is no linear process towards impact. It is, to a large extent, 

the result of an iterative process of interaction between scientific and other social domains and its 

stakeholders. In this process, research and innovation are recognised to take place in a network in 

which different partners with diverse expertise and knowledge collaborate on the basis of a joint agenda. 

Paramount are successful interactions between stakeholders (each with their own expertise, knowledge 

and insight) and the formulation of common goals and joint achievement of results. It requires insight into 

the relevant networks of stakeholders and the variegated interactions and communications that are part 

of those networks, and this insight should as much as possible start right from the design of research 

programmes. It is this type of interactions that should be captured by an impact assessment of parts 

of the framework programme, e.g. societal challenges. This assessment should use the assessments 

undertaken at project level, the outcomes of the synthesising projects, of clustering in general and of 

follow-up funding. The assessment should however go beyond this and capture also, for example, 

possible interactions between clusters. This type of assessment should be developed and started when 

the programmes or societal challenges that are being assessed are still ‘ongoing’ but it should continue 

considerably after the programme has finished. The impact assessment should only be concluded 10, 

preferably 15 years after the end of the programme (see above) 

The Commission will need to adequately finance these activities as well as acknowledge the additional 

time and resources needed to implement this kind of ‘contextual’ evaluation.

Despite these additional resources needed for its implementation, we urge the Commission to fully 

embrace the approach to impact proposed by LERU (2017) and build it into the design of FP9. FP9 

indicators and the underlying legal basis for FP9 should be aligned to an agreed definition of impact and 

should take into account quantitative and qualitative aspects of impact as set out above. In doing so, the 

Commission could better and more fully capture the impact of its research and innovation framework 

programme.

LERU’s proposals regarding impact assessment and impact enhancement are visually summarised in 

figure 4 in the appendix to this paper.
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5. Conclusions and recommendations

1. LERU’s headline views on impact in the Framework Programme

• Impact is a complex and multi-faceted phenomenon. Measuring it requires sophistication in a 

diversity of approaches. LERU is concerned that against the current backdrop of political short-

termism, agenda steering and drive for market results, the impact agenda for the next FP might 

be compromised. To avoid this, the research community and the European Commission, as the 

guardian of the FP, should agree on what impact does and does not mean in FP.

• A broad view of impact, underpinned by the theoretical framework of productive interactions, as 

described in the LERU paper ‘Productive interactions: Societal impact of academic research in the 

knowledge society’, serves as a solid basis for recognising impact as a non-linear and networked 

process.

• There is no contradiction between excellence and impact. Focusing on impact in calls or proposals 

will not necessarily lead to more impact. The quality of the work proposed, ‘excellence’, should 

always prevail as impact often is a natural outcome of excellent projects. The weight of the impact 

score in evaluations could vary depending on the programme or type of project but it should never 

greater than the weight of the excellence score.

• Excellence is the sole criterion on which European Research Council proposals are currently, and 

should in the future be, evaluated.

• Fundamental research also needs to be stimulated and funded in FP9’s collaborative settings 

without a requirement for short-term impact.

2. Defining impact and related concepts

LERU recommends for the European Commission to:

1. develop a clear set of definitions of concepts related to impact, and their interactions;

2. ensure a purposeful debate and common understanding among stakeholders;

3. provide guidance and training to its staff, evaluators and potential beneficiaries to use the impact-

related concepts and definitions correctly;

4. put in place, as soon as possible, a working group with experts to produce impact-related concepts 

and definitions.

3. New funding mechanisms to increase the impact of FP9

LERU recommends for the European Commission to:

5. substantively and inclusively engage with the projects and people funded, preferably through 

project officers that have a thorough understanding of the substance of the research undertaken 

and who follow the development and implementation of projects.

6. increase its efforts to enhance the impact of the projects it funds by 

• orchestrating “project clustering” to support knowledge exchange, interaction and 

interdisciplinarity;

• creating “synthesis projects” to identify and fill research gaps in thematic areas;

• providing “follow-up funding” to test market potential or societal impact; 
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4. How to evaluate and measure impact during and after FP9

LERU recommends for the European Commission to:

7. adopt a different approach to expected impact for FP calls for proposals and applications, one 

which respects the iterative interactions and multi-faceted nature of impact and recognises that it 

is impossible to pin down the actual impact of a project at proposal development stage;

8. look at the UKRI’s Pathways to Impact as a source of inspiration for the expected impact statement 

in project proposals, which allows focusing on potential outcomes as well as looking further 

forward and considering different forms of impact and different forms of knowledge production, 

including open science and citizen science;

9. refrain from using a linear model of impact, such as the currently used TRLs;

10. refrain from over-engineering impact, while finding ways to appropriately balance impact 

assessment by quantitative measurements (using indicators), with qualitative assessment, even 

at project level;

11. adapt its practices and terminology on impact, recognising that genuine impact assessment is a 

long-term process, not achievable within the lifetime of, or immediately after, the end of the FP; 

12. conduct future ex-post evaluations or impact measurements in three phases progressing over 

time: at the end of projects, at an intermediate phase during the FP and some years after the end 

of the programme;

13. stimulate outputs and outcomes to develop further towards impact at an intermediate phase, 

between assessment at project level and assessment at programme (FP component) level;

14. focus on the processes that happen after the end of projects for the assessment of impact at the 

level of clusters or parts of the FP, and assess interaction and communication patterns between 

research and societal context within the cluster or programme, after a good number of years;

15. focus on outputs and outcomes in an end-of-FP assessment, and undertake real impact 

assessment years after the end of FP when one can look at a bigger and fuller picture;

16. dedicate more staff to engage in these efforts to truly capture the impact of the FP or parts of it;

17. adequately finance and support these activities.

LERU looks forward to discussing the ideas set out in this paper with the Commission and other stakeholders.
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Appendix

Figure 1.  Productive interactions (diagramme based on the LERU paper “Productive interactions:    
 Societal impact of academic research in the knowledge society”)

Figure 2.  RCUK (now UKRI) Pathways to Impact
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Figure 3. From research to achieving SDGs (© Dr. F. van Laerhoven, Utrecht University)

Figure 4.  LERU’s proposals for impact assessment and enhancement in FP9
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