
NRF RESEARCH INSIGHTS

ADVANCING THE IMPACT OF RESEARCH: 
The National Research Foundation’s journey 

Each issue of NRF Research Insights explores a developing topic or theme that influences the global research, 
science and technology, innovation, and higher education sectors. The short publications outline these global 
developments and trends and consider how they may, or have, had an impact on the South African research 
environment. The National Research Foundation’s (NRF) initiatives in response to these developments are also 
unpacked to provide readers with an understanding of the NRF’s plans and ambitions.

1.	 Introduction

In recent years, countries around the globe have incorporat-
ed the concept of societal impact into their national research 
frameworks. This has included its adoption in funding, as-
sessment and research promotion processes, with different 
interpretations of impact and types of assessment and/or re-
ward depending on the country and its priorities and context. 
This development responds to the underlying understanding 
that an investment in research has a positive effect on nation-
al development and that broader society can reap the tangi-

ble benefits of research through goods, services, and policy 
developments. Furthermore, there is an understanding that, 
as research is reliant on public funding, it should account for 
how this funding is used for public benefit. Various definitions 
of impact suggest that the term depends on the context with-
in which that impact is being sought and the types of impact 
being assessed. Broadly, impact in its various dimensions is 
about a change or marked effect.

Since it was established in 1999, the National Research 
Foundation (NRF) has invested in the support, promotion, 
and advancement of research, human capacity develop-
ment, research infrastructure development, and science 
engagement across our national system of innovation. The 
expectation was that these investments would generate im-
pact within the research enterprise, and ultimately for the 
benefit of society. While there are many examples of the 
knowledge impact of funded research, examples of so-
cietal impact are more limited. With this in mind, the NRF 
developed its NRF Vision 2030 around the core focus ar-
eas of transformation, impact, excellence and sustainability 
(TIES). With Strategy 2030, it is focused on transformation, 
innovation, excellence, and sustainability for impact (TIE-
S4I). This led to the NRF adopting an impact agenda and 
embarking on its impact journey. In this NRF Research In-
sights, we start with a brief overview of selected interna-
tional developments around research impact, before con-
sidering the NRF’s impact journey, its adoption of the NRF 

Framework to Advance the Societal and Knowledge Impact 

of Research, and the impact implementation plan. Finally, 
some of the implications for researchers and the research 
community will be unpacked. 

1

This issue of NRF Research Insights unpacks the 
NRF’s research impact journey. The journey began 
with developing the NRF’s approach to research 
impact through consideration of our national 
context along with global trends and developments 
in research impact. The NRF agreed that, as 
the primary funder of research in South Africa, 
both societal and knowledge impact are crucial. 
Knowledge impact is about scientific advances in 
understanding that bring about a positive change 
within or across disciplines and fields. NRF 
programmes have advanced knowledge impact. 
The newer focus on societal impact is about how 
research translates into tangible benefits that can 
improve the quality of life of ordinary South Africans 
by finding solutions to complex challenges. It is 
about research making a positive impact in the 
social, economic, and environmental domains. 
The key focus of this NRF Research Insights is on 
advancement of societal impact.
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2.	 International Developments 

The view that research should result in societal change 
is longstanding and lies at the centre of research, but 
deeper discussions around impact are more recent. After 
World War II, a critical approach to the impact of science 
emerged, particularly in the natural sciences, with scholars 
embarking on ‘…reappraisals of science and technology… 
breakthroughs, [which paved] the way for new technolo-
gies, like, e.g., nuclear weapons’ 1. Concerned scientists 
reflected on the negative societal impact of their research, 
with a focus on how science was used to create weapons of 
mass destruction and environmental impacts. The discus-
sions expanded in the 1960s to the social sciences, with a 
greater focus on how science could contribute to ‘…com-
bat social inequality, crime, and poverty’ 2, although these 
approaches also faced criticism due to negative impacts. 
Critical discussions were also evident at a Yale University 
seminar in 1969, when the term ‘social impact’ was used 
when discussing the ‘…ethical responsibilities of institu-
tional investors’ and how these extended beyond return on 
investment to ‘…consider the social and environmental as-
pects of investment activities’. A year later, the USA passed 
the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) of 1970 with 
‘…a set of practices and procedures called the Social Im-
pact Assessment (SIA). The SIA was a legal requirement 
to systematically capture the potential (negative) socio-eco-
nomic impact of large-scale, industrial land-uses.’ 3 While 
initial impact discussions focused on the negative conse-
quences of research, these developments resulted in a shift 

towards thinking about impact in different disciplines and 
how science could be a ‘productive force…thus putting the 
issue of social responsibility of science on the agenda’. 4

The shift towards research agencies including assessment of 
the beneficial societal impact of research only took place in 
this century. In 2001, Australia made a political commitment 
to strengthen links between industry and universities.5  This 
was formalised in 2002 with the formation of an expert advi-
sory group to develop a Research Quality Framework (RQF) 
‘…focused on both the quality of research and its broader 
impact or use’ 6. In 2006, the ‘…newly formed Working Group 
on Research Impact was asked to make recommendations 
on an optimal methodology for assessing impact’.7 Rather 
than an indicator approach, the group recommended evi-
dence-based (qualitative and quantitative) impact state-
ments. It proposed that impact assessment contribute at 
least 10% of the university research funding formula, starting 
in 2008 with full implementation in 2009. However, after a 
government change in 2007, the RQF was abandoned.

Developments continued in the United Kingdom. An inter-
est in research impact was evident in policy as early as 
1993, but it was in 2006 when discussions began around 
replacing the Research Assessment Exercise (RAE) ‘…
with a cheaper and more streamlined system based on 

1 	 Reinhard Kreissl, Florian Fritz, & Lars Ostermeier (2015) ‘Societal Impact Assessment’ pp. 873-877 in J.D. Wright (ed) International Encyclopedia of the 
Social & Behavioral Sciences (Second Edition), Elsevier. Available from: https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/social-sciences/societal-impact. Accessed 23 
October 2025.

2  	Ibid. 
3  	Robyn Klingler-Vidra (2019) ‘Social Impact: Origins and Evolution of the Term’ in Global Policy. Available from: https://www.globalpolicyjournal.com/

blog/19/12/2019/social-impact-origins-and-evolution-term. Accessed 23 October 2025.
4  	Reinhard Kreissl, Florian Fritz, & Lars Ostermeier (2015) ‘Societal Impact Assessment’ pp. 873-877 in J.D. Wright (ed) International Encyclopedia of the 

Social & Behavioral Sciences (Second Edition), Elsevier. Available from: https://www.sciencedirect.com/topics/social-sciences/societal-impact. Accessed 23 
October 2025.

5  	Kate Williams and Jonathan Grant (2018) ‘A brief history of research impact: how has impact assessment evolved in the UK and Australia?’ in LSE blog. 	
Available from: https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/impactofsocialsciences/2018/03/19/a-brief-history-of-research-impact-how-has-impact-assessment-evolved-in-the-uk-
and-australia/. Accessed 23 October 2025.

6  	Ibid.
7  	Ibid.
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quantitative measures’ 8. There was widespread criticism 
of a metric approach, which would not capture ‘user value 
and impact’.9 This resulted in a revised Research Excel-
lence Framework (REF) which captured the ‘strategic aim 
that research should contribute to economic prosperity, 
national wellbeing, and knowledge dissemination’ 10. A 
review of international impact assessment approaches in 
2009 favoured the Australian approach of case studies, 
and in March 2011 it was confirmed that impact would be 
included in the REF, with a weighting of 20% of the total 
assessment. The first submission occurred in 2013, with 6 
975 impact case studies submitted, and results published 
in 2014.

Since then, developments have followed in other countries, 
including New Zealand, Hong Kong, Canada and the USA, 
and with global bodies. The NRF drew on many of these in-
ternational documents when developing its own framework. 
In 2019, the Global Research Council (GRC) adopted a 
Statement of Principles on Addressing Expectations of So-
cietal and Economic Impact, which noted that ‘no research 
is impact-free’, but that the impact of research can have 
different forms, which can occur in different degrees and 
at different points in time.11 The GRC differentiates between 
‘…the advancement of knowledge (scientific impact), the 
development of societies (societal impact) and fostering in-
novation (economic impact)’ 12 . Importantly, the statement 
reaffirmed a commitment to both research excellence and 

curiosity-driven research, which has influenced the NRF’s 
adoption of an impact framework including both knowledge 
and societal impact. 

The New Zealand Ministry of Business Innovation and Em-
ployment’s October 2019 Position Paper on The Impact of 

Research outlined pathways to impact, which influenced 
the NRF’s pathway approach. This was combined with the 
concept of spheres of control, influence and interest as un-
packed in the work of the Canada’s International Develop-

ment Research Centre’s (IDRC) Research Quality Plus. The 
NRF identified the need to focus on the start of the research 
process by identifying potential for impact and encourag-
ing behaviour change, as well as to extend into areas of 
influence and interest through partnerships. In considering 
ex post impact assessment, the NRF drew from the Unit-
ed Kingdom’s Research Excellence Framework (REF) that 
highlighted the importance of impact case studies with qual-
itative narratives and quantitative indicators. While the UKRI 
removed its requirement for an impact statement as part of 
funding applications, the NRF identified this as a key enabler 
of ex ante assessment to encourage researchers to con-
sider upfront what societal challenge their research could 
respond to (mission-orientated research); who the benefi-
ciaries and potential research partners were (engaged re-
search approaches); the necessary activities to achieve this 
impact; and what the intended impact would be.

8	 Ibid.
9	 Ibid.
10	 Ibid.
11	 Global Research Council( GRC), Statement of Principles: Addressing Expectations of Societal and Economic Impact. Available from: https://www.

globalresearchcouncil.org/fileadmin/documents/GRC_Publications/GRC_2019_Statement_of_Principles_Expectations_of_Societal_and_Economic_Impact.
pdf. Accessed 23 October 2025.

12	 Ibid.
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3.	 The Journey and Development of the 
NRF Framework to Advance the Societal and 
Knowledge Impact of Research

The NRF’s decision to emphasise the impact of research is 
aligned with the NRF’s mandate and the 2019 White Paper 

on Science, Technology and Innovation (WP STI), both of 
which emphasise the contribution that research can make 
to national development. The NRF’s focus is on using the 
research that it funds to bring about an improvement in the 
lives of ordinary South Africans. Over the past twenty-six 
years, the NRF has invested in the support, promotion, and 
advancement of research, human capacity development, 
research infrastructure development and science engage-
ment across the NSI. These investments have generated 
impact within the research enterprise. However, to increase 
and further cultivate the impact of research, the NRF iden-
tified the need for a greater focus on planning for impact. 

To realise the new focus on impact, the NRF constituted a task 
team to reflect on its context and propose an appropriate ap-
proach to research impact. The team drew from various inter-
national developments and interventions in its deliberations, 
including those discussed above. The team grappled with 
questions around what impact is, the types of impact, and 
why the NRF and South African research sector should think 
about impact. Initial discussions revolved around whether to 
focus only on societal impact, or to include knowledge im-
pact, and how each of these related to the NRF’s mandate, 
priorities and ambitions. The decision was taken to include 
both within the NRF’s understanding of impact given the 

evolving nature of the South African knowledge enterprise, 

and the need for a continued focus on both elements. How-

ever, the key focus was on the advancement of the newer 

element of societal impact as interventions to advance knowl-

edge impact were already quite well established. 

 

As explained above, the task team noted the NRF’s posi-

tion predominantly at the start of the research process as 

a research funder (although also a performer of research 

through its National Research Facilities). Drawing in the 

IDRCs reflections on spheres of control, interest and influ-

ence, the NRF determined to focus on the start of the re-

search process, but to extend to outcomes and impact.

The NRF’s Impact Framework outlines how the organisa-

tion, through its core mandate areas, can best advance the 

impact of research. For this purpose, i) a context-relevant 

definition of impact is provided; ii) high-level impact path-

ways are outlined within the NRF’s areas of control, influence 

and interest; and iii) types of assessment are explored at a 

conceptual level. The NRF defines impact as: ‘…a benefi-
cial change in society or knowledge advancement, brought 
about as a direct or indirect result of the NRF’s research sup-
port interventions, whether planned or unintended, immedi-
ate or longer-term’. 
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The NRF’s impact pathways and spheres of control were 

captured graphically to highlight not only the multiple path-

ways to impact, but also the non-linear nature of these path-

ways. It highlighted the need to not only plan for impact, 

but also to identify potential for research impact in the initial 

phases of the research process, and to support methodolo-

gies that enable impact. Using the Logic Model and Theory 

of Change, and taking into account the desired outcomes 

and impacts, the NRF encourages researchers to assess 

the necessary inputs and activities to advance outputs and 

outcomes for impact.

 

The NRF Impact Framework explains that impact assess-

ment will take place at the start of a research project and at 

the impact stage. Ex-ante assessment considers potential 

for impact, while ex-post assessment consists of case stud-

ies of impact achieved. On completion of its Framework, the 

NRF constituted a take team, chaired by Dr Ahmed Bawa, 

the then Chief Executive Officer of Universities South Africa 

(USAf), with selected members from universities, research 

institutes and science councils. Discussions of the Frame-

work assisted in the refining of key elements and culminat-

ed in a webinar in 2021 to launch the NRF Framework and 

its approaches to societal impact.

Having adopted an impact framework, the NRF developed 

an Impact Implementation document. The plan identified 

five key areas:

1.	 Ensuring policy and instrument coherence with the NRF 
and nationally. This is an ongoing process as new fund-
ing instruments are launched and as areas of misalign-
ment are noted.

2.	 Developing impact literacy, both within the NRF and across 
the broader research sector. Initial initiatives have includ-
ed identifying impact champions across the NRF, holding 
webinars, and organising the NRF-AESIS Societal Impact 
of Research Workshop Summit in Cape Town in 2024. 

3.	 Introducing impact-promoting rewards, incentives and 
recognition. In line with this, an NRF Impact Award was 
piloted in 2024, and funding instruments with an impact 
requirement are being launched.

4.	 Promoting research methodologies that advance im-
pact, such as mission-oriented research, engaged and 
partnered research, and trans-disciplinary research. 
A key milestone was adopting the NRF Engaged Re-

search Framework.

5.	 Introducing appropriate impact assessment, ex-ante 
and ex-post.

This led to further work in understanding the requirements 
for such assessment. At the ex-ante stage, the NRF is im-
plementing the requirement for impact statements as part 
of funding proposals for selected funding instruments. 
These will outline the anticipated or potential impact of the 
research; unpack the research process along the impact 
pathway; and identify likely outputs and outcomes that will 
result in impact with societal benefit. The impact statement 
will also explain how impact will be evident and demonstrat-
ed, with verifiable evidence.

The NRF drew on the 7 Cs of identifying the Challenge, 
Contexts, Communities, Constituencies, Channels, forms of 
Communication and ways to Capture the impact. In terms 
of ex-post assessment, the NRF has adopted a case study 
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approach, with a narrative that explains who benefitted from 
the research impact (community, department and policy, in-
dustry etc.); the nature and extent of the impact (how they 
have benefitted); and the process which led to the impact 
(how the research was disseminated, how it came to influ-
ence users or beneficiaries, or how the researcher/s worked 
with stakeholder/s outside of the institution to ensure impact). 
Case studies must include evidence of impact achieved. Ini-
tial case studies were collected as part of the NRF Awards 
process and are available on the NRF’s website. 

4.	 The Way Forward

Having developed and adopted both the NRF Impact 
Framework and Implementation plan, the NRF is now in the 
process of determining how best to adopt these practices 
across business units.

Within NRF-Research Advancement (NRF-RA), funding in-
struments with an impact requirement are being developed. 
Not all instruments will require the dimension of societal im-
pact, but rather a suite of funding instruments is envisaged 
to focus on different priorities and developmental needs. In 
addition, the NRF Societal Impact Award has been added to 
the NRF’s Special Awards to focus on identifying, celebrat-
ing and rewarding examples of significant societal impact. 
NRF-RA is also considering ways to include societal impact 
assessment into the rating and student development pro-
grammes. NRF-SAASTA developed the Engaged Research 
Framework and is working to implement it with dedicated 
funding opportunities. 

Across NRF-National Research Infrastructure Platforms 
(NRIP), National Research Facilities are developing imple-
mentation plans to determine how to increase the societal 
impact of the research carried out by these Facilities. These 
plans unpack the Facilities’ research along the impact path-
ways, identifying which outputs can result in innovations, new 
products, and policy developments with potential for impact. 
The NRF understands that impact is a longer-term endeav-
our, with relevant outcomes in the short and medium term. 

While the NRF’s Impact Framework explores and unpacks 
research impact, or impact that originates in research, the 
it is also exploring partnerships for impact, organisational 
impact, and investment for maximum impact to ensure an 
all-of-organisation approach to impact.

Finally, the NRF also recognises that advancing research im-
pact requires a shift in some of the practices and policies 
within the science and research sector. Research that results 
in societal impact requires engagement with end users and 
a journey with these users through the process of conceptu-
alising and carrying out the research, and in using and im-
plementing the research findings or solutions. This takes time 
and resources, and adjustments are required to understand 
and recognise these engagements as part of the research 
process. The national system, whether through funding poli-
cies or promotion criteria, currently incentivises certain types 
of outputs over others, focuses on the quantity of output, and 
favours short-term outputs over longer-term outcomes. The 
NRF recognises the need to engage with various stakehold-
ers to shape and develop an environment that is more con-
ducive to research with societal impact, without jeopardising 
blue skies research and knowledge impact. 

5.	 Conclusion

The NRF’s ambition over the next decade is to deliver ex-
cellent research with both societal and knowledge impact 
through a suite of funding opportunities. This will include em-
bedding ex-ante and ex-post impact assessment; promoting 
inclusive, interdisciplinary, and collaborative approaches; 
and funding with an expectation of impact. Overall, the NRF is 
promoting a focus on transformative research with the under-
standing that by bringing together a focus on equity, diversity, 
and inclusion; scientific rigour; collaboration; excellence; and 
societal challenges, we will see change and society will ben-
efit. Through the impact agenda, the NRF not only enhances 
accountability and strengthens the positive societal value of 
research, but also fosters co-creation with society and open 
science, ensuring that research contributes to social justice, 
economic development, and long-term sustainability. 
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